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In tro d u c tio n

A f i r s t  read in g  of P e a r l  c o n s t i tu te s  w hat John Dewey would c a l l  

"an  e x p e r ie n c e ."  The r ic h n e s s  o f d e s c r ip t io n ,  th e  e leg an ce  o f i t s  form , 

and th e  w ea lth  of th e o lo g ic a l  m a te r ia l  a re  overwhelm ing in  t h e i r  im pact; 

th e  em o tio n a l urgency of th e  n a r r a t iv e  v o ic e ,  a f t e r  s ix  hundred y e a r s ,  

e q u a lly  im p re ss iv e . The poem seems unapproachab le  in  i t s  p e r f e c t io n .

The q u e s tio n s  which then  a r i s e  a re  uncom fortab ly  la r g e :  perhaps t h i s  i s

th e  rea so n  t h a t ,  in  th e  c r i t i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  f o r  many y e a r s ,  d eb a te s  

co n cern in g  th e  a c tu a l  e x is te n c e  o f th e  Maiden and th e  orthodoxy o f th e  

P e a r l - p o e t 's  b e l i e f s  have obscured  is s u e s  more s u i t a b le  fo r  d is c u s s io n  

in  l i t e r a r y  te rm s. In  1933, Rene^W ellek, su rv ey in g  th e  commentary a v a i l ­

a b le  a t  th e  tim e , concluded:

A ll  th e se  d e b a te s , we f e e l ,  about d i a l e c t ,  
a u th o rs h ip , e leg y  v e rsu s  a l le g o r y ,  th eo lo g y , 
symbolism , e t c . , though they  have been  a l ­
most th e  only  o ccu p a tio n  of s c h o la r s h ip ,  say 
very  l i t t l e  about th e  P e a r l  as a work of a r t .
We may g ra n t th a t  a r ig h t  co n cep tio n  o f th e  
co n te n ts  of th e  poem has c le a re d  th e  way fo r  
a r t i s t i c  a p p re c ia t io n ,  b u t th e  a c tu a l  s tu d y  
o f th e  a r t i s t i c  v a lu e  of th e  poem i s  s t i l l  in
i t s  b e g in n in g s . Even th e  obvious approach
through  q u e s tio n s  o f m eter and s t r u c tu r e  has 
n o t been  much u t i l i z e d  h i t h e r t o .  P ro fe s so r  
N o r th ru p 's  p ap e r , "A Study o f th e  M e tr ic a l 
S tru c tu re  o f th e  M iddle E n g lish  Poem th e  P e a r l"  
i s  r a th e r  a c o n tr ib u tio n  to  th e  h i s to r y  of un­
s t r e s s e d  ê  in  th e  West M idland th an  a  m e tr ic a l  
in v e s t ig a t io n  p ro p e r . A lso , O akden 's tre a tm e n t 
of th e  m eter i s  r a th e r  a s t a t i s t i c a l  su rvey  
o f th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  and i t s  use than  an a ttem p t 
a t  a r t i s t i c  in t e r p r e t a t i o n .

The s i t u a t i o n  rem ains more or l e s s  th e  same, w ith  much a t t e n t io n  g iven

to  th e  " in v e s t ig a t io n  of th e  t y p i c a l ,"  in  w hich , P e te r  Dronke rem arks,

th e re  i s  a "danger th a t  we shou ld  see  th e  p o e try  o f th e  M iddle Ages in
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term s of i t s  most s te re o ty p e d  minds and im a g in in g s .” W hile Ian  Bishop

in  P e a r l  in  i t s  S e t t in g s  and P a t r i c i a  M. Kean in  P e a r l :  An I n te r p r e t a t i o n

have w r i t t e n  e x c e l le n t  and s o p h is t ic a te d  books i l lu m in a tin g  th e  genre o f

th e  poem, i t s  th e o lo g ic a l  and l i n g u i s t i c  background , and i t s  n u m erica l

schem e, they  do n o t s tu d y  th e  poem as a poem b u t t r e a t  i t  r a th e r  as  a
3

work of a very  s p e c ia l  k in d . N eedless to  s a y , i t  i s  im p o ss ib le  to  

u n d e rs tan d  th e  work of th e  P e a r l -p o e t  in  g e n e ra l ,  and P e a r l  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  

w ith o u t knowledge of th e  p e r io d , m edieval th e o lo g y , and th e  e s th e t i c  v a lu e s  

o f th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry . Such an u n d e rs ta n d in g  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  a t t a i n ,  

and any in fo rm a tio n  concern ing  th e  background seems c lo s e  to  th e  m iracu­

lo u s ,  g iven  th e  o p a c ity  o f th e  p o e t ’ s d i a l e c t  and th e  anonym ity o f th e  

a u th o r . Thus, when Norman D avis can p o in t  o u t th a t  th e  f i n a l  s ta n z a  of 

th e  poem in c lu d e s  th e  fo rm al g re e t in g  o f fo u r te e n th  c en tu ry  p a re n t to  

fo u r te e n th  c en tu ry  c h i ld ,^  th e  in fo rm a tio n  seems l ik e  a r a f t  in  a s ea  o f 

s p e c u la t io n s .  B asic  problem s rem ain : we do n o t  know who w ro te  P e a r l , as

w e ll  as Si r  Gawain and th e  Green K n ig h t, P a tie n c e  and P u r i t y , a l l  in  MS. 

C otton  Nero A .x , and th e  au d ien ce  th a t  h ea rd  o r read  th e se  poems. A ttem pts 

have been made to  id e n t i f y  th e  a u th o r . He has been co n sid e red  a member 

o f Pem broke's h o u seh o ld , and an agonized  e c c l e s i a s t i c ; ^  one s c h o la r  sees  

s t y l i s t i c  s i m i l a r i t i e s  in  th e  Awntyrs of A r th u re , whereupon th e  P e a r l -  

p o e t becomes Huchown.^ E a rly  in  th e  d e b a te , G ollancz v a c i l l a t e d  betw een
7

Huchown as au th o r and S tro d e . At t h i s  p o in t ,  s in c e  f re s h  c lu e s  have 

n o t y e t  ap p eared , an a ttem p t to  comprehend th e  poem th rough  th e  i d e n t i ty  

o f i t s  c r e a to r  seems an im p o ss ib le  and p r o f i t l e s s  p u r s u i t .

As in d ic a te d  by W ellek , th e  p ro v in ce  of th e  poem 's language rem ains 

v i r t u a l l y  u n ex p lo red . There a re  some a r t i c l e s ,  and th e  number i s  n o t 

g r e a t ,  on in d iv id u a l  words o r l i n g u i s t i c  t r a i t s  in  th e  work o f th e  P e a r l -



p o e t ,  b u t one f i n a l l y  le a rn s  more about th e  word from th e  poem than  

about th e  poem from th e  word i t s e l f .  T y p ica l o f th e se  a r t i c l e s  i s  an 

i n t e r e s t i n g  d is c u s s io n  o f "The Etymology and Meaning of Boy," P e a r l ,  11. 

805-806. A lthough i t  i s  good to  know th a t  "boye3" may mean " e x e c u tio n ­

e r s "  as w e ll  as "w re tc h e s ,"  th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of th e  poem, o r th e  under­

s ta n d in g  o f i t s  e f f e c t s ,  i s  n o t  r a d ic a l ly  changed by such in fo rm a tio n .

Much more e n lig h te n in g  a re  th o se  s tu d ie s  which d e a l w ith  words o f g re a t  

im portance in  th e  work. W. R. J .  B a rro n 's  s tu d y  o f "L uf-daungere" i s  

h e lp f u l  in  t h a t  a f a l s e  re a d in g  o f  th e  term  could a l t e r  th e  poem 's meaning 

an a r t i c l e  by D orothy E v e re t t  and Naomi D. H um ard , on le g a l  lan g u ag e , i s  

even more n e c e ssa ry  to  th e  c o r r e c t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f th e  poem 's c e n t r a l  

p a s sa g e s .^  The exam ination  o f "C ortaysye  in  M iddle E n g lish "  by W. 0 .

Evans i s  a ls o  most i l l u m i n a t i n g , ^  because  i t  i s  n o t l im ite d  to  etym ology 

b u t moves from pure  l i n g u i s t i c  in v e s t ig a t io n  to  an in q u iry  abou t th e  

im p lic a t io n s  o f th e  term  f o r  a  fo u r te e n th  cen tu ry  p o e t and h is  au d ien ce .

There i s  a lso  a  " g a r la n d e  gay" of th e o lo g ic a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  which

ran g e , as m ight be e x p e c te d , from th e  t e n t a t i v e ,  as in  C a r le to n  Brown’s

e a r ly  e s s a y , (1904), "The A uthor o f th e  P e a r l  C onsidered in  th e  L ig h t o f

h i s  T h e o lo g ic a l O p in io n s ," ^  to  l a t e r  an a ly ses  th a t  a ttem p t to  reduce th e

P e a r l - p o e t 's  though t and r e l ig io u s  b e l i e f s  to  one scheme o r a n o th e r .

S i s t e r  M. M adeleva, f o r  exam ple, in  P e a r l :  A Study in  S p i r i t u a l  D ry n ess ,

endeavoring  to  a l l e g o r iz e  th e  e n t i r e  w ork, obscures th e  most p re s s in g

is s u e  in  c e r t a in  s e c t io n s  o f th e  poem: th e  dea th  o f in n o cen ts  and how

12G od's j u s t i c e  d i f f e r s  in  k in d  from human j u s t i c e .  W ellek c a l l s  a t t e n ­

t io n  to  th e  s e n s ib le  o p in io n s  o f J e f f e r s o n  B. F le tc h e r  who, in  "The 

A lleg o ry  o f th e  P e a r l ,"  (1921) d en ies  th a t  " a  devout fo u r te e n th  cen tu ry
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C a th o lic "  would be " a c t in g  the  h e r e t i c , "  and , in  r e fe re n c e  to  th e  te n a ­

c io u s  e le g y -a l le g o ry  d e b a te , a s s e r t s  th a t  re c o g n iz in g  th e  P e a r l  as sym­

b o l i c  does n o t p re c lu d e  b e l i e f  " in  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  e x is te n c e  o f th e  c h i ld ,  

j u s t  a s ,  fo r  in s ta n c e ,  A lb e rtu s  Magnus in  h i s  p r a is e  o f th e  V irg in  Mary 

d e sc rib e d  a l l  th e  sym bolic p r o p e r t i e s ,  d e l ig h t s ,  s c e n ts ,  m eteo ro lo g y ,

f lo r a  and fau n a  of Mary qua Garden w ith o u t e v e r  doub ting  h e r  h i s t o r i c a l  

1 ^r e a l i t y . "  W hile Brown's s t i p u l a t i o n  th a t  th e  P e a r l - p o e t 's  em phasis on 

"g ra ce "  marks him as an a n t i -P e la g ia n  r e p re s e n ts  a v ia b le  p o s i t io n  to  

argue from , by th e  tim e D. W. R obertson  ad d re sse s  h im se lf  to  th e  th eo ­

lo g ic a l  a s p e c t  o f P e a r l , in  "The H eresy of P e a r l , o n e  has l o s t  th e  

sen se  o f how th e  p le th o ra  of d o c t r in a l  d isp u te s  en ab le s  one to  under­

s ta n d  o r a p p re c ia te  th e  poem. There a r e ,  m oreover, th e  numerous com­

p a r iso n s  o f P e a r l  w ith  o th e r  long r e l ig io u s  poems, e s p e c ia l ly  D a n te 's  

Commedia, w hich , one would assum e, would be a more p r o f i t a b l e  com pari­

son in  term s of th e  d if f e r e n c e s  betw een th e  two works r a th e r  th an  in

15term s o f t h e i r  s i m i l a r i t i e s .  Even Kean dw ells  lo n g e r th an  i s  n e c c e s s -

1a ry  upon th e  resem blances o f P e a r l  to  o th e r  poems. The approach B is­

hop ta k e s  i s  th u s  r e f r e s h in g :  h is  book, P e a r l  in  i t s  S e t t i n g , i s  a com­

p a c t  and seem ingly  d e f in i t i v e  e x p lo ra t io n  o f th e  m oral and th e o lo g ic a l  

background o f th e  poem, th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c lim a te  o f th e  p e r io d ,  and

th e  s o u rc e s ,  in  l i t u r g y ,  o f much o f th e  p o e t 's  im agery. H is d is c u s s io n

17of genre i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  v a lu a b le  f o r  t h i s  s tu d y .

A word on g en re : t h i s ,  to o , has been a s u b je c t  f o r  d eb a te  in  th e  

c r i t i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e .  I s  th e  poem an elegy? Some asked ; some, G. G. 

C o u lto n , f o r  exam ple, answ ered th a t  i t  was in d e ed , b a s in g  t h e i r  re p ly  

upon b e l i e f  in  th e  a c tu a l  e x is te n c e  o f th e  maiden as d au g h te r to  th e



poet.I-® Others answered no, including W. H. Schofield, one of the
19f i r s t  to  ta k e  is s u e  w ith  th e  w holly  a u to b io g ra p h ic a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .

The poem i s ,  o f  co u rse , a d rea m -v is io n , as  no one would deny, y e t  th e

20te rm , in  and o f i t s e l f ,  does n o t t e l l  us much. The is s u e  has been  

narrow ed to  "a  d eb a te  betw een th o se — in c lu d in g  E. V. G ordon,1' Bishop 

n o te s ,  "who re g a rd  i t  as an e leg y  and th o se  who, fo llo w in g  S c h o f ie ld ’ s 

le a d ,  b e l ie v e  i t  to  be b a s ic a l ly  an a l le g o ry .  The main reaso n s  f o r  sup­

p o sin g  i t  to  be an a l le g o ry  a re  th e  use of th e  p e a r l  as a symbol and th e  

p re sen ce  in  th e  poem o f a c o n s id e ra b le  amount o f d o c t r in a l  and th e o lo g i-
O 1

c a l  m a te r ia l  t h a t  m ight seem ou t o f p la c e  in  an e le g y ."  The d is p a r a te

elem en ts in  th e  poem probab ly  prom pted th e  w ise  comment o f Dorothy

E v e re t t  th a t  "none of th e se  l a b e l s ,  by i t s e l f "  could  do j u s t i c e  to  th e  

22poem. Bishop b eg in s  by rem arking th a t  P e a r l  i s  n o t an e leg y  and has

more to  do w ith  " c o n so lin g  th e  b ereav ed  th an  w ith  mourning th e  d ec ea se d ."

He n o te s ,  to o , th a t  "an elem ent o f c o n s o la tio n  i s  o f te n  p re s e n t  in  an

e le g y , b u t in  P e a r l  c o n s o la tio n  i s  th e  fundam ental purpose t h a t  u n i f i e s

th e  argum ent and d e term in es i t s  d i r e c t io n ."  Through th e  work o f John

25Conley and V. E. W atts , Bishop came upon th e  d i s t i n c t  a lth o u g h  some­

what e lu s iv e  genre o f c o n s o la tio n  whose a n c e s try  in  a n t iq u i ty  seemed to

se c u re  i t s  usage in  m edieval Europe and which i s  indeed  th e  genre o f

*)f\B occaccio ’s Olympia. T h is d i s t i n c t i o n  made by Bishop i s  ex trem ely  

im p o rta n t, fo r  one no lo n g e r  ex p ec ts  a p an eg y ric  on th e  q u a l i t i e s  o f 

th e  P ea rl-m aid en  as she had been on e a r th ;  we no lo n g e r look fo r  a 

l i t e r a r y  r e s u r r e c t io n ,  as i t  w ere , o r a monument fo r  th e  dead p e rso n . 

C o n so la tio n , o f c o u rse , b r in g s  w ith  i t  o th e r  q u e s tio n s ,  th e  fo rem ost 

b e in g : does i tc o n s o le ?  and whom? and by what means?
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F o r, even i f  one i s  s a t i s f i e d  w ith  th e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ,  why th e  

poem accom plishes i t s  ends rem ains unknown. Why i t  i s  n o t m erely  a 

s u c c e s s fu l  t r a c t ,  an im p en e trab le  document, o r ,  in d e ed , a com plete 

f a i l u r e  as a  work o f a r t?  The a r t i c l e s  on d ic t io n  and s ty l e  do no 

more than  s c ra tc h  th e  s u r f a c e .  W. S. Jo h n so n 's  e ssay  on im agery and 

lan g u ag e , th e  poem 's d ic t io n ,  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  i s  p e rc e p tiv e  b u t ,  as
07

Johnson h im se lf  s u g g e s ts ,  i t  i s  no more than a b eg in n in g . We w ish  to

know from what deeper w e ll  th e  images and th e  language i t s e l f  flow . The

f ig u r a t iv e  language employed by th e  P e a r l-p o e t  has r ic h e s  o f i t s  own,

o f c o u rse , y e t  th e  b eau ty  o f th e  work i s  n o t a b y -p ro d u c t o f th e  im agery.

P e a r l  i s  n o t to  be read  in  th e  same way as Kubla Khan, to  g iv e  th e  most

obvious exam ple: much o f  th e  m etaphor in  P e a r l  i s  a c tu a l ly  l i t u r g i c a l

28in  o r ig in ,  as Kean and Bishop have shown. C. A. L u t t r e l l  has  t r a c e d

29th e  "Symbolism in  a Garden S e tt in g "  to  i t s  uses in  French t r a d i t i o n ;

30R. J .  B lanch f in d s  th e  so u rc e s  fo r  th e  P e a r l - p o e t 's  u se  o f gems;

A. C. S p e a r in g 's  work i s  concerned w ith  th e  sym bolic and d ram a tic  d ev e l­

opment w ith in  th e  poem, and, though s u c c e s s fu l  in  dem olish ing  th e  e l a -

31b o ra te  a l l e g o r i c a l  s t r u c tu r e s  o f R obertson and S te m , n o n e th e le s s  s ta y s

32w ith in  th e  c o n te x t o f im a g is t ic  c r i t i c i s m .  Perhaps e q u a tio n  o f poe- 

s i s  w ith  im agery i s  th e  a f t e r - e f f e c t  o f th e  New C r i t ic is m  b u t th e  em­

p h a s is  which p o e ts  them selves have p laced  upon p o e t ic  f a c to r s  o th e r  than

33m etaphor has been g r e a t .  I t  a ls o  seems p o s s ib le  to  w r i te  a bad poem 

w ith  sp le n d id  im agery— and a good no v el w ith  a p le th o ra  o f sym bolic 

u t te r a n c e s ,  so t h a t ,  in  in v e s t ig a t in g  th e  im agery of a poem w ith o u t 

a t t e n t io n  to  o th e r  fo rm al e le m en ts , we may very  w e ll  reach  a  dead end. 

S p e a rin g , in  th e  co n clu d in g  rem arks o f h is  e s sa y , su g g es ts  an avenue
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tow ard w hich such a n a ly s is  may le a d :

Though th e  Dream er’s v is io n a ry  ex p e rien ce  i s  
in co m p le te , th e  d ram atic  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f h i s  
i n i t i a l  s i t u a t i o n  have been b rough t to  a s a t i s ­
fy in g  c o n c lu s io n . The body of th e  poem has tak en  
th e  form  o f a  d ram atic  p ro c e ss  in  which sym bolic 
developm ent has gone a lo n g  w ith  human developm ent, 
and which we a re  a b le  to  a c t  ou t im a g in a tiv e ly  
fo r  o u rse lv e s  as o f te n  as we read  i t .  I t  i s  t h i s  
p ro c e s s ,  and n o t m erely  th e  d o c tr in e  embedded 
in  i t ,  which g iv e s  P e a r l— th e  poem and th e  sym­
b o l— i t s  l a s t i n g  v a l u e . ^

One s e a rc h e s  f o r  w hat t h i s  s ta te m e n t seems to  prom ise in  S pearing*s

35book; b u t ,  th e re  a g a in , f u r th e r  e x p lo ra t io n  of im agery , w h ile  i n t e r e s t ­

in g ,  does n o t reach  th e  b e in g  o f th e  poem. John Burrow, in  R ic a rd ia n

P o e try , has f u l ly  ex p lo red  th e  mode and temper o f th e  work on th e  id e a -

36t i o n a l  and c u l tu r a l  l e v e l .  What S pearing  seems to  i n d ic a te ,  how ever, 

in  th e  p assag e  c i t e d  above, i s  th a t  th e  poem 's im portance and im m ortal­

i t y  r e s id e  n o t so  much in  what i t  i s  about b u t in  what i t  does. And 

s in c e  im agery i s  th e  to o l  o f v is u a l  a r t ,  and d ram atic  developm ent th a t  

o f  n a r r a t i v e ,  I  p ropose to  examine th o se  a sp e c ts  o f  th e  poem p ro p e r  to  

p o e try :  th e  ways in  which words a re  e x c lu s iv e  of t h e i r  f ig u r a t iv e  u se .

P e a r l  i s  un ique n o t only  as every  poem i s  un ique b u t a lso  b ecause  

i t  i s  th e  on ly  poem in  M iddle E n g lish , to  my know ledge, which employs

an e la b o r a te  form fo r  such g r e a t  le n g th  and w ith  th e  n a r ra to r -d re a m e r -

37p e rso n a , as C h arles  Moorman p o in ts  o u t ,  c e n t r a l  to  th e  work i t s e l f .

Only th e  s ta n z a ic  form o f C h au cer's  T ro ilu s  and C riseyde p re s e n ts  an 

e q u a lly  i n t r i c a t e  scheme b u t Chaucer has n o t l im ite d  h i s  n a r r a t iv e  to  

th e  realm  o f th e  s u b je c t iv e :  most o f th e  a c t io n  ta k e s  p la c e  in  th e

w o rld . P e a r l , to  p u t i t  b lu n t ly ,  tak es  p la c e  in  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  mind; 

how th e  p o e t e x o n e ra te s  h is  sp eak er o f egoism and how th e  w orld  i s  i n t r o -
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duced in to  th e  s u b je c t iv e  mode, problem s th a t  a re  p e c u l ia r  to  th e  l y r i c

form , a re  as c r u c ia l  f o r  P e a r l  as fo r  Dylan Thomas' "F ern  H i l l , "  There

i s ,  in  a d d i t io n ,  th e  problem  of movement, a c t io n ,  o r  p ro c e s s ,  f o r  th e re

i s  a  n a r r a t iv e  in  P e a r l . What, th e n , c o n s t i tu te s  " l y r i c "  a c tio n ?

A nother d i f f i c u l t y  in  endeavoring  to  u n d e rs tan d  how th e  poem works

i s  in  i t s  p r e s e n ta t io n  o f th e  d iv in e .  Bishop approaches t h i s  problem

in  two c h a p te r s ,  "The 'A lle g o ry  o f th e  T h e o lo g ia n s '"  and "The 'A lle g o ry  

38o f th e  P o e t s . '"  The term s a re  D a n te 's  b u t Bishop employs them " in  a

39b ro a d e r  sen se  th an  D an te ;"  o f th e  a l le g o ry  o f th e  p o e ts  he rem arks:

w hat I  u n d ers tan d  by i t  i s  any a l l e g o r i c a l  o r 
sy m b o lica l d ev ice  t h a t  does n o t f a l l  w ith in  
th e  d e f in i t i o n  of th e  ' a l le g o ry  o f  th e  th eo ­
l o g i a n s . '  The th e o lo g ia n s  them selves used  th e  
word 'a l l e g o r y ' in  b o th  a b road  and a narrow  
s e n se ; th ey  employed i t  to  r e f e r  n o t on ly  to  
th e  sensus s p i r i t u a l i s  o f S c r ip tu r e ,  b u t  a ls o  
to  in d ic a te  one of th e  th re e  d iv is io n s  o f th a t
's e n s e '— th e  one known s p e c i f i c a l l y  as th e
sen su s  a l l e g o r ic u s . . .n e i th e r  th e  'th e o lo g ia n s ' 
on th e  one hand, n o r  th e  'p o e t s ' and r h e to r ic ia n s  
on th e  o th e r ,  ap p ear to  have had much use  fo r  
any fo rm al d i s t i n c t io n  betw een 'a l l e g o r y ' and 
'sy m b o lism ;' w hereas such a d i s t i n c t i o n  p ro v id e s
th e  s t a r t i n g  p o in t  fo r  many modem d is c u s s io n s
o f a l le g o ry — in c lu d in g  m edieval a l l e g o r y . ^

A ll  o f  B ish o p 's  e x p lo ra t io n s  in  t h i s  d i r e c t io n  seem to  in d ic a te  th a t  th e  

p o e t m ust ta k e ,  and has in d eed  ta k e n , g re a t  c a re  n o t to  impose m eta­

p hors o r e a r th  upon d iv in e  essen ces  o r upon d iv in i ty  i t s e l f .  What sp h ere

th e  poem in h a b i t s  o r what sp h ere  we a re  to  b e l ie v e  i t  in h a b i ts  i s  a most

im p o rtan t i s s u e .  U n fo r tu n a te ly , one i s  le d ,  in  P e a r l  in  i t s  S e t t in g ,

in to  y e t  an o th e r  d is c u s s io n  o f im agery in  which B ishop does n o t draw 

o u t th e  im p lic a t io n s  in h e re n t  in  h i s  own c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of im ages. 

F u rth e rm o re , th e  q u e s tio n  o f th e  poem 's space  i s  o f sem in a l im portance 

in  th a t  th e  form o f th e  poem i t s e l f  i s  j u s t i f i e d  in  term s o f th a t  sp ace .
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The fo llo w in g  c h a p te rs  do n o t a tte m p t to  d e s c r ib e  a l l e g o r i c a l  

phenomena, n o r  do they  a ttem p t to  c a s t  new l i g h t  upon th e  im agery or 

symbols p e r  s e ; what m a te r ia ls  th e  P e a r l -p o e t  u t i l i z e d  in  th e  c r e a t io n  

o f h is  o b je c t ,  thanks to  th e  e f f o r t s ,  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  o f Bishop and 

Kean, a re  now known. How t h i s  m a s te r-c ra f tsm a n  worked them in to  an 

e s t h e t i c a l l y  s a t i s f y in g  whole i s  an a re a  v i r t u a l l y  u n ex p lo red ; in d ee d , 

why i t  i s  e s th e t i c a l l y  s a t i s f y in g  has n o t been ask ed . In  P a r t  I ,  I  

have t r i e d  to  su g g est th e  a r t i s t i c  pu rposes w hich emerge from th e  

s t r a te g y  of th e  form; w hether th e se  p receded  th e  l a t t e r  o r grew o u t 

o f  i t ,  I  cannot c la im  to  have d isc o v e re d , and have n o t w ished to  in ­

voke th e  i n t e n t io n a l  f a l la c y .  B u t, in  th e  b e l i e f  th a t  b eau ty  has i t s  

c a u se s , and th a t  each cause i s  a d is c e r n ib le  change in  th e  m a te r ia l  o f 

a  poem— i t s  language— I  w ish , in  P a r t  I I ,  to  d em o n stra te  th a t  th e  P e a r l -  

p o e t ’ s v i r t u o s i t y ,  f a r  from b e in g  ex tran eo u s  to  th e  poem 's meaning o r 

s ig n i f i c a n c e ,  i s  t h a t  which endows th e  work w ith  g re a tn e s s  and which 

i s ,  in  s h o r t ,  th e  c o n so la tio n  of p o e try  i t s e l f .
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THE DILEMMA OF THE WORLD
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CHAPTER I  -  THE PHENOMENAL WORLD

The P e a r l-p o e t  w as, above a l l ,  a  m aste r  o f c o n t r a s t ;  In  P u r i t y ,

h i s  d e s c r ip t io n  of sumptuous v e s s e ls  se rv e s  to  in c re a s e  o n e 's  sen se

o f how s a c r i le g io u s  i s  t h e i r  misuse;'*' in  P a t ie n c e , th e  jo y o u sn ess o f
o

th e  seaman upon s e t t i n g  f o r th  h e ig h te n s  th e  v io le n c e  o f th e  s to rm ;

th e  w in te r  morning o f Gawainfs t e s t i n g  ap p ears  much more co ld  and

d ism al b ecau se , in  c o n t r a s t ,  th e  poem d is c lo s e s  th e  w orld  o f th e  h a l l
3

where Gawain has been re g a le d  in  warmth and com forted  by la u g h te r .

The problem  c e n t r a l  to  P e a r l , how ever, i s  one which would seem to  c a l l  

f o r  th e  u tm ost g r a v i ty  and c o n tro l  on th e  p a r t  o f  i t s  c r e a to r ;  th e  

ev en t w hich m erely th re a te n s  in  P a tie n c e  and Gawain and th e  Green 

K n ig h t, has  a lre a d y  o ccu rred  a t  th e  v ery  b eg in n in g  o f P e a r l , th a t  

ev en t b e in g  th e  d ea th  o f a  much loved  in d iv id u a l—more p r e c i s e ly ,  th e  

un tim ely  e x t in c t io n  o f a f a u l t l e s s  c h i ld .  The th e o lo g ic a l  d i f f i c u l t y  

o f such an occu rren ce  in v i t e s  th e  most consp icuous decorum in  im agery 

and to n e : th e  j u s t i c e  o f th e  l i f e  p ro c e ss  i t s e l f  i s ,  and must b e ,

q u e s tio n e d . The a l t e r n a t iv e  to  r e s o lu t io n  o f th e  poem 's problem  i s  

d e s p a ir ,  fo r  th e  i s s u e  i s  s ta r k ly  in  ev id en ce ; a  l e s s e r  p o e t m ight 

have been in t im id a te d  by i t s  g r a v i ty .  But th e  a u th o r  o f P e a r l  was 

d a r in g . In s te a d  o f weakening th e  is s u e  by invok ing  d ea th  as an 

a b s t r a c t io n ,  h is  poem c o n c e n tr a te s ,  f i e r c e l y ,  as i t  w ere , upon th e  

wonders and b e a u tie s  o f th e  n a tu r a l  w o rld . Even in  th e  most a b s t r a c t  

and c e re b ra l  p a s sa g e s , one i s  n ev e r p e rm itte d  to  fo rg e t  th e  bounty  

o f l i f e  w hich, a g a in ,  by c o n t r a s t ,  makes th e  l im i ta t io n s  o f n a tu re  

and h e r  s u b je c ts  th a t  much more u n reaso n ab le  and u n n e rv in g .^  The 

p o e t has m ain ta in ed  th i s  te n s io n  c o n s is t e n t ly ,  e i t h e r  d i r e c t l y ,  in
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th e  d ia lo g u e  o r im agery, o r  i n d i r e c t l y ,  in  th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f th e  v e rs e  

i t s e l f .

The w orld  o f th e  poem i s  n o t th e  sev en th  s p h e re , n o r i s  i t  th e  

re g io n  of th e o lo g ic a l  in te l l ig e n c e  in h a b i te d ,  f o r  exam ple, by th e  

dream er in  P ie r s  Plowman."* The w orld  o f th e  poem i s  th e  e a r th ,  and 

one i s  made to  wee th e  e a r th  th rough  th e  eyes o f a  man, a  p e rso n a , 

who i s  ea rth -b o u n d  even in  h is  dream s. W hatever i s  v is io n a r y ,  o r ,  

r a th e r ,  e n v is io n e d , in  t h i s  w ork, ta k e s  p la c e  n o t in  a  h o ly  and sanc­

t i f i e d  tra n c e  b u t in  th e  s le e p  o f an a d u l t  human b e in g  who i s  b o th  

m en ta lly  and p h y s ic a lly  ex h au sted  by g r i e f

f>a3 kynde o f K ryste  me com fort kenned,
My w reched w y lle  in  wo ay w ra3 te .
I  f e l l e  vpon fia t f lo u ry  f l a 3 t ,
Suche odour to  my hem e3  sc h o t;
I  s lo d e  vpon a s le p y n g -s la 3 te  y
On fia t p re c io s  p e r le  w ythouten s p o t.

(11. 55-60)

So, to o , th e  lo n g in g  of th e  sp eak e r fo r  th e  P ea rl-m a id en  i s  p re se n te d  

as anguish  over th e  p h y s ic a l  s e p a ra t io n ;  such  i s  th e  c o n n o ta tio n  of 

" lu f-d a u n g e re "  (1 . 1 1 ). Loss i s  s e e n , a t  l e a s t  i n i t i a l l y ,  as a lo s s  

o f s e n s o r ia l  p le a s u re ,  n o t to  speak  o f s e n su a l jo y . The ev o c a tio n  o f 

th e  m aid en 's  p h y s ic a l  form appears to  acco rd  w ith  th e  d ictum  o f
O

Andreas th e  C hap lain  th a t  a  b l in d  man cannot lo v e . W hile th e  very  

p h y s ic a l i ty  o f th e  d e s c r ip t io n  in  P e a r l  has caused some s k e p tic is m  in  

re g a rd  to  th e  d rea m er's  p a t e r n i ty ,  th e  r e le g a t io n  of th e  sen ses  and 

sen so ry  e x p e rien ce  to  th e  realm  of s e x u a l i ty  seems a  n o tio n  perhaps 

more h e lp f u l  in  re a d in g  n in e te e n th  and tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry  p o e try  than  

th a t  of th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry .^  One o f th e  most s t r i k i n g  and f e a r f u l
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a sp e c ts  o f d ea th  i s ,  o f c o u rse , s im p le  p h y s ic a l  d is s o lu t io n .  And, 

s in c e  th e  dream er i s  n o t on ly  an e a r th ly  man b u t a lso  a somewhat 

e a r th  c h a r a c te r ,  h i s  e x p e rien c e  o f th e  w o rld , and o f h i s  b e lo v ed  

c h i ld ,  has been of an  a p p a ren t n a tu r e ,  as whose has n o t?  The p o ig ­

nancy of th e  opening s e c t io n  stem s from th e  p e rs o n a 's  f u l l  e x p re s s io n , 

in  im a g in a tio n , o f what th e  re a d e r  must r e a l i z e  i s  in ta n g ib le :

P e r le ,  p le s a u n te  to  p rynces paye
To c la n ly  c lo s  in  go lde so  c l e r e ,

( 11 . 1- 2)

So ro u n d e , so reken  in  vche a ra y e ,
So sm al, so  smope h e r  syde3 w e re ,10

(11 . 6-7)

But m ight one n o t o b je c t ,  a t  t h i s  p o in t ,  th a t  th e  poem reads 

a l l e g o r i c a l l y ,  t h a t  th e  p erso n a  a d d re sses  n o t only a sm all g i r l  

p o s s ib ly  named P e a r l ,  o r M arg are t, b u t  The P e a r l  o f G reat P r ic e  which 

th e  re a d e r  w i l l  be a sk ed , l a t e r  in  th e  poem, to  id e n t i fy ? " ^  The ques­

t io n  of sen su s  h i s to r i c u s  a s id e ,  how i s  one to  i n t e r p r e t  th e  p o e t 's

i n d i r e c t io n ,  h i s  u se , t h a t  i s ,  o f  a c e r ta in  amount o f a l l e g o r i c a l  te c h -  

12n ique? D esp ite  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  use of a l le g o ry  in  p o l i t i c a l  works to  

v e i l  meanings o r  i d e n t i t i e s ,  th e  more im p o rtan t fu n c tio n  o f a l le g o ry  i s  

c l a r i f i c a t i o n  of m eaning, and n o t c r e a t io n  of m ystery  o r p o e t ic  ambigu­

i t y .  S ince  th e  P e a r l -p o e t  i s  concerned only s e c o n d a rily  w ith  m eaning, 

and p r im a r i ly  w ith  e v o c a tio n , a s  we w i l l  see  in  P a r t  I I ,  th e  a l l e g o r i ­

c a l  e lem ents a re  p r e s e n t  in  P e a r l  in  o rd e r  to  c l a r i f y  o r  i l lu m in a te

13s t a t e s  o f b e in g  r a th e r  than  sequences of th o u g h t. The p o e t 's  p re ­

s e n ta t io n  o f th e  b ereav ed  as a je w e le r ,  f o r  exam ple, who has l o s t  h is  

"p r iu y  p e r le  w ythouten  s p o t t e , "  (1 . 2 4 ) , engenders a s e r i e s  o f a c tio n s
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w hich in  tu rn  c o r r e l a t e  w ith  th e  d re am er's  in n e r  developm ent. The 

p o e t i s  a b le  to  av o id  th e  f r i v o l i t y  o f m etaphor. Sym bolic a c t io n s  

o ccu r by means of th e  a l l e g o r i c a l  p rem ise : i f  a jew e l f a l l s  in  th e

g r a s s ,  one m ust s e a rc h  th e r e ,  and n o t m erely con tem pla te  i t s  l o s s .

The symbols them selves a re  a p p ro p r ia te  to  th e  poem fo r  s e v e ra l  re a ­

so n s , n o t th e  l e a s t  o f  which i s  t h e i r  q u a l i ty  o f t a n g i b i l i t y .  G iving 

shape to  d i f f u s e  em otions may w e ll  be th e  p o e t 's  b u s in e s s  in  g e n e ra l ;  

i t  i s  th e  p e c u l ia r  g en ius o f th e  P e a r l - p o e t to  employ th i s  f a c u l ty  in  

o rd e r  to  c r e a te  a h e ig h te n e d  sen se  o f  l o s s ,  ab sen ce , and d i f f u s io n  in  

tim e and sp ace .

The p r e s e n ta t io n  o f lo s s  th ro u g h  i t s  c o n tra ry ,  abundant b e a u ty , 

th e  b o u n t i f u l ,  seems th e  p r e v a i l in g  p o e t ic  im pulse th rough  th e  fo u r th  

s e c t io n  of th e  work. One n o te s  t h a t  such bounty  i s  n o t e a s i ly  t r a c e ­

a b le  to  a  d iv in e  so u rc e— th e re  i s  s c a rc e ly  a  m ention o f th e  d e i ty  o u t­

s id e  o f th e  dream i t s e l f .  The P e a r l - p o e t 's  n a tu r e ,  l i k e  th e  N atu re

o f Jean  de Meun, i s  a l s o  a  fo rc e  o f l im i t a t i o n .  N ature  in  P e a r l , how-

14e v e r ,  i s  n o t q u i te  so c o -o p e ra t iv e  in  reg a rd  to  God o r man. I t  i s  

indeed  th e  abundance and p ro fu s io n  o f n a tu re  th a t  i r k s  th e  n a r r a to r ,  

th e  im m ediate a b s u rd ity  o f n a tu r e 's  g r a tu i to u s  b es to w al and w ith d raw al 

th a t  d r iv e s  him to  f re n z y . He a c c e p ts  c y c l i c a l  p ro c e sse s  which th e  

c o n tin u a tio n  o f l i f e  n e c e s s i t a t e s :

For vch g re s s e  mot grow o f grayne3 dede;
No w hete were e l l e 3  to  wone wonne.

(11 . 31-32)

I t  i s  n o t th e  growth o f w heat and b a r le y  which e x a c e rb a te s  h is  sorrow  

b u t  th a t  of " g i l o f r e ,  gyngure and gromylyoun" (1 . 4 3 ). He i s  d r iv e n
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w ild  by th e  ab su rd  lo v e l in e s s  o f what i s  m u tab le :

p a t  s p o t  o f spyse3  mot nede3 sp re d e , 
p e r  such ryche3 to  r o t  i s  ru n n e;
Blome3 b lay k e  and blwe and red e  
p e r  schyne3 f u l  sch y r agayn pe sunne.

(11. 25-28)

Of th e  " e rb e r  g rene" (1 . 3 8 ) , th e  dream er f o r lo r n ly  rem arks:

3 i f  h i t  wat3 semly on to  se n e ,
A fa y r  r e f l a y r  3 e t  f ro  h i t  f l o t .  
p e r  wonys p a t  w orpy ly , I  wot and wene,
My p re c io u s  p e r le  w ythouten s p o t.

(11. 45-48)

E v e re t t  and o th e r  have d isc u s se d  th e  c o n v e n tio n a l u se  o f garden

im agery in  th e  p o e try  o f th e  M iddle Ages;'*'”’ and, as E. V. Gordon

p o in ts  o u t ,  in  e r o t i c  p o e try  from  th e  tim e o f th e  Song of Songs to

th a t  o f th e  13th  cen tu ry  l y r i c  "Annot and Jo h a n ,"  th e  garden of

16s p ic e s  a c q u ire s  p a r t i c u l a r  a s s o c ia t io n s .  I t  w ould , o f c o u rse , be 

r a th e r  m is le ad in g  to  view th e  im agery of th e  garden in  P e a r l  as 

d i r e c t ly  e r o t i c ;  b u t ,  Gordon c o n tin u e s , " in  th e  romances s p ic e s  w ere 

commonly found in  any lan d scap e  or garden  in ten d e d  to  be s u rp a s s in g ly  

charm ing o r  l u x u r i a n t : . . .The use  o f p la n ts  fo r  s p ic e  b ro u g h t no u t i l i ­

t a r i a n  a s s o c ia t io n s  to  th e  m edieval mind; s p ic e s  were th en  c o s t ly ,  

and th e  flo w ers  o f s p ic e -p la n ts  w ere b e lie v e d  to  have th e  r ic h e s t  

s c e n t s . "17 one i s in v i te d  to  c o r r e l a t e  th e  b eau ty  of th e  gard en , and 

th e  b eau ty  o f th e  dead c h i ld ;  in  h i s  r e b e l l io n  a g a in s t  th e  ways of 

N a tu re , th e  dream er i s  shown as b l in d  to  th e  d i s t i n c t io n  betw een th e  

two k in d s  o f b e a u ty , a d i s t i n c t i o n  which th e  P earl-m aid en  h e r s e l f  

endeavors to  e x p la in :

For p a t  pou le s t e 3  w at3 b o t a ro se
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p a t  flow red  and fay  le d  as kynde h y t g e f .
Now fiur3 kynde o f fie k y s te  p a t  h y t con c lo se  
To a p e r le  o f p ry s  h i t  i s  p u t in  p r e f .

(11. 269-272)

In  th e  n a tu r a l  w o rld , th e n , th e re  a re  a lso  phenomena o f d i f f e r e n t  

k in d s— d i f f e r e n t  e n t i t i e s  which a re  dependent upon p h y s ic a l  cau ses . 

These seem to  d i f f e r  e i t h e r  in  re g a rd  to  t h e i r  degree  o f permanence or 

to  t h e i r  degree  of c o n sc io u sn e ss . More w i l l  be s a id  l a t e r  o f  th e  

sym bolic r o le  p lay ed  by th e  gem stones and p re c io u s  m eta ls  in  th e  work—

why, th a t  i s ,  a  p o e t o f  such h ig h  s e r io u s n e s s  shou ld  have a l l o t t e d  so

much space to  th e se  o b je c ts .  At th e  b eg in n in g  o f P e a r l , th e  n a r r a to r  

re fu s e s  to  a cc e p t th e s e  deg rees o f d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n ;  and , as h i s  be­

reavem ent does o ccu r to  him a t  f i r s t  in  term s o f s e n su a l d e p r iv a t io n ,

th e  iro n y  o f h i s  s u f f e r in g ,  o f w hich he i s  a l l  too  co n sc io u s , i s  en­

la rg e d  in  p ro p o r tio n  to  h is  r e f u s a l  to  a cc e p t th a t  very  co n sc io u sn ess .

18The n a r r a t o r ,  l i k e  Gawain on h i s  day o f t e s t i n g ,  must face  a supreme

c h a lle n g e  away from s o c ie ty ,  and , once a g a in ,  in  a p rim a l s e t t i n g .

J u s t  as th e  d e p r iv a t io n  i s ,  a t  t h i s  p o in t ,  p h y s ic a l  d e p r iv a t io n ,  h i s

angu ish  has a  p h y s ic a l  form; he  has n o t m erely l o s t  s ig h t  o f h is

jew e l b u t "pur3  g re s s e  to  grounde h i t  f ro  me y o t"  (1 . 10 ); heaven and

e a r th ,  s p i r i t  and body have been sundered :

Sypen in  p a t  sp o te  h i t  f ro  me sp ran g e ,
O fte  h a f  I  w ay ted , wyschande p a t  w ele ,
p a t  wont wat3 w hyle deuoyde my wrange 
And heuen my happe and a l  my h e le .
p a t  do t3  b o t p rych  my h e r t  p range
My b r e s t e  in  b a le  b o t b o ln e  and b e le ;

(11. 13-18)

The n a r r a t o r 's  s w e llin g  and b u rn in g  g r i e f  i s  l i k e  a b o d ily  wound



- 19 -

fo r  which th e re  i s  only  momentary and sen so ry  d i s t r a c t i o n :

3 e t f>o3t me n eu e r so sw ete a  sange 
As s t y l l e  sto u n d e  l e t  to  me s t e l e .

(11. 19-20)

I f  tem pted to  draw th e  in fe re n c e  from the l in e s  above t h a t ,  even in

h is  abandoned s t a t e ,  th e  n a r r a to r  i s  s t i l l  s u s c e p t ib le  to  th e  g lo r ie s

of c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  one has only  to  r e c a l l  an o th e r  c h a ra c te r  much com-
19fo r te d  by "sw eet so u n d s"; l i k e  th e  p r im it iv e  C a lib an , th e  bereaved

20in  P e a r l  a s s ig n s  w i l l  o r in te n t io n  to  th e  in an im a te  e a r th :

For sope per  f l e t e n  to  me f e l e ,
To fienke h i r  c o lo r  so c la d  in  c lo t .
0 m oul, fiou m arre3 a  myry i u l e ,
My p r iu y  p e r le  w ythouten  s p o t te .

(11. 21-24)

The rem arkably  e f f e c t iv e  image in  l i n e  21, c i t e d  above, d e r iv e s  i t s  

power from th e  alm ost b r u t a l  c l a r i t y  o f th e  p e rc e p tio n : th e  jew e l­

l ik e  lum inous a s p e c t  o f th e  c h i ld  as c o n tra s te d  w ith  th e  d ark  o p a c ity

of e a r th .  No in te r c e s s io n  o f  th e  s p i r i t  a m e lio ra te s  th e  p h y s ic a l

f a c t  o f d e a th . The c o n te n t o f  th e  r e p e t i t io n s  and w ord-p lay  in  the  

f i r s t  s e c t io n  i s  q u i te  im p o rta n t;  in  th e  fa c e  o f n a tu r e 's  v e g e ta t iv e  

p ro fu s io n  and c o n t in u i ty ,  i n  which such " ry ch es  to  r o t  i s  runne" (1 . 26) 

and y e t  "vch g re s s e  mot grow o f grayne3 dede" (1 . 3 1 ), what could 

p o s s ib ly  be more i r o n i c  th an  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  f ix a t io n  upon th e  harrow ­

ing  in d iv id u a t io n  of th e  human c o n d itio n ?  The key-word in  th e  s e c t io n  

i s  " s p o t ,"  which comes to  r e f e r  n o t only to  th e  s t a t e  o f th e  n a r r a to r ,  

h is  b e in g  in  tim e and s p a c e , b u t a ls o  the  M aiden 's  b e in g  o u ts id e  of 

th e  human, lo c a l  c o n d it io n . Her b e in g  w ith o u t th e  l im i ta t io n s  of 

n a tu re  w i l l  come to  be eq u a ted  w ith  th e  l i t e r a l  and f i r s t  f ig u r a t iv e
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meaning o f "w ith o u t s p o t , " — "w ith o u t b lem ish  or f a u l t . "  Thus, nega­

t io n  i s  made to  im ply th e  o b je c t  b e in g  n eg a ted .

In  d e t a i l :  each s ta n z a  b eg in s  w ith  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  r e tu r n ,  in

th e  opening v e r s e s ,  to  "fia t s p o te ,"  th e  g ra v e , presum ably , o f  h is

21d au g h te r; b u t th e  v a r io u s  le v e ls  o f punning upon " sp o t"  e n r ic h  i t  

so t h a t  i t  i s  no lo n g e r  a s e t t i n g  b u t an image o r symbol. The grave 

i s  a p lo t  o f e a r th ,  and th e  p o e t ’ s c o n s ta n t a t t e n t io n  to  th a t  f a c t  

ag a in  makes p h y s ic a l  th e  d i f f i c u l t  co n cep t o f d i s s o lu t io n .  The n a r r a ­

to r  has l o s t  th e  p e a r l  V . . . i n  o r e rb e re ;/f iu r3  g re s s e  to  grounde h i t  

f ro  me y o t"  (11 . 9 -1 0 ); i t  d i s t r e s s e s  him to  th in k  she i s  "so  c la d  in  

c lo t"  (1 . 22 ); as m entioned above, he blam es th e  "moul" i t s e l f  fo r  

d e s tro y in g  h i s  je w e l (1 . 2 3 ). As i f  he  expected  th e  very  c lo d s  to  

y ie ld  up what th ey  have tak en  as t h e i r  own, he se a rc h e s  th e  ground:

B ifo re  f a t  sp o t my honde I  spenned
For c a re  f u l  co ld e  f a t  to  me e a 3 t ;

(11. 29-30)

M oreover, obsessed  a s  he i s  by th e  p e a r l 's  d isap p e a ran ce , d i s in te g r a ­

t io n  y ie ld in g  to  p la c e le s s n e s s ,  he r e tu rn s  ag a in  and a g a in . The poem 's 

te c h n ic a l  s t r u c tu r e  r e in fo rc e s  th e  meaning f o r ,  a t  th e  b eg in n in g  of 

each s ta n z a ,  in  th e  f i r s t  l i n e ,  th e  key-w ord must ap p ear. The 

p sy c h o lo g ic a l f ix a t io n  becomes an a c tu a l  f ix a t io n :  "Syfen in  f a t

sp o te  h i t  f ro  me sp ra n g e ,"  he r e l a t e s ,  (1 . 13) he cannot e scap e . The 

s ta n z a s  a ls o  conclude w ith  th e  same word and i t  i s  in  th e  ju x ta p o s i t io n ,  

in  i t s  d u a l u s e ,  th a t  th e  su g g e s tio n s  p r o l i f e r a t e .  The p e a r l ,  one i s  

inform ed no le s s  th an  f iv e  t im e s , i s  "w ythouten sp o t"  meaning 1) w ith ­

ou t b lem ish  b u t  2) w ith o u t lo c a t io n .  I f  th e  p e a r l 's  la c k  of b lem ish



- 21 -

i s  tak en  to  r e f e r  n o t  on ly  to  h e r  p a s t  c o n d itio n  o f s in le s s n e s s  b u t 

a ls o  to  h e r  p r e s e n t  c o n d itio n  o f b e in g  w ith o u t body , b e in g  a pure  

s p i r i t ,  th en  th e  b lem ish  of m o r ta l i ty  comes to  be a s s o c ia te d  w ith  

t h i s  f ix e d  b e in g , t h i s  c o rp o re a l— s p i r i t u a l  s t a t e .  The n a r r a to r  i s  

h e re  seen  as "grounded" by h is  lo c a t io n  in  tim e and sp ace ; he does 

n o t w ith  to  a cc e p t th e  d u a l n a tu re  o f l iv in g  man which i s ,  on th e  one 

hand , v u ln e ra b le  and e a s i ly  d e s tro y e d , and , on th e  o th e r  hand , l im ite d  

and aware o f i t s  l im i t a t i o n s .  Thought i s  q u i te  l i t e r a l l y  trap p ed  in  

th e  v e rse  betw een a b s o lu te  lo c a t io n  and a b s o lu te  p la c e le s s n e s s : th e

f i r s t  l i n e  in  every  s ta n z a  b e g in s  w ith  r e fe re n c e  to  th e  dream er*s 

s p o t ,  th e  l a s t  to  th e  m a id en 's  la c k  o f " s p o t t e . "  The c o n t r a s t ,  more­

o v e r, i s  one betw een human f a u l t  and a b s o lu te  f a u l t l e s s n e s s .  Reason, 

o f c o u rse , canno t come to  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  a id ,  f o r - h i s  sen ses  and h is  

w i l l  have d es tro y e d  any p o s s i b i l i t y  o f a c h ie v in g  th e  p e c u l ia r ly  human 

e q u il ib r iu m :

B ifo re  fja t sp o t my honde I  spenned 
For c a re  f u l  co ld e  fia t to  me c a 3 t;
A deuely  d e le  in  my h e r t  denned, 
f>a3 reso u n  s e t t e  m yseluen s a 3 t .
I  p layned  my p e r le  fia t fier wat3 spenned 
Wyth fy rc e  s k y lle 3  fia t f a s t e  f a 3 t ;

(11 . 49-54)

The iro n y  of th e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  a p p a ren t in  th e  tw ice-em ployed word

"spenned" in  th e  p assag e  c i t e d  above; th e  f i r s t  tim e i t  i s  u sed , ac -

22co rd in g  to  Gordon, i t  means "c la sp e d "  w hereas th e  second tim e , used 

in  re fe re n c e  to  th e  p e a r l ,  i t  means " im p riso n e d ."  I t  i s  th e  dream er- 

to -b e  who i s  im p riso n ed , a t  t h i s  p o in t ,  f o r  h i s  movements a re  r e s t r i c t ­

ed w h ile  th e  p e a r l ,  l i k e  th e  "spryngande spyce3" (1 . 35) has "sp range"
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(1 . 13) away, o r ,  a t  th e  very  l e a s t ,  " h i t  t re n d e le d  doun," (1 . 41)—

a g a in , movement away from  th e  infam our " s p o t ."  Overwhelmed as he i s

by h is  teem ing s e n s e s ,  h e , to o ,  i s  r e le a s e d ,  i f  only  m om entarily , 

from h is  body and i t s  dem ands:

Fro sp o t my s p y ry t fie r sp rang  in  sp ace ;
My body on b a lk e  p e r  bod in  sweuen.
My g o s te  i s  gon in  Gode3 g race
In  au e n tu re  p e r  m eruayle3 meuen.

(11. 61-64)

But j u s t  b e fo re  t h i s ,  he i s  overcome by th e  f u l ln e s s  o f p h y s ic a l  

n a tu re ,  h is  s e n s a t io n s  b e in g  o f th e  l e s s  advanced f a c u l t i e s  o f touch 

and o f o l f a c t io n :

pa3 kynde o f K ry st me com fort kenned,
My wreched w y lle  in  wo ay w a r3 te .
I  f e l l e  vpon p a t  f lo u ry  f l a 3 t ,
Suche odour to  my h em e3  s c h o t;
I  s lo d e  vpon a  s le p y n g - s la 3 te
On p a t p re c io s  p e r le  w ythouten s p o t.

(11 . 55-60)

B o u n tifu l n a tu r e ,  th e n , and th e  b e a u t ie s  o f th e  n a tu r a l  w o rld , 

a t  th e  b eg in n in g  o f th e  poem, in c r e a s e  th e  im p ress io n  o f lo s s  in  two 

ways; th e  h e a l th  and lu x u ria n c e  o f th a t  w hich i s  p u re ly  p h y s ic a l  

su g g es ts  th e  absence o f th e  c h i ld  from th e  n a r r a t o r 's  w orld  f a r  more 

p o w erfu lly  th an  d w e llin g  upon th a t  absence would have done; on th e  

o th e r  hand, th e  p o e t ,  in  p r e s e n t in g  th e  n a r r a to r  as b e in g  so f ix e d ,  

so much a c r e a tu re  o f tim e and p la c e ,  a ls o  su g g e s ts  th e  l im i ta t io n s  

upon h is  "wreched w y lle  in  wo" (1 . 5 6 )— f o r ,  i f  th e  n a r r a to r  has 

s u f fe re d  a  lo s s  in  term s o f p u re  p le a s u re ,  he has th e  innocence of 

th e  happy as  w e l l .  From th e  p ro fu s io n  of sen so ry  im p re ss io n s , th e  

p o e t has c re a te d  a n e c e s s i ty ,  an e s th e t i c  n e c e s s i ty ,  f o r  more
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s p i r i t u a l  p ro b in g s  on th e  p a r t  of h i s  p e rso n a . I t  i s  a t  t h i s  p o in t  

th a t  th e  dream b e g in s .

**********

As su p p o rt f o r  h e r  view th a t  P e a r l  m ust be read  as a  s p i r i t u a l  

au to b io g rap h y , S i s t e r  M adeleva w r i te s  o f th e  dream i t s e l f  th a t  " in  th e

magic wonder o f th e  p la c e  th e  p o e t fo rg o t  a l l  g r i e f ,  which would be

2 3h ig h ly  im probable  in  th e  case  o f an in c o n so la b le  f a t h e r . "  From th i s

she deduces th a t  "such  b eau ty  would be to  him r a th e r  a  mockery than

24a so u rce  o f com plete o b liv io n . But Constance H ie a t t  has p o in te d

ou t th a t  th e  converse i s  p s y c h o lo g ic a lly  v a l id :  in  th a t  dreams g iv e

form to ,  and f u l f i l l ,  th e  d e ep e s t w ishes and d e s ir e s  o f th e  in d iv id u a l ,

th e  d re am e r 's  im p ress io n  o f em o tio n a l w e ll-b e in g  w h ile  a s le e p  t e s t i -

2 C5f i e s  to  th e  a c u ity  o f th e  p o e t in  m a tte rs  o f c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .  J And 

th e  s e t t i n g  in  which th e  dream ta k e s  p la c e  i s  n o t o u tla n d ish  a lth o u g h  

i t  i s  t r u ly  w onderfu l— more w o n d erfu l, p e rh a p s , in  t h a t  i t  i s  th e  

same s e t t i n g  as th a t  in  which th e  dream er has f a l l e n  a s le e p . There 

i s  one m ajor d i f f e r e n c e ,  how ever, i n  i t s  m a te r ia l  com position : th e

elem ents w hich c o n s t i tu t e  th e  w orld  o f th e  dream p re c lu d e  m u ta b i l i ty ,  

a t  l e a s t  in  term s of human tim e . There i s  a ls o  a q u a l i t a t i v e  d i f f e r ­

ence in  th e  c r e a tu re s  found th e r e in — th e  b i rd s  s in g  in  harmony, and 

d isc o rd  in  n a tu re  i s  s t i l l e d :

Fowle3 fier flow en in  f r y th  in  f e r e ,
Of flaum bande hwe3, bofie sm ale and g r e te ;
Bot s y to le - s t r y n g  and g y te m e re  
Har reken  myrfie mo3t n o t r e t r e t e ;
For quen fiose brydde3 h e r  wynge3 b e te ,  
pay songen wyth a  sw ete a s e n t .

(11 . 89-94)
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The dream -w orld , w h ile  c e r t a in ly  an e x o tic  one, seems n o t so much a

re p u d ia t io n  o f th e  n a tu r a l  w orld  and i t s  b e a u t ie s  as  a tra n sm u ta tio n

of them. The sp len d o u r which th e  dream er b eh o ld s  seems more c lo s e ly

r e la te d  in  k in d  to  t h a t  o f B e r c i la k 's  c a s t l e  and th e  C e l t i c  c o u r ts

26o f f a e r i e  th an  to  Henry S u so 's  v is io n  of th e  Coelum Empyrean.

The d re a m -s e tt in g  i s  one o f n a tu re  i n t e n s i f i e d ;  i f  one read s  th e  

d ream er’ s d e s c r ip t io n s  c lo s e ly ,  th e  p la c e  i s  n o t d i f f i c u l t  to  en­

v is io n :

I  ne w yste  in  f i s  w orlde  quere  f a t  h i t  w ace,
Bot I  knew me k e s te  fier k ly fe 3  c leu en ;
Towarde a f o r e s te  I  h e re  fie f a c e ,
Where rych  rokke3 w er to  d y screu en .

(1 1 . 65-68)

Dubbed w em  a l l e  f o  downe3 syde3 
Wyth c r y s t a l  k ly f f e 3  so c l e r  o f kynde.
Holtewode3 b ry 3 t  ab o u te  hem byde3 
Of b o l le 3  a s  blw e as b le  o f Ynde;

(11 . 73-77)

I  weIke ay f o r th  in  wely wyse;
No bonk so byg f a t  d id  me d e re3 . 
f e  f y r r e  in  f e  f r y t h ,  f e  f e i e r  con ry se  
f e  p la y n , f e  p lo n te 3 ,  f e  sp y se , f e  p e re 3 ;
And rawe3 and rande3 and rych  re u e re 3 ,
As fy ld o r  fyn  h e r  bonkes b r e n t .
I  wan to  a w a te r  by sch o re  f a t  sc h e re 3 —
L orde , d e re  w at3 h i t  adubbement!

(11 . 101-108)

B ut, one a s k s ,  has n o t th e  dream er had enough of t h i s  w o rld , even 

th e  w orld  o f m arvels and g lo r ie s ?  Why does th e  environm ent make 

him o b liv io u s  to  h i s  sorrow ? Or i s  th e  s e t t i n g  m erely co n cu rre n t 

w ith  h i s  o b liv io n ?  And, above a l l ,  how i s  one to  i n t e r p r e t  t h i s  

tra n sm u ta tio n  of n a tu re  w ith  i t s  c r y s t a l  c l i f f s  and jew eled  pathways? 

The key-w ord in  S e c tio n  I I  o f th e  poem i s  "adubbem ent"; s in c e  i t
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appears no l e s s  th an  n in e  tim es w ith in  s ix ty  l i n e s ,  i t  may be assumed 

to  be of some im portance in  govern ing  th e  c o n te n t and in te n t  of th e  

rem aining v e rse .

In  th e  f i r s t  s e c t io n  of th e  poem, up to  and in c lu d in g  th a t  

moment in  which th e  n a r r a to r  f a l l s  in to  h i s  heavy , t r a n c e - l ik e  s le e p  

and becomes a somewhat d i f f e r e n t  c h a r a c te r ,  as th e  d ream er, th e  p o e t 

has p re se n te d  n a tu re  as s a m e n e s s - in - f lu x , th e  c y c l i c a l  i n t e g r i t y  o f 

which th e  n a r r a to r  can  no lo n g e r  t o l e r a t e  (11. 4 9 -6 0 ). The d is a r ra n g e ­

ment of th e  n a r r a t o r 's  f a c u l t i e s ,  ( s e n s e , re a so n , w i l l ) ,  p ro v id es  

e s th e t i c  m o tiv a tio n , as i t  w ere, f o r  th e  dream i t s e l f  which i s  to  

have a r e s to r a t i v e  o r  h e a l in g  e f f e c t .  The f i r s t  s te p  in  t h i s  p ro ce ss  

i s  r e s to r a t io n  of se n so ry  d e l ig h ts :  th e  n a r r a to r  must le a rn  once

again  to  p r a is e  and c e le b r a te  th e  w orld  as G od's c r e a t io n .  That

which i s  "dubbed ,"  i . e . ,  ado rned , im p lie s  an a d o rn e r; i t  a lso  im p lie s

27th e  o rd e r  in h e re n t  in  a l l  a r t .  S u rp r is in g ly ,  th e  concept o r image

of th e  D eity  as p r a c t i t i o n e r  of th e  E te rn a l  A rt, w h ile  seem ing, a t

f i r s t ,  a sy m b o lis te  n o t io n ,  had some cu rren cy  in  m edieval tim es and

28i s  developed in  th e  w r i t in g s  o f S t .  B onaventura. M oreover, i t  w i l l  

be rem arked th a t  th e  s t u f f  o f e a r th  reap p ea rs  in  th e  v is io n  o f th e  

heavenly  Je ru sa lem  (11. 973-1032); in d e e d , jew e ls  and gem stones, p re ­

c ious p e a r ls  and p re c io u s  m e ta ls ,  se rv e  a  d i f f e r e n t  purpose th an  th a t  

of mere em b ellish m en t. In  th e  second s e c t io n  of th e  poem, th e re  seems 

l i t t l e  rea so n  n o t to  a c c e p t th e  d re am er's  avowal th a t  th e  scene i t s e l f ,  

b e fo re  th e re  i s  any in d ic a t io n  o f th e  P e a r l-m a id e n 's  p re se n c e , p ro ­

v id es  c e r ta in  s o la c e :
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The dubbement d e re  of doun and d a le 3 ,
Of wod and w a te r  and wlonk p lay n e3 ,
Bylde in  me b ly s s e ,  ab a ted  my b a le 3 ,
Ford idden  my s t r e s s e ,  d y s try ed  my payne3,
Doun a f t e r  a  s trem  fia t d ry 3 tly  h a le3
I bowed in  b ly s ,  b r e d fu l  my brayne3 ;
fie f y r r e  I  fo l3 e d  fiose f lo ty  v a le 3 ,
fie more s tren g h fie  o f io y e  myn h e r te  s tra y n e 3 .

(11. 121-128)

"Dubbement" appears  to  be p la y in g  a  v ery  im p o rtan t p a r t  in  th e  h e a l­

in g  of th e  fo rm erly  d is t r a u g h t  n a r r a to r .  W hile one cannot o f te n  

a ccep t what th e  dream er w ith in  th e  dream says o r th in k s  in  any b u t an

i r o n ic  s e n se , when he i s  p re se n te d  as a  n a i f , y e t  h is  r e p o r t  o f  h is

29fe e l in g s  i s ,  in  c o n t r a s t ,  s tr a ig h tfo rw a rd .  The sy n tax  in  th e  p a s s ­

age c i t e d  above i s  p l a in :  what com forts him i s  n o t s p i r i t u a l  b u t e s ­

th e t i c  in  k in d . When one r e c a l l s  th a t  th e  sp eak er i s  h im se lf  a jew e l­

e r ,  a p a t t e r n  or m o tif  b eg in s  to  show i t s e l f ;  w ith in  th e  poem, a f a i r ­

ly  c o n s is te n t  r e l a t i o n  e x i s t s  betw een th e  phenomenal and th e  fa sh io n e d , 

in  which God, o r ,  s in c e  th e  D eity  i s  n o t a c t iv e  in  th e  w ork, C re a tiv e  

Force i s  to  th e  phenomenal w orld  as th e  a r t i s t  i s  to  th e  m a te r ia ls  o f 

h is  c r a f t  o r  a r t .  Had i t  n o t  been fo r  t h i s  a sp e c t o f th e  w ork, th e  

p o e t m ight w e ll  have d e p ic te d  th e  bereaved  as th e  p r in c e  o f th e  opening 

l in e s ;  th e  lo g ic  would n o t have been very  d i f f e r e n t .  And in  t h a t  th e  

n a r r a to r  i s  a je w e le r ,  w ith , one assum es, more than  a c a s u a l i n t e r e s t  

in  s to n e s  and s e t t i n g s ,  th e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  fo r  th e  poem 's c o ro n a l form 

becomes c l e a r e r :  i t  i s  a k in d  o f c e le b ra t io n  in  im i ta t io n  of th e

d e i ty ,  th e  C h r is t ia n  God who, in  t h i s  poem, i s  a b le  to  g iv e  shape even 

to  som ething of n o th in g : as th e  Maiden t e l l s  th e  dream er, " fia t o3 t of

n o 3 t h a t3  mad fie c le r "  (1 . 274).^® W hile much more needs to  be  s a id
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in  re fe re n c e  to  th e  poem as o b j e t , and in  re fe re n c e  to  th e  p e c u l ia r

s ig n if ic a n c e  o f each s to n e  and m e ta l, w hat seems to  be o f im portance

in  th e  use  o f gems a t  th e  b eg in n in g  o f th e  d ream -v is io n  i s  t h a t  th e se

gems i n i t i a t e  a  r e c o n c i l i a t io n ,  on th e  p a r t  o f th e  dream er, w ith  th e

d iv in e  w i l l  as th e  a r t i f i c e r  o f such:

The dubbemente of po derw orth  depe 
Wem bonke3 bene of b e ry l  b ry 3 t.
Swangeande sw ete pe w a te r  con swepe.
Wyth a  rownande ro u rd e  raykande a ry 3 t .
In  fie founce f e r  s to n d en  sto n e3  s te p e ,
As g le n te  p u r 3 g la s  fia t glowed and g ly 3 t ,
As strem ande s te m e 3 ,  quen strofie-m en s le p e ,
S ta re n  in  welkyn in  w ynter n y 3 t;
For vche a pobbel in  p o le  p e r  py3t 
Wat3 em erad, s a f f e r ,  oper gemme g e n te , 
p a t  a l l e  pe lo3e lemed o f ly 3 t ,
So d e re  wat3 h i t  adubbement.

(11 . 109-120)

W hile com m entators p ass  over th e  s e c t io n  (11 . 61-120) w ith  some

k in d  words fo r  th e  g lo r io u s  im agery , th e  c u rio u s  adm ix ture o f th e

rough and th e  p o l is h e d , in  th e  p assag e  c i t e d  above, and o th e r s ,  has

31n o t been accoun ted  f o r .  I t  i s  too  e f f e c t iv e  to  be mere c o n n e c tiv e

t i s s u e .  How, th e n , does such an adm ixture fu n c tio n  in  th e  poem as a

whole? There i s ,  in  t h i s  s ta n z a ,  an e f f e c t iv e  ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f images

which s e rv e  to  c r e a te  an im p ress io n  of c o n tro l  over n a tu r a l  fo rc e s .

Between th e  banks o f b e r y l ,  th e  dream er h e a r s ,  n o t a g e n tly  t r i c k l e

o f w a te r as  in  a c o u r t f o u n ta in ,  b u t "a  rownande rou rde raykande

32a r y 3 t ,"  (1 . 112); he i s  th en  made to  look down in  th e  "founce" 

where th e  s to n e s  a re  s h in in g , b u t th e  word w hich su g g es ts  th a t  t h e i r  

s h in in g  i s  more th an  th e  g l i t t e r  of gewgaws i s  " s te p e ,"  used to  in d i ­

c a te  th e  b r i l l i a n c e  and th e  luminous q u a l i ty  o f s t a r s  and eyes as
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w e ll  as je w e ls . A s im i le ,  and one which i s  e x te n d e d , opens up a 

v i s t a  n o t only o f th e  e a r th  b u t o f th e  heavens as w e l l .  The some­

what p ro b le m a tic  re fe re n c e  to  "strope-m en" seems to  in d ic a te  o r su g g est 

lo w -ly in g  m arsh land , and , c lo se  to  th a t  humble s t a t i o n ,  p h y s ic a lly  and 

by a s s o c ia t io n  s o c ia l ly  as w e l l ,  men a s le e p .

At t h i s  p o in t ,  one may observe j u s t  how s e n s i t iv e  th e  p o e t i s  to

phenomena of space or p ro p o r tio n . L ike th e  p o e t o r r e d a c to r  o f th e

Book of Jo b , who was a ls o  in v o lv ed  in  a s s im i la t in g  th e  e v i l  o f d e s p a ir

to  th e  n o tio n  o f a j u s t  God, th e  P e a r l -p o e t  e x p lo i t s  th e  r e l a t i v e  in -

34s ig n if ic a n c e  of th e  human in  th e  cosmic scheme. L ine 116, in  i t s  

s ta rk n e s s  and sco p e , seems to  have come from an e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  

k ind  of poem, and th re a te n s  to  u p se t th e  decorum of i t s  s ta n z a .  Noth­

in g  in  e i t h e r  P u r i ty  or P a tie n c e  e q u a ls ,  i n  term s o f B ib l ic a l  s e v e r i ty ,  

t h i s  o b se rv a tio n  on th e  s t a r s  w hich " S ta re n  in  welkyn in  w ynter n y 3 t ."  

The su g g e s tio n  of wind in  th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  on "w ," th e  b road  and open 

"a"  in  " s t a r e n ,"  w hich , acco rd in g  to  Gordon, does n o t mean " s h in e ,"  

o r i s  n o t i t s  e q u iv a le n t ,  and th e  m etap h o ric  su g g e s tio n  o f co ld  and 

darkness would s u i t ,  as w e l l ,  an A nglo-Saxon h e ro ic  poem. I t  i s  an 

a w e -in sp ir in g  l i n e ,  w ith  i t s  in t im a tio n  o f th e  in d if f e r e n c e  and gran­

deur of e t e r n i ty .  Then one r e a l i z e s  th a t  th e se  im ages a re  b e in g  em­

ployed in  a s im i le ,  th a t  th e  dream er i s  n o t s e e in g  s t a r s  b u t comparing 

th e  jew e ls  in  th e  b a s in  o f a poo l to  s t a r s ;  th e r e  i s  a  sharp  drop 

from Line 116 to  L ine 117:

For vche a pobbel in  p o le  p e r  py3t
Wat3 em erad, s a f f e r ,  oper gemme g e n te .

(11. 117-118)
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Are we to  assum e, th e n , t h a t  th e  p o e t sim ply knew a f in e  image 

when he had w r i t t e n  one, and cou ld  n o t r e s i s t  i t s  in s e r t io n ?  Would 

i t  n o t be more l i k e ly  t h a t  an image o f such g randeur and pow er, s e t  

in  th e  c e n te r  of a s ta n z a ,  would a f f e c t  b o th  th e  p reced in g  and th e  

fo llo w in g  l in e s  in  a  way th a t  only  an in e x p e rie n c e d  p o e t could  over­

look? W hile a s im ile  in  lo g ic  rem ains a  s im i le ,  in  p o e try ,  by a s s o c ia -

35t io n ,  m eanings a re  c a r r ie d  over even when they  have been n e g a te d .

In  e f f e c t ,  th a t  the  s to n e s  in  th e  p o o l resem ble s t a r s  in c o rp o ra te s

th e  s t a r s  in  them. The l y r i c  p o e t ,  whose a c to r s  do n o t ap p ear in

m yth ic  g u ise  and who do n o t a c t  on a cosmic s ta g e ,  n o n e th e le s s  su g g e s ts

th a t  such a  rea lm  e x i s t s .  The w orld  in  w hich man l i v e s ,  and in  which

he can ta k e  p le a s u re ,  g a in s  th e reb y  in  im p o rtan ce . These l in e s  d e a l

w ith  r e f l e c t i o n s ,  a f a r  from t r i v i a l  f i e l d  o f  in q u iry  fo r  m edieval

th in k e r s ,  as anyone who read s  Jean  de Meun's p o r tio n  o f th e  Roman
36de l a  ro se  d is c o v e rs .  These images in  P e a r l , l i k e  th e  famous and

37en ig m a tic  tw in  c r y s ta l s  in  th e  s e c t io n  by Guillaum e de L o r r i s ,  

u t i l i z e  th e  r e f l e c t i v e  q u a l i ty  o f w a te r  r a th e r  th an  m irro r  o r o p t ic  

d ev ice  of some s o r t ;  th e  p o e t ,  w r i t in g  of images seen in  a p o o l, may 

evade more e a s i ly  i s s u e s  such as th e  d ecep tio n  im p l ic i t  in  appearances 

f o r ,  in  n a t u r a l i s t i c  te rm s , what one observes in  w a te r bo th  r e f l e c t s  

th e  w orld  and d i s t o r t s  i t .  The P e a r l-p o e t  can im ply , o r ,  r a t h e r ,  

su g g est a  scheme in  w hich th e  macrocosm i s  r e f l e c te d  in  o b je c ts  on 

th e  m icrocosm ic s c a le  w ith o u t undue in s is te n c e  o r r h e to r i c a l  e x t r a ­

vagance: th e  poem does n o t ,  and shou ld  n o t s t r i v e  tow ards p re s e n tin g

38t h i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  as th e  b e s t  o f p o s s ib le  w o rld s . Yet such an i l l u -
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s io n  i s  im agined as o f com fort to  th e  dream er; and a n o th e r  a s s o c ia ­

t io n  l in k in g  jew e ls  and heaven ly  b o d ie s  i s  r e a l iz e d :

For vche a pobbel in  p o le  fier py3 t 
Wat3 em erad, s a f f e r ,  ofier gemme g e n te , 
fia t a l l e  fie lo3e lemed of l y 3 t ,

(11 . 117-119)

The l i g h t  o f th e se  je w e ls ,  th e  "glem ande g lo ry  f a t  o f hem g le n t ,"

(1 . 7 0 ), in  th e  co u rse  o f  th e  d rea m er 's  s p i r i t u a l  s t r u g g le s ,  p ro v id e s

i l lu m in a tio n  w h ile  h i s  s o u l  i s  in  t r a n s i t i o n ,  as i t  w ere , betw een th e

w orld  of n a tu re  and th e  kingdom o f heav en , a t  l e a s t  as  he  i s  made to

see  i t .  Much l a t e r  in  th e  poem, th e  same w ord, " l y 3 t , "  i s  used a g a in ,

and i t s  s ig n i f ic a n c e  made e x p l i c i t :

Of sunne ne mone had pay  no nede; 
f e  s e l f  God wat3 h e r  lo m b e -ly 3 t, 
f e  Lombe h e r  la n ty m e ,  w ythouten  d red e ; 
fu r3  hym b ly sn ed  f e  bo r3  a l  b ry 3 t .  
fu r3  wo3e and won my lokyng 3ede.
For s o ty le  c l e r  n o 3 t l e t t e  no ly 3 t .

********************
A re u e r  o f  f e  t ro n e  f e r  ran  o u try 3 te  
Wat3 b r y 3 te r  f e n  h o fe  f e  sunne and mone.

(11 . 1045-50; 1055-56)

Again th e re  i s  a p ro g re s s io n  in  th e  im agery from th e  p u re ly  phenom enal,

sun and moon, to  th e  man-made, o r  a r t i f i c i a l ,  " l a n ty m e ,"  th en  back

to  th e  phenomenal a g a in . One o b serv es  t h a t  th e  v e rs e  i s  n e g a tin g  in

f a c t  th a t  which i s  most p o w erfu l in  i t :  th e  l i g h t  o f th e  Lord i s

" b ry 3 te r  fen "  su n s , moons, and lam ps, b u t ,  because  th e se  a re  in c lu d e d

in  th e  v e r s e ,  they  ten d  to  be subsumed by th e  h o ly  l i g h t  in  m eaning

as  w e ll .

Adornment, th e n , when p re se n te d  in  th e  same m etap h o ric  b re a th  w ith  

th e  c re a te d  u n iv e rs e ,  becomes a more s e r io u s  s e rv ic e .  M oreover, th e
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p o e t em ploys, in  th e  r e f r a i n  o f th e  second s e c t io n ,  a word w ith

s e v e ra l  m eanings even in  i t s  common usage: " d e re ,"  W ith in  th e  poem,

i t  m eans, acco rd in g  to  c o n te x t:  no b le  and g lo r io u s  (11 . 72, 85, 97 ,

108, 120, 9 2 0 ); e x a l te d  (1 . 492); p r iz e d  o r p re c io u s  (11. 1183, 1208);

good (1 . 5 0 4 ); b e lo v ed  (11. 368, 758, 795 ); p le a s in g  (11. 400, 880 );

as a  noun, in  th e  sen se  of "w orthy ones" (1 . 777); and , as an ad v erb ,

39i t  i s  used to  mean " f o r  a g re a t  p r ic e "  (1 . 733 ). The w ord, th u s  

c o n s ta n tly  em ployed, b ecause  o f th e  r e p e t i t i o n ,  would seem to  have 

some s ig n i f ic a n c e ;  g iven  th e  w o rd 's  b a s ic  double m eaning, i . e .  v a lu e d / 

e x p e n s iv e , as used  in  S e c tio n  I I ,  i t  s tr e n g th e n s  th e  sen se  o f e f f o r t  

and d es ig n  in  th e  "dubbem ente."

The p o e t does n o t apply  th e  same term  to  th e  abudnant b e a u t ie s  o f 

th e  phenomenal w orld  in  th e  f i r s t  s e c t io n ;  th e  elem ent o f p e r s o n a l i ty ,  

and w ith  i t  th e  n o tio n  of th a t  which i s  p r e c io u s ,  has  been a b se n t. 

E a rth  i s ,  o f  c o u rse , i n d i f f e r e n t  to  what i t  d e s tro y s ,  b u t th e  fabu­

lo u s  arrangem ent o f gems th a t  c o n s t i tu te s  th e  " n a tu r a l"  w orld  of th e  

dream im p lie s  in t e n t io n .  The dream er, how ever, f in d in g  com fort in  th e  

wonders o f th e  p la c e ,  m is tak es  what i s  n o n e th e le s s  e a r th ly  b eau ty  fo r  

th e  p e r f e c t io n  of heaven:

More o f w ele wat3 in  fia t wyse 
jjen I  cowjie t e l l e  f>a3 I  tom hade,
For v rfie ly  h e r te  my3t n o t s u ffy se  
To fie tenfie d o le  o f fio gladne3 g la d e ;
Forfiy I  fio3t fia t P aradyse
Wat3 fier ouer gayn po bonke3 b ra d e .

(11. 133-138)

The em phatic b r e v i ty  o f L ine 137 s t r e s s e s  th e  d re a m e r 's  f a u l ty  lo g ic :  

th e  lo v e l in e s s  around him makes him f e e l  b e t t e r ;  th e r e fo r e  he i s  ap-
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p ro ach in g  P a ra d is e .  Yet he p a s se s  over h is  own words so b l i t h e l y  

t h a t  t h e i r  iro n y  cannot be  l o s t  on th e  re a d e r ;  "v rfie ly  h e r te "  indeed  

does n o t " s u f f y s e ,"  and , in s te a d  o f becoming re c o n c ile d  to  th e  c re a te d  

u n iv e r s e ,  and to  h i s  own l im ite d  n a tu r e ,  which i s  b e t t e r  a b le  to  p e r ­

c e iv e  b ea u ty  th an  t r u t h ,  he becomes in c r e a s in g ly  d e s iro u s  o f th e  abso­

l u t e :

I  hoped fie w a te r  w ere a  deuyse 
Bytwene myrfie3 by mere3 made;
By3onde fie b ro k e , by s le n te  ofier s la d e ,
I  hoped fia t mote merked w ore.
Bot fie w a te r  w at3 depe, I  d o r s t  n o t wade,
And e u e r  me longed ay more and more.

(11. 139-144)

The d re a m e r 's  r e p o r t  on th e  kingdom of h eaven , o r what he under­

s ta n d s  has been a g lim pse of i t ,  has some b e a r in g  on th e  way in  which 

h e  p e rc e iv e s  th e  P ea rl-m a id en . That th e  p a ra b le  o f th e  p e a r l  o f 

g r e a t  p r ic e  i s  in te n d e d  s e r io u s ly ,  th e re  i s  l i t t l e  doubt—b u t th e  way 

in  which th e  dream er e n v is io n s  h e r  has as much to  do w ith  h is  cond i­

t io n  as i t  has to  do w ith  h e r  s ig n i f ic a n c e .  The Maiden i s  p re s e n te d , 

a f t e r  a l l  i s  s a id  and done, as a c re a tu re  o f h is  im a g in a tio n . W hile 

th e  Maiden s t r e s s e s  th e  a c t io n s  and a t t i t u d e s  in h e re n t  in  th e  godhead, 

in  th e  p a ra b le s  and in  th e  n a r r a t iv e  of th e  c r u c i f ix io n ,  (S e c tio n  XIV), 

o r  in  th e  r e f r a in s  such as  "F or th e  g race  of God i s  g r e t  in n o g h e ,"  

(S e c tio n  X I) , th e  dream er i s  a p p a re n tly  in t e r e s te d  in  th e  p h y s ic a l  mani­

f e s t a t i o n s  o f such a c t io n s  and a t t i t u d e s  which c o n s t i tu t e  "f>e grounde 

o f a l l e  " h is "  b ly s s e ,"  as in  S e c tio n  VI. Thus, th e  heaven ly  c i t y ,  fo r  

b e t t e r  o r w o rse , i s  th e  c i t y  which th e  je w e le r  looks upon:

As John p i s e  s to n e3  in  w r i t  con nemme,
I  knewe f>e name a f t e r  h is  t a l e :
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J a s p e r  hy3 t pe f y r s t  gemme
p a t  I  on pe f y r s t  b a sse  con w ale :
He g le n te  g rene in  pe low est hetnme;
S a f fe r  h e ld e  pe secounde s t a l e ;
pe calsydoyne penne w ythouten wemme
In  pe pryd ta b le  con p u r ly  p a le
pe emerade pe fu rp e  so  g rene  of s c a le ;
pe sardonyse  pe fy fp e  s to n ;
pe s e x te  pe rybehe con h i t  w ale
In  th e  A pocalyppce, pe a p o s te l  John.

(11. 997-1008)

The s e c t io n  in  which th e  s ta n z a  c i te d  above i s  found has been 

t r e a te d  p r im a r i ly  as a to u r -d e - fo r c e  on th e  p a r t  o f th e  p o e t.  Ind eed , 

th a t  a  com plete la p id a ry  should  be found a t  th e  h e a r t  o f a poem l ik e  

P e a r l  has been accep ted  as a v i r tu o s o 's  employment o f a c o n v en tio n a l 

f o r m .^  But t h i s  " v is io n "  of th e  heaven ly  Je ru sa lem  rem ains th e  v i s ­

io n  of a human, a t  tim es a l l  too  human, b e in g  who cannot see  w ith o u t 

h i s  s e n se s ;  a g a in ,  he has m istaken  th e  work of God, God's m a n is fe s ta -  

t io n  in  o b je c ts ,  fo r  th e  w hole. The dream er p roceeds to  enum erate 

th e  gems o f th e  heaven ly  c i t y  w ith  th e  d i l ig e n c e  of a sm all boy r e c i t ­

in g  h is  ca tech ism :

pe a 3 tp e  pe b e ry l  c l e r  and q u y t; 
pe to p asy e  twynne-hew pe n e n te  en d en t;
pe c ry so p ase  pe tenpe i s  ty 3 t ;
pe jacy n g h t pe en leuenpe g e n t;
pe tw e lfp e , pe g e n ty le s te  in  vch a  p l y t ,
pe am atyst p u rp re  wyth ynde b le n te ;

(11 . 1011-1014)

The r e p e t i t i o n  o f th e  d e f in i t e  a r t i c l e  and th e  r e g u la r i ty  o f th e  

rhythm in  t h i s  s e c t io n  s e rv e  to  f l a t t e n  ou t th e  to n e , an e f f e c t  of 

which th e  p o e t must have been co n sc io u s . Far from su g g e s tin g , how­

e v e r , any s p i r t u a l  movement, th e  v is io n  has an e p ic u rea n  s t i l l n e s s  

and p e r fe c t io n  o f i t s  own. Heaven has been in v e s te d  w ith  th e  m a tte r  

o f e a r th :
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As John deuysed 3 e t sa3  I  f a r e
f i s e  tw elue deg res w em  b rode and s ta y r e ;
f e  c y te  s to d  abof f u l  sw are ,
As longe as  b rode as hy3e f u l  f a y re ;  
f e  s t r e t e 3  o f go lde as g la s s e  a l  b a re ,  
f e  w al o f ja s p e r  f a t  g le n t  as g la y re ;  
f e  wone3 w ythinne enum ed ware 
Wyth a l l e  kynne3 p e r re  f a t  mo3t re p a y re . 
fen n e  h e ld e  vch sw are o f f i s  manayre 
Twelue fo rlo n g e  sp a c e , e r  e u e r  h i t  fo n ,
Of h e 3 t ,  o f b re d e , o f le n fe  to  c a y re ,
For meten h i t  sy3 f e  a p o s te l  John.

(11 . 1021-1032)

I f  one looks to  th e  key w ord, used in  th e  r e f r a in  and h e a d lin e  o f each 

s ta n z a , in  th e  p assag e  im m ediately  p reced in g  th e  d ream er’s d e s c r ip ­

t io n  o f th e  heaven ly  c i t y ,  one observes th a t  i t  i s  in  some se n se s  

e q u iv a le n t to  th e  word " s p o t te "  in  th e  f i r s t  group o f s ta n z a s ,  and 

i s  h an d led  in  s im i la r  fa sh io n ; th e  word in  S ec tio n  XVI i s  "m o te ,"  

and v a r ia t io n s  such as "m o te les"  and "m o te le3 ,"  bo th  of which Gordon 

th in k s  mean " s p o t l e s s . O n c e  a g a in , i t  i s  th e  dream er who conceives 

th e  n o n -p h y s ic a l in  s p a t i a l  term s; and , a g a in , i t  i s  th e  Maiden who 

can g a in  access  to  th e  n o n -p h y s ic a l w orld  because whe h e r s e l f  i s ,  o f 

c o u rse , a b e a t i f i e d  s p i r i t :

’M otele3 may so meke and m y ld e ,’ 
fe n  sayde I  to  f a t  l u f ly  f l o r ,
’Bryng me to  f a t  byg ly  b y ld e  
And l e t  me se  fy  b ly s f u l  b o r . ’ 
f a t  schene say d e: ' f a t  God wyl sc h y ld e ;
fo u  may n o t e n te r  w ythinne hys t o r ,
Bot o f f e  Lombe I  haue f e  aquylde 
For a  sy 3 t f e r o f  fu r3  g r e t  fa u o r.
Vtwyth to  se  f a t  c len e  c lo y s te r  
fo u  may, b o t inw yth n o t a f o te ;
To s t r e c h  in  f e  s t r e t e  fo u  h a t3  no vygour,
Bot fo u  wer c len e  w ythouten m ote.

(11 . 961-972)

The dream er i n i t i a t e s  t h i s  segment o f th e  d is c u s s io n  w ith  a comic
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/ o
a ttem p t to  lo c a te  b o th  a s p i r i t  and a  s p i r i t u a l  s ta te - o f - b e in g :

Haf 3e wone3 in  c a s te l - w a l le ,
Ne manner fier 3e may m ete and won?
fiou t e l l e 3  me o f Je ru sa lem  fie ryche r y a l l e ,
p e r  Dauid d ere  wat3 dy3t on tro n e ,
Bot by pyse h o lte 3  h i t  con n o t hone,
Bot in  Judee h i t  i s ,  p a t  n o b le  n o te .
As 3e a r  m askele3 vnder mone,
Your wone3 sch u ld e  be w ythouten m ote.

(11. 917-924)

But when th e  Maiden r e p l i e s ,  she  does n o t g ive  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f th e

c i ty  b u t an  account o f  c e r ta in  s p i r i t u a l  e v e n ts  and p ro c e s s e s :

'T h a t mote pou mene3 in  Judy lo n 4 e , ' 
p a t  sp e c y a l spyce pen to  me spakk ,
'p a t  i s  pe cy te  p a t  pe Lombe con fonde 
To s o f f e r  in n e  s o r  f o r  mane3 sa k e , 
pe o ld e  Je ru sa lem  to  v n d e rs ta n d e ;
For p e re  pe o ld e  g u l te  wat3 don to  s la k e .
Bot pe nwe, p a t  ly 3 t  o f Gode3 sonde, 
pe a p o s te l  in  A pocalyppce in  theme con ta k e , 
pe Lompe p e r  w ythouten s p o tte 3  b la k e  
Hat3 fe ry e d  pyder hys fa y re  f l o t e ;
And as hys f lo k  i s  w ythouten f la k e ,
So i s  hys mote w ythouten moote.

(11. 937-948)

In  th e  p assag e  above, th e  v e rb s  a re  more p a r t i c u l a r  and o f g r e a te r  

im portance th an  th e  nouns: Je ru sa lem  s ig n i f i e s  " to  s o f f e r , "  " to
/ Q

v n d e rs to n d e ,"  " to  s la k e ,"  " fe ry e d  p y d e r ."  The im agery im p lied  i s  

th a t  o f C h r is t  as b o th  shepherd  and lamb— th e  P earl-m aid en  says 

n o th in g  of je w e ls . The a lm ost o b se ss iv e  punning upon "sp o t/m o te"  as 

" b le m ish /lo c a tio n "  r e c u r s ;  th e  " a s . . .  So" c o n s tru c t io n  in  L ines 947- 

48 makes sen se  only i f  p a rap h rased  w ith  th e  double meaning in  mind: 

i . e . ,  J u s t  as h i s  f lo c k  (company) i s  w ith o u t b lem ish  ( f a u l t ) ,  so h is  

d w ellin g  i s  w ith o u t p la c e .  A gain , th e re  seems to  be an e q u a tio n  of 

f le s h ly  m o r ta l i ty  w ith  s p e c i f i c i t y  and b o th  w ith  human b lem ish  o r
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f a u l t .  There i s  y e t  a n o th e r  meaning fo r  "m ote/m oote" which comes 

ab o u t, fo r  th e  d ream er, as th e  r e s u l t  o f th e  f i r s t  two, th a t  t h i r d  

meaning b e in g  " d is p u te ."  C e r ta in ly ,  th e  d re a m e r's  d isp u te  w ith  God 

i s  th e  r e s u l t  o f h i s  l im ite d  p e rc e p tio n  and h i s  f ix e d  p o s i t io n  in  

tim e and sp ace ; b u t j u s t  as C h r is t  and th e  b e a t i f i e d  s p i r i t s  a re  

w ith o u t human b le m ish , and w ith o u t lo c a t io n  in  tim e and sp a c e , so 

Je ru sa lem  i s ,  th e  Maiden in form s th e  d ream er, " 'c e t e  o f God, 'o fie r  

's y 3 t  of p e s , '"  (1 . 95 2 ). She s p e c i f i e s ,  how ever, t h a t  th e re  a re  in ­

deed two:

Of motes two to  ca rp e  c le n e
And Jeru sa lem  h y 3 t bofie nawfieles—

(11. 949-950)

One i s  th e  w o rld ly  c i t y  w here "Wyth payne to  s u f f e r  fie Lombe h i t  chese"

(1 . 954 ); b u t ,  she c o n tin u e s :

In  fia t ofier i s  n o 3 t b o t pes to  g lene 
fia t ay s c h a l  l a s t e  w ythouten r e l e s .

(11. 955-956)

And th e re  a re  c o n d i t io n s :

pa t  i s  fie bor3  fia t we to  p re s  
Fro fia t oure f le s c h  be lay d  to  r o te ,  
fier g lo ry  and b ly s s e  s c h a l  eu e r  en c re s  
To fie meyny pa t  i s  w ythouten m ote.

(11. 957-960)

The b e a u t i f u l  and s u b s t a n t i a l  c i ty  which th e  dream er b eh o ld s , how ever, 

i s  n o t q u a l i t a t i v e l y  th e  same; y e t  one i s  inform ed by th e  Maiden th a t  

th e  d ream er's  g lim pse o f heaven has been o b ta in ed  "o f  fie Lombe," (1 . 

967) "fiur3 g r e t  f a u o r ,"  (1 . 968 ). I t  would appear th a t  th e  b e a u ty , 

th e  o rd ered  b e a u ty , o f th e  phenomenal w orld  i s  p re se n te d  as th e  human 

face  or a sp e c t o f th e  d iv in e ,  and n o t  p r e c is e ly  th e  c o r r e la t iv e  of
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th a t  d iv in i ty  s in c e  i t s  c o u n te rp a r t  i s  c o n s id e re d  th e  more p e r f e c t .

The v a lu e  of such b eau ty  i s  n o t to  be sco rn ed ; th u s  th e  co n tin u o u s

em phasis on je w e ls ,  th o se  o b je c ts  w hich , in  t h i s  w o rld , a re  most

p re c io u s  to  men. The dream er i s  a b le  to  sen se  o r conceive  o f th e

d iv in e  fo r  a  moment, p e rh a p s , and only  a f t e r  S e c tio n  XVII when he i s

moved by th e  o rn a te  sp len d o u r o f h is  p a r t i c u l a r  Je ru sa lem ; only  then

can he b r i e f l y  d isp o se  o f th e  phenom enal:

Of sunne ne mone had pay no nede; 
pe s e l f  God wat3 h e r  lo m b e-ly 3 t. 
pe Lombe h e r  la n ty m e ,  w ythouten d red e ; 
pur3  hym b ly sn ed  pe bor3  a l  b ry 3 t.

(11. 1045-1048)

Kyrk ne tem ple p e r in n e  wat3 non 3 e te ,
Chapel ne tem ple p a t  eu e r  w at3 s e t ;  
pe Almy3ty wat3 h e r  m ynster m ete, 
pe Lombe pe s a k e rfy se  p e r  to  r e f e t .

(11. 1061-1064)

The d re a m e r 's  i n t u i t i o n  of th e  godhead i s  a lm ost im m ediately  o b scu red ,

how ever, by th e  om nipresence, f o r  him , o f phenomena:

The mone may p e ro f  acroche  no my3te;
To s p o tty  ho i s ,  o f body to  grym,
And a lso  p e r  ne i s  n eu er n y 3 t.

(11 . 1069-1071)

An-vnder mone so g r e a t  merwayle 
No f le s c h ly  h e r t  ne my3t en d eu re ,
As quen I  b lu sch e d  vpon p a t  b a y le ,
I  s to d  as  s t y l l e  as  dased quay le  
For f e r ly  o f p a t  f r e l i c h  fy g u re , 
p a t  f e ld e  I  nawper r e s t e  ne t r a u a y le ,
So w at3 I  r a u y s te  wyth glymme p u re .

(11. 1081-1088)

The p o e t a g a in  su g g e s ts  th e  im portance o f th e  in d iv id u a l 's  p l ig h t  

by p la c in g  him in  a cosmic scheme; th e  d re a m e r 's  sen se  of hav ing  to  

r e tu r n  to  th e  p h y s ic a l  w o rld , to  th e  w orld  o f c r e a tu r e s ,  i s  conveyed
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in  a  s e t  o f im ages: th e  d re a m e r's  a t t e n t io n  moves from  th e  up la n e te 3 "

(1 . 1075), to  " f e  s e l f  sunne" (1 . 1076), from th e  " t r e s  f u l  schym"

(1 . 1077), to  t h e i r  " tw elu e  f ry te 3  of ly f "  (1 . 1078). In  h i s  cond i­

t io n  "an -v n d er mone" (1 . 1081), he i s  th en  most consc ious o f h is  

" f le s c h ly  h e r t"  and o f h i s  co n n ec tio n s  w ith  c r e a tu re s  below him in  

th e  ch a in  o f b e in g ; h i s  i n t u i t i o n  o f th e  d iv in e  and p u re ly  s p i r i t u a l  

makes him , by c o n t r a s t  "as  s t y l l e  as dased quay le"  (1 . 1085). In  th e  

l a s t  s e c t io n s  o f th e  poem, th e  dream er i s  made to  be w e ll aware o f 

h is  l i m i t a t i o n s :

So w at3 I  ra u y s te  wyth glymme p u re .
For I  d a r say  wyth conciens s u re ,
Hade bodyly  burne ab iden  f a t  bone, 
fa 3  a l l e  c le rk e 3  hym hade in  c u re ,
H is l y f  w ere l o s t e  an -vnder mone.

(11. 1087-1092)

The dream er then  i s  f r e e  to  ta k e  " d e ly t ,"  th e  key word in  th e  fo llo w ­

in g  s e c t io n ,  in  th e  images b ro u g h t f o r th  by h is  im a g in a tio n ; one n o te s  

th e  em phasis , by r e p e t i t i o n  and v a r i a t io n ,  p la ce d  upon th e  sen se  of 

s ig h t  and th e  jo y  in h e re n t  in  appearances in  th e  d ream er's  p r a i s e  of 

th e  "Lombe":

The Lombe d e ly t  non ly s t e  to  wene 
fa 3  he were h u r t  and wounde hade,
In  h is  sem belaunt wat3 n eu er s e n e ,
So wern h is  g le n te 3  g lo ry o u s g la d e .
I  loked  among h is  meyny schene
How fay  wyth ly f  wern l a s t e  and la d e ;
fe n  sa3 I  f e r  my l y t t e l  quene
f a t  I  wende had s tan d e n  by me in  s c la d e .

(11. 1141-1148)

This new en th u siasm  a ls o  overwhelms th e  d ream er, s in c e  no human, th e  

p o e t seems to  be im p ly in g , seems to  be a b le  to  rem ain in  a c o n tin u a l 

s t a t e  o f r e s o lu t io n  and p e r f e c t io n ;  b u t th e  d rea m er's  d e s p a ir  has
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been overcom e, h is  sen se  o f w orship  r e s to r e d ;  in  th e  f i n a l  s e c t io n ,  

he can conclude th a t  "He gef vus to  be h i s  homly hyne; Ande p rec io u s  

p e r le 3  vn to  h is  pay" (11 . 1211-1212). H is r e l a t io n  to  th e  phenomenal 

and th e  b e a u t i f u l ,  to  th a t  w hich i s  p re c io u s  in  human l i f e ,  has been 

a f f e c te d ;  a t  th e  end o f th e  poem, when s e e in g  th e  b e a u t i f u l ,  he i s  

humble and s t i l l  as "dased  q u a y le ,"  (1 . 1085); when he had f i r s t  seen  

th e  M aiden, he r e l a t e s ,  " I  s to d  as hende as hawk in  h a l l e , "  (1 . 184). 

What f i r s t  appears to  be a somewhat n a iv e  d e p ic t io n  o f a  b e a t i f i e d  

s p i r i t  b eg in s  to  make more p o e t ic  sen se  when one ta k e s  th e  e n t i r e  

r e la t io n s h ip  o f th e  n a rra to r -d re a m e r  to  th e  w orld  o f phenomena in to  

acco u n t. W hile th e  b e a u t i f u l  may n o t be t r u e ,  and th e  dream er ex­

p re s se s  doubt a t  th e  end (11. 1182-1188), i t  i s  th e  medium of recon­

c i l i a t i o n  to  th e  e x is te n c e  o f m o rta l c r e a tu r e s .  Thus, th e  dream er 

must im ag ine , make images o f ,  h i s  loved one; th e  pa thos and charm of 

h is  d e s c r ip t io n  a r i s e  from th e  l im i t a t io n  o f h is  mode of th o u g h t, i t s  

in h e re n t in s u f f ic ie n c y .  He d e s i r e s ,  o f c o u rse , "more and m ore":

The more I  f r a y s te  h y r fa y re  f a c e ,
Her fy g u re  fyn quen I  had fo n te ,
Suche gladande g lo ry  con to  me g lace  
As l y t t e l  b y fo re  p e r to  wat3 w onte.
To c a l l e  h y r l y s t e  con me enchace,
Bot baysment g e f  myn h e r t  a b ru n t .
I  se3 h y r in  so s tra n g e  a p la c e ,
Such a b u r re  my3t make myn h e r te  b lu n t ,  
penne vere3  ho vp h e r  fa y re  f ro u n t ,
Hyr vysage whyt as p lay n  y u o re ; 
p a t  s to n g e  myn h e r t  f u l  s t r a y  a to u n t ,
And eu e r fie le n g e r ,  pe more and more.

(11. 169-180)

The d rea m e r's  em otional g re e d in e s s , h i s  d read  "L es t ho me eschaped 

p a t I  p e r  chos" (1 . 18 7 ), i s  n o t q u ie te d  by th e  "more and more" he
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does r e c e iv e ,  o r th a t  he i s  cap ab le  of im ag in ing . The l o s t  c h i ld  be­

comes more and more of a d ec o ra ted  o b je c t ,  "A p re c io s  pyece in  p e r le 3  

py3 t"  (1 . 192): th e  dream er i s  d i s t r a c te d  from th e  meaning of th e

e n c o u n te r , and th e  meaning of th e  p e a r l  o f g re a t  p r ic e ,  by th e  spec­

t a c le :

P e r le 3  py3 te  of r y a l  p rys 
f e r e  mo3t mon by g race  h a f  s e n e ,
Quen fia t f re c h  as f lo r - d e - ly s  
Doun f e  bonke con bo3e bydene.
A1 b lyshande  whyt wat3 h i r  beau  b iy s ,
Vpon a t  syde3 , and bounden bene
Wyth f e  m yryeste m argarys, a t  my deuyse,
f a t  e u e r  I  se3 3 e t w ith  myn ene;
Wyth lappe3  la r g e ,  I  wot and wene,
Dubbed w ith  double p e r le  and d y 3 te ;
Her c o r t e l  o f s e l f  s u te  schen e ,
Wyth p re c io s  p e r le 3  a l  vmbepy3te.

(11. 193-204)

Yet a n o th e r  tw elve l in e s  a re  g iven  over to  d e s c r ip t io n  o f th e  M aiden 's

adornment and ra im e n t; th e se  a re  d e s c r ib e d , n o t ,  as one would e x p e c t,

in  m y stic  te rm s, b u t in  term s of a man s e n s i t iv e  to  th e  b eau ty  of gem- 

45s to n e s :

A py3 t coroune 3 e t wer f a t  g y r le  
0 m ario rys and non o fe r  s to n ,
Hi3e pynakled o f c l e r  quy t p e r l e ,
Wyth f lu r t e d  flow re3  p e r f e t  vpon.
To hed hade ho non o fe r  w e rle ;
Her h e re  le k e ,  a l  h y r  vmbegon,
Her seniblaunt sade fo r  doc o fe r  e r l e ,
Her b le  more b la 3 t  fa n  w halle3  bon.
As sch o m e golde sch y r h e r  fax  fen n e  schon,
On sch y ld e re3  f a t  leg h e  vn lapped  ly 3 te .
Her depe c o lo u r 3 e t wonted non 
Of p re c io s  p e r le  in  p o r fy l  p y 3 te .

(11. 204-216)

The p e a r l  o f  g r e a t  p r ic e  i s  i t s e l f  p re se n te d  as an ex trem ely  v a lu a b le  

gem; th e  dream er p e rc e iv e s  i t s  b eau ty  d i r e c t l y ,  r a th e r  th an  i t s  t r u t h :
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Py3t w ate poyned and vche a herame 
At honde, a t  syde3 , a t  o u e r tu re ,
Wyth whyte p e r le  and non ofier gemme,
And b o rn y s te  quy te  w at3 h y r u e s tu re .
Bot a  wonder p e r le  w ythouten wemme 
Inmydde3 h y r  b r e s te  wat3 s e t t e  so s u re ;
A raanne3 dom mo3t dry31y demme,
Er mynde mo3t mo3t m alte  in  h i t  m esure.
I  hope no tong  rao3t endure 
No s a u e r ly  saghe say  o f p a t  s y 3 t ,
So w at3 h i t  c len e  and c l e r  and p u re , 
p a t  p re c io s  p e r le  p e r  h i t  wat3 p y 3 t.

(11. 217-228)

That c le a n n e s s , c le a rn e s s  and p u r i ty  a re  used m e ta p h o r ic a lly  to  des­

c r ib e  s t a t e s  o f th e  so u l in d ic a te s  th a t  t h e i r  p re sen ce  in  t h i s  s ta n z a  

i s  f a r  from a c c id e n ta l .  In  th e  n ex t c h a p te r ,  th e  p o e t 's  m astery  of 

a n o th e r  v o cab u la ry  to  d e s c r ib e  r e l ig io u s  em otions w i l l  be p re s e n te d , 

su g g e s tin g  t h a t ,  once m ore, th e  n a r ra to r -d re a m e r  i s  n o t th e  p o e t and 

t h a t  th e  s e t  o f images which th e  d re a m e r-n a rra to r  uses stem s n o t from 

an in v o lu n ta ry  a b so rp tio n  by th e  p o e t o f contem porary m y s tic a l  d ic t io n  

and though t b u t from an a ttem p t made by th e  p o e t to  c h a r a c te r iz e ,  (and , 

in  c h a r a c te r iz in g ,  one e x a g g e ra te s )  th e  r e l ig io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y  o f th e  

i n t e l l i g e n t  and s e n s i t iv e  b u t l im ite d  human b e in g . In  h is  re fe re n c e s  t o ,  

and images o f ,  th e  w orld  o f phenomena, in  which gem stones and jew e ls  

seem most com plete and p e r f e c t  as o b je c ts ,  th e  P e a r l -p o e t  s u b s ta n t ia te s  

th e  c la im  o f b eau ty  to  a p la c e  o f honor in  th e  cosmic scheme and in  th e  

l i f e ,  em o tio n a l and s p i r i t u a l ,  o f man. In h e re n t in  th e  language of 

P e a r l  i s  th e  argum ent t h a t ,  in  th e  words o f George S an tayana,

Sensuous b eau ty  i s  n o t th e  g r e a te s t  o r 
most im p o rtan t elem ent of e f f e c t ,  b u t i t  i s  
th e  most p r im it iv e  and fundam en tal, and th e  
most u n iv e r s a l .  There i s  no e f f e c t  o f form 
w hich an e f f e c t  o f m a te r ia l  could  n o t enhance,
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and th i s  e f f e c t  o f m a te r ia l ,  u n d e rly in g  th a t  
of form , r a i s e s  th e  l a t t e r  to  a  h ig h e r  power 
and g iv es  th e  b eau ty  of th e  o b je c t  a c e r ta in  
po ignancy , thoroughness and i n f i n i t y  which 
i t  o th e rw ise  would have lack ed . The P arthenon  
n o t in  m arb le , th e  k in g 's  crown n o t o f g o ld , 
and th e  s t a r s  n o t o f  f i r e ,  would be fe e b le  
and p ro s a ic  th in g s .  The g r e a te r  h o ld  which 
m a te r ia l  b eau ty  has upon th e  s e n s e s ,  s tim u­
l a t e s  us h e r e ,  where th e  form i s  a ls o  su b lim e, 
and l i f t s  and i n t e n s i f i e s  our em otions. We 
need t h i s  s tim u lu s  i f  our p e rc e p tio n s  a re  to  
reach  th e  h ig h e s t  p i tc h  o f s t r e n g th  and a c u te ­
n e s s .  N othing can be ra v is h in g  th a t  i s  n o t 
b e a u t i f u l  p e r v a s iv e ly .^
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up some d i f f i c u l t y  o r argum ent,"  as L angland’s i s ,  a cco rd in g  to  A. C. 
S p ea rin g , "The A rt of P reach in g  and P ie r s  Plowman," r e p r in te d  in  Chaucer 
and His C on tem p o rarie s , pp. 270-271.

•^E. T a lb o t D onaldson, in  " O y s te rs , F o rso o th : Two Readings in  ’P e a r l , 1"
N e o p h ili lo g isc h e  M itte i lu n g e n , LXXIII, (1 9 7 2 ), 75-82 o f f e r s  a  re a d in g  o f 
l i n e  755 which in c re a s e s  th e  r o le  of N a tu re ; acco rd in g  to  D onaldson, th e  
dream er asks th e  Maiden what k in d  o f " o s t r iy s "  have b ro u g h t f o r th  such a 
b e a u t i f u l  p e a r l .  Such a re fe re n c e  to  th e  humble o r ig in s  o f th e  so u l r e ­
v e a ls  th e  am bigu ity  o f th e  p o e t tow ards th e  n a tu r a l  w o rld . And p e rh ap s , 
as Donaldson s a y s , i t  i s  a " jo k e  fo r  th e  p o e t . . .o n  th e  l im i ta t io n s  o f
a r t i f i c e "  as w e l l .  (p . 79)

■^Dorothy E v e re t t  in  Essays on M iddle E n g lish  L i t e r a t u r e , 1955, pp. 85-96; 
C. A. L u t t r e l l ,  " P e a r l :  Symbolism in  a Garden S e t t in g ,"  N e o p h ilo lo g u s ,
XLIX, (1965), 160-176.

■^In th e  n o te s  to  h is  e d i t io n ,  p . 48.

■^Gordon, p . 48.

•^T here i s  a  d i f f e r e n c e ,  o f c o u rse , betw een w ild e rn e ss  and garden as p r i ­
mal s e t t i n g ;  one n o te s  th a t  th e  v ery  form of as opposed to  th e
v a r ie d  le n g th  of th e  Gawain s ta n z a s ,  d e s p ite  t h e i r  t i g h t  e n d in g s , more 
ram b lin g , i s  much l ik e  a w ord-garden ; th e  garden s e t t i n g ,  th e n , i s  more 
a p p ro p r ia te  to  th e  c ircu m sc rib ed  form , as w e ll  as th e  c ircu m sc rib ed  s i t ­
u a t io n . See C hapter V, on th e  s ta n z a  i t s e l f .

■ ^ It i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  th a t  C a lib an , to o , cannot accep t th e  s u p e r io r i ty  o f 
b e in g s  such as P ro sp e ro ; on th e  l in k  betw een g r ie f  and r e b e l l io n  in  
P e a r l , see  Kean, pp . 234-237.

^ H e n r i  B ergson, The Two Sources o f M o ra lity  and R e lig io n , 1935, pp. 102- 
208, " S t a t i c  R e lig io n ."

^ A  young c h i ld  " n e r re  jSen au n te  or nece" (1 . 233) ; see  n . 11 above.

^ G o rd o n  i s  c o rro b o ra te d  by I .  G ollancz in  t h i s  in s ta n c e ;  see  th e  l a t t e r ' s  
e d i t io n  of 1921.
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o - i
S i s t e r  M. M adeleva, P e a r l ;  A Study in  S p i r i t u a l  D ry n ess , p . 28 

^ M a d e le v a , p . 29.

^ R e a lis m  and th e  Dream V isio n  T r a d i t io n , p . 63.
o / r

The resem blance i s  s e iz e d  by S i s t e r  Madeleva who seems to  confuse 
analogus language w ith  so u rce  m a te r ia l ;  c f .  pp. 32-36.

2  7 Ian  B ishop , p . 90: "N othing em phasizes more s tro n g ly  th e  f a c t  th a t
th e  p o e t th in k s  o f th e  lan d scap e  as th e  work of an a r t i s t  t h a t  th e  use 
o f ' adubbem ente' and 'd u b b ed 1 as  th e  lin k -w o rd s  th roughou t t h i s  s ta n z a  
g ro u p ."

2 8 S a in t  B onaventure, I t in e r iu m  M entis in  Deum, t r a n s .  P h ilo th e u s  Boeh- 
n e r ,  0 . F. M ., 1956.

2 9 H is dream c h a ra c te r  s u rfa c e s  when he f i r s t  a d d re sse s  th e  Maiden in  
S e c tio n  V. Only then  does he m a n ife s t d i s t i n c t l y  c h i ld - l i k e  ch arac­
t e r i s t i c s  .

^ E .  G. B ish o p 's  C hap ter V I, pp. 73-96. This i s  by f a r  th e  most com­
p re h e n s iv e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  b u t th e  im i ta t iv e  a sp e c t o f c r e a t io n  i s  b a re ly  
d isc u sse d  ex cep t in  i t s  co n n ec tio n  w ith  th e  "game o f a r t . "

3 1 Kean, Bishop and even R. J .  B lanch , l i s t e d  in  th e  b ib lio g ra p h y , in  h is  
a r t i c l e  on gem sym bolism ; h e r e ,  p e rh a p s , we f in d  an im a g is t ic  foreshadow ­
in g  o f 11. 745-756, in v e s t ig a te d  by D onaldson. Cf. n . 14 above.

3 2 W. S. Johnson has commented upon th e  v a r io u s  images o f w a te r  in  th e  poem 
and on t h e i r  s ig n i f ic a n c e ;  see  "The Imagery and D ic tio n  of The P e a r l :  
Toward an I n te r p r e t a t i o n ,"  ELH, XX, (1953), 161-180.

33The c r y s t a l s  in  th e  fo u n ta in  o f N a rc issu s  a re  a ls o  e n ig m a tic , and con­
fu se  th e  eye w ith  what i t  s e e s ;  c f .  Le roman de l a  r o s e , ed . E. Lang- 
l o i s , 1922, 11. 1439-1680.

^ I n  t h a t  b o th  Job and th e  p e rso n a  in  P e a r l  a re  duly  im p ressed , in  tim e , 
w ith  th e  scope of G od's c r e a t iv e  power; and b o th  le a rn  to  avoid  a c e r ­
t a i n  k in d  of q u e s tio n ;  Jo b , how ever, u n d erstan d s such avoidance.
q c

T his phenomenon re so lv e s  th e  problem , som etim es, o f d e s c r ib in g  God in  
n e g a t iv e s ;— in  P e a r l , 11. 1045-1056.

38Whereas G uillaum e de L o r r is  employs o p t ic a l  i l l u s i o n ,  Jean  de Meun en­
dows i t  w ith  r e l ig io u s  s ig n i f ic a n c e .  Cf. F re d e ric k  G o ld in , The M irro r 
o f  N a rc is s u s , 1967, pp . 59-63.

•^R ealism  and th e  Dream V isio n  T ra d i t io n ,  p . 15.
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38In  th e  f i n a l  s e c t io n ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  th e  dream er r e f e r s  to  h i s  c o n d itio n  
as a "d o e l-d o u n g eo n ,"  1. 1186.

39Gordon, p . 126; based  on 0 . E. D. re a d in g s .

40Even th e  e s tim a b le  Bishop evades th e  q u e s tio n  of i t s  awkwardness when 
tak en  vriiole as  a  to u r - d e - fo r c e ;  P e a r l  in  i t s  S e t t in g ,  p . 84.

^ G o rd o n , p . 144.
/ o

A gain , a  p r im it iv e  mode o f th o u g h t; B ergson, se e  n . 20 above, w r i te s ,  
(p . 131): N atu re  " to  th e  id e a  o f in e v i ta b le  d e a th . . .opposes th e  image
of a c o n tin u a tio n  of l i f e  a f t e r  d e a th . . . r e l i g i o n  i s  a d e fe n s iv e  r e a c t io n  
a g a in s t  th e  r e p re s e n ta t io n  by in te l l ig e n c e  o f th e  in e v i ta b ly  o f  d e a th ."
/ Q

The com plete p h ra se  "don to  s la k e "  s ig n i f i e s  "b rough t to  an end" r a th e r  
than  m erely  " to  a b a te " ;  Gordon, p . 153.

^ T h e  p o e t may have gained  some knowledge o f how key words fu n c tio n  from 
th e  Psalm s w ith  w hich (see  P e a r l  11. 697-700) he was f a m i l ia r ;  b o th  th e  
key-word tech n iq u e  and t h i s  s p e c i f i c  a t t i t u d e  a re  to  be found th e r e in ,  
acco rd in g  to  M artin  Buber; Good and E v i l , 1952, pp . 52-56 .

45A gain, Bishop p ro v id e s  th e  b e s t  d is c u s s io n ,  pp . 71-98; b u t he does n o t 
s p e c u la te  on th e  d e s c r ip t io n  of th e  gems in  je w e le r* s  te rm s.

46 In  The Sense o f B eau ty , 1955 e d . , p . 49.
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CHAPTER I I  -  PROCESS AND ACTIVITY: TWO ASPECTS OF
THE DIVINE NATURE IN PEARL

C h r i s t i a n i t y 's  abandonment o f th e  p r o h ib i t io n  concern ing  th e  mak­

in g  o f g raven  images in flu e n c e d  n o t only  th e  g rap h ic  a r t  and a r c h i te c ­

tu re  of m edieval Europe b u t  i t s  l i t e r a r y  a r t s  as w ell.'* ' The ic o n o g ra -  

p h ic  and myth-making im p u lses , r a re  in  e a r ly  Hebrew com m entaries on th e

s c r ip tu r e s ,  p r o l i f e r a t e  tow ards th e  end of th e  M iddle Ages in  C h r is t ia n
2

e x e g e t ic a l  w orks. A ccording to  H u iz in g a , such predom inance o f th e  v isu ­

a l  im ag in a tio n  c o n s t i tu te s  o r ,  a t  l e a s t ,  in d ic a te s  a c e r ta in  f a l l i n g - o f f
3

in  th e  q u a l i ty  o f th o u g h t; w ith o u t going so f a r  as to  make judgm ents

upon th e  u l t im a te  v a lu e  o f d i f f e r e n t  k in d s  o f in s ig h t  and im ag in a tiv e

p e rc e p tio n , one may be f a i r l y  c e r ta in  th a t  an age in  which th e  p i c t o r i a l
4

im pulse p r e v a i l s  w i l l  produce a p o e try  which r e f l e c t s  th a t  em phasis.

In  re fe re n c e  to  C h r is t ia n  d ev o tio n a l p o e try  and th e  ac c o u n ts , in  v e rse  

and p ro s e ,  o f m ira c le s  and m y s te r ie s , th e  s t r e s s  upon iconography ag g ra­

v a ted  a problem  p e c u l ia r  to  r e l ig io u s  a r t ,  a r t ,  t h a t  i s ,  in  which th e  un­

seen  i s  o f more im portance in  th e  cosmic scheme than  i s  th e  s e e n , and in  

which th e  n a tu re  of th e  d e i ty  i s  co n s id e red  beyond, above o r a p a r t  from 

th e  w orld  o f sen se  and sen so ry  p e rc e p tio n s .^  Thus, th e  problem  fo r  th e  

c r e a to r ,  g iven  a  dichotomy such as th e  p h y s ic a l - s p i r i t u a l  one in h e re n t 

in  th e  Ju d e o -C h ris tia n  t r a d i t i o n ,  and in  th e  P la to n ic  as w e l l ,  i s  evoca­

t io n  of th e  s p i r i t u a l  by way of th e  s e n se s— fo r  a r t  i s  sim ply n o t a r t  i f
£

th e re  i s  no ex p re ss io n  in  a p h y s ic a l medium. In  some c a s e s , th e  a r t i s t s  

succeeded in  c r e a t in g  e f f e c t iv e  and moving works b u t ,  a t  th e  same tim e , 

by r e a l i z in g  th e  d iv in e  n a tu re  in  human te rm s , c re a te d  an o th e r e a r th  in
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th e  kingdom of heaven and humanized C h r is t  and th e  V irg in  Mary to  such 

an e x te n t th a t  th e  very  om niscience and om nipotence w hich C h r i s t i a n i ty  

r e q u ire s  o f i t s  godhead b eg in  to  be subsumed by an excess  o f fe llo w -  

f e l l i n g .^  The d e l ic a te  e q u il ib r iu m  m ain ta in ed  in  th e  Old E n g lish  "The 

Dream o f th e  Rood," fo r  exam ple, i s  n o t to  be found in  th e  b e a u t i f u l
Q

b u t sensuous p o e try  o f th e  m y stics  Hadewijch and M ech th ild . The V irg in

M other proved p a r t i c u la r ly  s u s c e p t ib le  to  th e  hum anizing of th e  a r t i s t s

and of th e  f o lk .  On th e  o th e r  hand , th e  c o o l and d i s t a n t  T r in i ty  o f th e

schoolmen f in d s  i t s  b e s t  e x p re s s io n , p e rh a p s , in  th e  r ig o r s  o f geometry
g

and th e  e la b o r a te ly  c o n s tru c te d  sermons o f th e  tim e.

Yet i t  i s  w ith  j u s t  such a p r in c ip le  o f  c o n s tru c t io n  th a t  th e  P e a r l -  

p o e t p ro c e ed s , in  h is  own way, re so lv in g  th e  e s th e t i c  and th e o lo g ic a l  

dilemma o f evoking th e  d e i ty .  Whereas th e  a l l  too human i f  w e l l - in te n ­

tio n e d  n a r ra to r -d re a m e r  in  P e a r l  e n v is io n s  th e  Heavenly C ity  and im agines 

th a t  b eh o ld in g  th e  b eau ty  o f th e  s i t e  and o f i t s  P r in c e  approaches th e  

" d e ly t"  (S e c tio n  XX) o f th e  b e a t i f i e d ,  one f in d s  th a t  th e  P earl-m aid en  

h e r s e l f  n ev er d e sc r ib e s  o r evokes Heaven o r th e  Lord th e re o f  in  such te rm s. 

Indeed , as f a r  as i t  i s  p o s s ib le ,  p o e t i c a l l y ,  th e  p o e t h a s , in  th e  speeches 

o f th e  M aiden, abandoned d e s c r ip t io n  of su b s tan ce  in  h is  im agery and d ic ­

t io n  in  fav o r of d e s c r ip t io n  o f p ro c e ss . O b jec ts  a re  su b o rd in a te  to  a c t io n s ,  

and th e  scene to  th e  e v e n t;  th e  human c a p a c ity  fo r  m easuring and d e f in in g  

i s  n o t only  avo ided  b u t co n fu ted  by th e  p o e t in  th e  M aiden’ s p a ra d o x ic a l 

p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f d iv in e  a t t r i b u t e s  such as g ra c e . When th e  d i l ig e n t  dream er 

f in d s

In  S a u te r  i s  sayd a v e rce  o u e r te
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fia t speke3 a  poynt determ ynab le :
'fiou quyte3  vchon as hys d e s s e r te ,  
fiou hy3e kyng ay p re te rm y n ab le .
Now he fia t s to d  fie long day s t a b l e ,
And fiou to  payment com hym by f o r e ,  
fienne fie l a s s e  in  w erke to  ta k e  more a b le ,
And e u e r  fie le n g e r  fie l a s s e ,  fie m o re .'

(11 . 593-600)

th e  P ea rl-m a id en  co n fu te s  n o t so  much h i s  argum ents as h is  co n cep tu a l 

mode:

'O f more and la s s e  in  Gode3 r y c h e , ' 
p a t  g e n ty l say d e , ' ly s  no jo p a rd e ,
For fier i s  vch mon payed in ly c h e ,
Whefier l y t t e l  ofier much be hys rew arde;
For fie g e n ty l Cheuentayn i s  no chyche,
Q uefier-so -euer he d e le  nesch  ofier hard er 
He lau e3  hys g y fte 3  as w ate r o f dyche,
Ofier go te3  o f g o lf  fia t n eu er charde .
Hys frau n ch y se  i s  la rg e  fia t e u e r  dard  
To Hym fia t mat3 in  synne resco g h e ;
No b ly s s e  b e t3  f ro  hem re p a rd e ,
For fie g race  of God i s  g r e t  inoghe.

(11 . 601-612)

The p assage  c i t e d  above i s  c r u c ia l  f o r  s e v e ra l  re a so n s , n o t th e  

l e a s t  o f which i s  i t s  in t ro d u c t io n  of g race  and " frau n ch y se"  in  term s of 

p aradox . The r e f r a in  in  S e c tio n  XI i s  n o t m erely  an a ttem p t to  circum ­

v en t l im i t in g  th e  n a tu re  o f th e  d ie ty  by em ploying n e g a tiv e  te rm s. In  

th e  p erso n  of th e  M aiden, the  p o e t a tte m p ts  to  s te p  o u ts id e  th e  boundar­

ie s  o f q u a n t i t a t iv e  th o u g h t. The dream er h im se lf  i s ,  as m ight be a n t i -
10

c ip a te d ,  ex trem ely  in t e r e s t e d ,  th roughou t th e  poem, in  m easure; th e  

p a ra b le  o f th e  v in ey a rd  i s  th e  p e r f e c t  f o i l  s in c e  h is  i n t e l l e c t  and 

im ag in a tio n  cannot cope w ith  i t s  d e n ia l  o f q u a n t i t a t iv e  r e a l i t y .  Sec­

t io n  VI has in tro d u c e d  th e  problem , th e  key-w ord, " d a te ,"  in  th e  sen se  

o f " l i m i t , "  em phasizing th a t  which i s  most im p o rtan t in  th e  f iv e  s ta n z a s  

fo llo w in g :
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’That c o r ta y s e  i s  to  f r e  o f dede,
3yf h y t be so th  fia t fiou cone3 say e . 
fiou ly fe d  n o t two 3 e r  in  oure fiede; 
fiou cowfie n eu er God naufier p le s e  ne p ra y ,
Ne n eu e r nawfier P a te r  ne C rede;
And quen mad on fie f y r s t  day!

(11 . 481-486)

Once a g a in , th e  Maiden does n o t respond  to  th e  d ream er’s s p e c i f i c  p o in ts

b u t ,  in s te a d ,  d i s q u a l i f i e s  h i s  c a te g o r ie s :

’fier i s  no d a te  of hys g o d n e s se ,’ 
fien sayde to  me fia t worfiy w y3te,
'F o r  a l  i s  trawfie p a t  he con d r e s s e ,
And he may do nofiynk b o t ry 3 t .

(11. 493-496)

As John Burrow has  p o in te d  o u t ,  c o n f ro n ta t io n  o f dream er and la r g e r  than  

l i f e  d re a m -f ig u re s , in  w hat he c a l l s  R ic a rd ia n  p o e try ,  o f te n  r e s u l t s  in  

th e  hum bling of th e  dream er and le ad s  to  h i s  r e a l i z a t i o n  of h is  in n a te  

l im ita tio n s ;^ -^  t h a t  w hich s e ts  P e a r l  a p a r t  from th e  o th e r  poems, how­

e v e r , i s  th e  degree  of c o n s ta n t r e s i s ta n c e  to  th e  i n f i n i t e ,  th e  tim e le ss  

and s p a c e le s s ,  w hich th e  n a r ra to r -d re a m e r  e x h ib i t s  in  h is  exchange w ith  

th e  Maiden. The je w e l le r  i s  n ev er q u i te  as s e lf - a b n e g a t in g  as S i r  Ga-

w ain , fo r  exam ple, when th e  p eccab le  k n ig h t i s  chidden by B e rc ila k  fo r  

12h i s  f a u l t ;  th e  P e a r l  n a r r a t o r ,  s t i f f - n e c k e d  to  th e  end , h in g es  h i s  f i ­

n a l  e x p re ss io n  o f f a i t h  upon a c o n d itio n :

And re w fu lly  fjenne I  con to  reme:
'0  p e r l e , '  quod I ,  'o f  rych  renoun ,
So wat3 h i t  me d e re  p a t  fjou con deme 
In  fiys v e ray  avysyoun!
I f  h i t  be  ueray  and s o th  sermoun 
p a t  fiou so sty k e3  in  g a rlan d e  gay,
So w el i s  me in  fiys doel-doungoun 
fia t fiou a r t  to  pa t  P rynse3 p a y e . '

(11 . 1181-1188)

The ho ly  indeed  in c lu d e s  th a t  which i s  ab su rd  to  common in te l l i g e n c e ;
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to  common se n se , th e  b e a t i f i c a t i o n  o f th e  s p i r i t  o f  a tw o -y e a r-o ld ,

j u s t  p a s t  th e  te e th in g  s ta g e ,  i s  la u g h a b le , g iv en  th e  s u f f e r in g  and

13s t r i v i n g  o f th o se  who would ac h iev e  in n o cen ce . But such a b s u rd ity

i s  j u s t  th e  p o in t :  th e  dream er i s  n o t s tu p id —w ere he s tu p id  th e re

would s c a rc e ly  be a rea so n  f o r  th e  M aiden 's p a ra b le s  and e x h o r ta t io n s —

b u t h is  th in k in g  i s  human:

'I w y s e , ' quod I ,  'my b ly s f u l  b e s te ,
My g r e te  d y s tr e s s e  pou a l  todraw e3.
To be excused I  make re q u e s te ;
I  traw ed my p e r le  don o u t o f dawe3.
Now h a f  I  fonde h y t ,  I  s c h a l  ma f e s t e ,
And wony wyth h y t in  sc h y r wod-schawe3,

(11. 279-284)

The s ig h t  o f  h i s  l o s t  p e a r l ,  in  o th e r  w ords, le a d s  th e  dream er to  b e l ie v e

th a t  he can p o ssess  h e r  as one can p o sse ss  an o b je c t .  He conceives o f

h is  lo s s  in  s im i la r  te rm s. I t  i s ,  to  him , th e  r e s u l t  o f a s in g u la r  e -

v en t and n o t an in s e p a ra b le  p a r t  in  th e  p ro c e ss  o f m otion o r m u ta tio n .

There i s  m ention made o f w a te r  f lo w in g , in  t h i s  s e c t io n  (V) , and of

th ie v e ry  as w e l l ;  th e  dream er i s ,  in  a s e n se , endeavoring  to  c a p tu re

th a t  w hich , l i k e  w a te r , i s  fo re v e r  changing shape . The argument fo r

p ro c e ss  i s  made e x p l i c i t  in  th e  M aiden 's f i r s t - s p e e c h :

'B o t ,  j u e l e r  g e n te , i f  pou s c h a l  lo se  
py io y  fo r  a gemme fia t fie wat3 l e f ,
Me fiynk fie p u t in  a mad p o rp o se ,
And busye3 fie aboute a  raysoun  b r e f ;
For p a t  fiou le s te 3  wat3 b o t a ro se  
p a t  flow red  and fa y le d  as kynde h y t g e f .
Now pur3 kynde of pe k y s te  p a t  h y t con c lo se  
To a p e r le  o f p ry s  h i t  i s  p u t in  p r e f .
And pou h a t3  c a l le d  py wyrde a p e f ,  
p a t  o3 t of no3 t h a t3  mad pe c l e r ;

(11. 265-276)

Y et th e  d re am e r's  q u e s tio n  and h is  ex c item en t a t  f in d in g  an end to  h is
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sorrow  in  a r e v e r s a l  o f  f a c t  does n o t ,  a t  f i r s t ,  ap p ear mad. On th e  

c o n tra ry ,  th e  d re a m e r 's  ca se  would appear q u i te  r e s p e c ta b le  in  a law 

c o u r t:

What wyrde h a t3  h yder my iu e l  vayned 
And don me in  fiys d e l and g r e t  daunger?

(11 . 249-250)

C e r ta in ly  most men would ag ree  th a t  th e  d e i ty  who r e s to r e s  p ro p e rty

l o s t  i s  a j u s t  r u l e r .  The dream er, hav ing  found th e  p e a r l ,  announces

h is  in te n t io n —he w i l l ,  he p ro m ises ,

. . . lo u e  my Lorde and a l  h is  lawe3 
fia t h a t3  me b ro 3 t pys  b ly s  n e r .
Now were I  a t  yow by3onde f iis e  wawe3,
I  were a io y f u l  j u e l e r . '

(11 . 285-288)

The dream er, in  t r u t h ,  sim ply canno t h e lp  d iv id in g  e x p e rie n c e  in to  n e a t

p a r c e ls ,  con ce iv in g  q u e s tio n s  f o r  w hich th e re  may be "a  raysoun  b re f"

14(1 . 268). As Kean p o in ts  o u t,  im p l ic i t  in  th e  d is c u s s io n  o f God's

j u s t i c e  i s  th e e n o tio n  th a t  "no man could  ea rn  s a lv a t io n  in  s t r i c t  j u s t i c e ,

e x cep tin g  th o se  who have p re se rv e d  b a p tism a l innocence in  t h e i r  s h o r t

15p e rio d  o f 'w ork ' in  th e  v in e y a rd ."  The problem  cannot be worked ou t 

s t r i c t l y  acco rd in g  to  w eig h ts  and m easures. The p o e t ,  Kean n o te s ,  "has 

much to  say  concern ing  degree th roughou t th e  argum ent, and s e t s  God's 

p le n itu d e  o f m e rc ifu l lo v e  a g a in s t  m an's l im ita tio n s ." '* '^  I t  i s  n o t so 

much th e  warmly d id a c t ic  tone o f th e  P e a r l  which convinces th e  re a d e r  

o f h e r  r e c t i tu d e ,  b u t ,  r a th e r ,  th e  way in  which th e  dream er responds to  

th e  s i t u a t io n  a t  hand. Even th e  i n i t i a l  d isc o u rse  o f th e  M aiden, on 

th e  n a tu re  o f l i f e - a n d - d e a th ,  i s  c l a s s i f i e d  and ren d ered  harm less  by 

th e  d ream er's  s u b s ta n t ia t in g  i n t e l l i g e n c e :
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A j u e l  to  me pen w at3 pys g e s te ,
And iu e le 3  wern h y r  g e n ty l sawe3.

t i l .  277-278)

Such sem i-com ic d e f la t io n  occurs a t  s e v e ra l  p o in ts .  H is madness 

seems to  be  h i s  adherence to  th e  q u o tid ia n  when th e  s i t u a t i o n  he i s  

c o n fro n tin g  b e a rs  no r e l a t io n  to  o rd in a ry  r e a l i t y ,  "py worde b y fo re  

py w y tte  con f i e , "  (1 . 2 9 4 ), th e  Maiden c h id e s , and , in d eed , w h ile  th e  

j e w e l l e r 's  argum ents do n o t la c k  lo g ic  o r common s e n s e ,  h is  b a s ic  a s ­

sum ptions abou t th e  n a tu re  o f th e  whole a re  "v n av y sed ,"  (1 . 292) , a 

m ental phenomenon which does c o n s t i tu te  a k in d  o f m adness. The d rea m er's  

lo g ic  i s  th a t  o f th e  " lo g ic a l  l u n a t i c ,"  i . e . ,  h i s  argum ents a re  f in e  b u t 

h is  b a s ic  p re su p p o s itio n  about th e  n a tu re  o f r e a l i t y  i s  u t t e r l y  in c o r r e c t .  

As in  th e  s e c t io n  which c o n ta in s  as i t s  key-word "m a sk e lle3 ,"  (S e c tio n  

X I I I ) , th e  dream er endows th a t  which i s  im m easurable and i n f i n i t e  w ith  

q u a l i t i e s  such as d eg ree  th a t  be lo n g  to  th e  m easurab le  and f i n i t e  w o rld . 

The P earl-m a id en  r e l a t e s  th a t  th e  Lamb ad d ressed  h e r  in  th e  fo llo w in g  

fa sh io n :

'Cum hyder to  me, my lemman sw ete ,
For mote ne sp o t i s  non in  p e . '
He g ef me my3t and a l s  bew te;
In  hys b lo d  he wesch my wede on d e se ,
And coronde c len e  in  v e rg y n te ,
And py3 t me in  p e r le 3  m ask e lle3 .

(11 . 764-769)

But m e tap h y sica l r e a l i t y  which i s ,  in  f i n i t e  te rm s , ab su rd , com plete ly

escap es  th e  dream er, who i s  most p rag m atic  in  such m a tte rs :

'Why m aske lle3  b ryd  p a t  b ry 3 t con flam be,
p a t  r e i a t e 3  h a t3  so  ryche and r y f ,
Quat kyn pyng may be p a t  Lambe 
p a t  pe wolde wedde v n to  hys vyf?
Ouer a l l e  oper so hy3 pou clambe



- 54 -

To le d e  wyth hym so la d y ly  ly f .
So mony a comly on-vnder cambe 
For K ry st han lyued in  much s t r y f ;
And pou con a l l e  po dere  ou t d ry f 
And f ro  p a t  maryag a l  oper d e p re s ,
A1 only  p y s e lf  so s to u t  and s t y f ,
A makele3 may and m ask e lle3 .

(11. 769-780)

The p o in t  i s  th a t  C h r is t  i s  no "kyn pyng" a t  a l l ;  and th e  n o tio n  of

h ie ra rc h y  and d e g re e , which se rv ed  th e  ico n o g rap h ers  so w e l l ,  i s

s h a t te r e d  by th e  M aiden 's r e t o r t :

'M a s k e l le s , ' quod 5 p a t myry quene,
'V nblem yst I  am, w ythouten b l o t ,
And p a t  may I  wyth mensk m enteene;
Bot 'm akele3 quene' penne sade I  n o t .

(11. 781-784)

To th e  P earl-m aid en  h e r s e l f ,  d iv in e  j u s t i c e  i s  a p ro c e s s ,  to o , and

does n o t in v o lv e  th e  w eighing and m easuring of e x p e r ie n c e . In  S e c tio n

V I, th e  key-w ord, i n t e r e s t in g ly  enough, i s  th e  verb  " to  deme," w h ile  th e
18s u b s ta n tiv e  of th e  verb  i s  n o t used a l  a l l  in  t h i s  p a r t  o f th e  poem.

When i t  i s  u sed , l a t e r ,  i t  i s  su rrounded  by n e g a tiv e s  and does n o t occupy

a p o s i t io n  o f im portance in  th e  l i n e s .  S e c tio n  VI a ls o  in tro d u c e s  a

number of le g a l  te rm s , d isp e n se s  w ith  im ages, and l ig h te n s  th e  sound

p a t te r n  c o n s id e ra b ly  as i t s  l in e s  a re  h ig h ly  vow elled :

3e s e t t e n  hys worde3 f u l  w este rn ay s  
p a t  leue3  nopynk b o t 3e h i t  sy3e.
And p a t  i s  a poynt o so rquydry3e, 
p a t  vche god mon may e u e l byseme,
To le u e  no t a l e  be t ru e  to  try 3 e  
Bot p a t  hys one sk y l may dem.

(11. 307-312)

One su g g ested  rea d in g  of "w este rnays"  i s  th a t  of "w est e rn ay s"  o r 

"empty p le d g e ."  In  th a t  c a s e , th e  meaning of L ines 307-308 would be 

"You accoun t H is words an empty p ledge  who b e l ie v e  in  n o th in g  u n le ss
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you see  i t , " ^  ag a in  testim o n y  to  th e  d ream er’s d e s ir e  f o r  d e f in i t io n  

in  tim e o r space  or f a i t h .  B u t, as he has been su g g ested  by th e o lo ­

g ian s  b e fo re  and a f t e r  th e  tim e o f  th e  com position  o f  P e a r l , one i s

n ev er c o n tin u a lly  o r perm anently  in  th e  way of r ig h te o u s n e s s ,  a lth o u g h
20one may be perm anently  away from i t .  Thus, th e  t e s t ,  th e  b r in g in g  

to  t r i a l ,  the  making " t ru e  to  try 3 e "  (1 . 311) i s  r e -e n a c te d  a g a in  and 

a g a in :

Deme now M yself i f  fiou con dayly  
As man to  God worde3 sch u ld e  heue.

(11. 313-315)

Even d ea th  i s  p re se n te d  as  an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f th e  ex p e rien ce  of l i f e :

fiur3 drwy d e th  bo3 vch man d reu e ,
Er ouer fiys dam hym D ry3ten deme.

(11. 323-324)

"Deme" i t s e l f  g a in s  in  fo rc e  th roughou t t h i s  passage  u n t i l  i t  seems 

to  produce a p h y s ic a l  e f f e c t ,  one in  which th e  rea d e r  a s s im i la te s  G od's 

ju d g in g  w ith  B eing , th a t  i s ,  c o -e x te n s iv e  w ith  i t .  The dream er h im se lf  

makes an a tte m p t to  "deme" b u t th e  f a c u l ty  o f judge i s  n o t th a t  o f hu­

man rea so n  and common se n se . F i r s t ,  he a ttem p ts  to  argue:

*Deme3 pou m e,' quod I ,  'my sw ete ,
To d o l agayn, penne I  dowyne.
Now h a f  I  fo n te  p a t  I  f o r l e t e ,
Schal I  e f t e  fo rgo  h i t  e u e r  I  fyne?

(11. 325-329)

He assumes th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  o f  ju d g in g  in  th e  name o f man:

When I  am p a r t le 3  o f p e r le  myne,
Bot durande d o e l what may men deme?

(11. 335-336)

Of c o u rse , to  th e  M aiden, h is  e f f o r t s  seem n o t only  presum ptuous b u t 

i l l - s u i t e d  to  h is  n a tu re  and th e r e fo re  lu d ic ro u s  as w e ll:
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'Thow deme3 no3 t b o t d o e l - d y s t r e s s e ,* 
penne sayde p a t  w y3t. 'Why do t3  pou so?
For dyne of d o e l o f lu re 3  le s s e  
O fte mony mon fo rg o s  pe mo. 
pe o 3 te  b e t t e r  p y se lu en  b le s s e ,
And lo u e  ay God, in  w ele and wo.
For anger gayne3 pe n o t  a c re s se  
Who nede3 s c h a l p o le ,  be n o t  so p r e .
For po3 pou daunce as any do,
Braundysch and b ray  py b rape3  brem e,
When pou no f y r r e  may, to  ne f r o ,  
pou moste abyde p a t  he s c h a l  deme.

(11 . 337-348)

I f  innocence i s  p re se n te d  in  P e a r l  as a v i r t u e ,  as one o f th e  h ig h e s t  

v i r t u e s , and i t  i s , i t  i s  c le a r ly  n o t th e  p a r t i c u l a r  k in d  of ign o ran ce  

o r b lin d n e ss  th a t  has come to  p ass  f o r  innocence in  men of a n t i - i n t e l l e c ­

tu a l  b ia s .  Adam and Eve, th a t  i s ,  s in  n o t because  they  e a t  o f th e  f r u i t

o f th e  t r e e  o f know ledge, b u t o f th e  f r u i t  of th e  t r e e  o f knowledge of 

21good and e v i l ;  t h i s  k in d  o f knowledge i s  f o r  th e  C re a to r  a lo n e , n o t

fo r  man who i s  n o t t r u ly  c r e a t iv e  s in c e  he can only  make som ething from
22som ething , n o t som ething from n o th in g , "ex  n i h i l o . "  Judging  im p lie s

a b s o lu te  t r u th  which i s  an a sp e c t of th e  d e i ty ;  man h a s , how ever, only

th e  r e l a t i v e  t r u th  o f h is  em otions. T h e re fo re , th e  maiden u rges th e

dream er, a t  th e  very  c e n te r  of th e  s ta n z a ,  to  " lo u e  ay God, in  w ele and

wo" (1 . 342 ). When man assumes th e  fu n c t io n , o r ,  r a th e r ,  one o f the

fu n c tio n s  of th e  godhead, he i s  l e d ,  n o t in to  a s t a t e  o f g o d l in e s s ,  b u t

23in to  m ean in g less , f r a n t i c  a c t i v i t y ,  as a hunted  an im al.

The r a th e r  h a rsh  and in t r u s iv e  e a r th in e s s  o f L ine 343, " 'F o r  anger 

gayne3 pe n o t a c r e s s e , '"  appears  h a rs h e r  than  i t  would in  an o th e r  con­

te x t  f o r ,  i t s  p r o v e rb ia l  d ic t io n  a s id e ,  i t  i s  th e  only  c o n c re te  noun 

in  th e  e n t i r e  s e c t io n  to  occupy an im p o rtan t p o s i t io n  in  th e  s ta n z a .
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One n o te s ,  f o r  exam ple, th e  s t r e n g th  and number o f v e rb s  and v e rb a l

forms in  th e  fo llo w in g  v e rse :

'Deme D ry3 ten , eu e r hym a d y te ,
Of f>e way a fo te  ne wyl he wryfie. 
py  mende3 mounte3 n o t a m yte, 
f>a3 fiou fo r  so r3 e  be n eu er b lyfie .
S ty n t o f py s t r o t  and fyne to  f l y t e ,
And sech  hys blf>e f u l  sw ete and swyfje.
py p ra y e r  may hys p y te  b y te .
fia t mercy s c h a l b y r c r a f te 3  kyfie.
Hys com forte may f>y lan g o u r lyfre 
And py lu re 3  of ly 3 t ly  f lem e;
F o r, m arre ofier madde, morne and myfie,
Al ly s  in  hym to  dy3t and deme.

(11. 349-360)

W hile th e  in d iv id u a l  verb s  in  t h i s  s ta n z a  a re  o f u n c e r ta in  m eaning, i t  

i s  c le a r  th a t  th e re  i s  a s t r i k i n g  la c k  o f s u b s ta n tiv e s  and an u n usual 

number o f verb s  in  th e  f i n a l  p o s i t io n .  Gordon t r a n s l a t e s  L ines 349-

350 in  th e  fo llo w in g  m anner: "Judge th e  Lord, ev e r  a r r a ig n  him ( i . e .

though you may ju d g e , & c .)  He w i l l  n o t tu rn  a s id e  from th e  p a th  one 

fo o t" ;  L ines 359-360, acco rd in g  to  Gordon, mean "F o r, though you may 

lam ent o r ra v e , o r  mourn and co n cea l i t ,  (y e t)  a l l  l i e s  in  G od's power 

to  d isp o se  and ju d g e ."  Thus, man b eg in s  by assum ing a g o d lik e  fu n c tio n , 

and ends by a c t in g  o u t human em otion . ^

G od's mercy and H is j u s t i c e  a re  d is t in g u is h e d  in  t h i s  way: w hereas

H is j u s t i c e  i s  beyond man and even beyond m an's e t h i c a l  and m oral im­

p u ls e s ,  "'f>y p ra y e r  may hys p y te  b y t e , '"  as th e  Maiden s a y s , a t  th e  

sev en th  l i n e ,  th a t  i s ,  a t  th e  tu rn in g  p o in t  in  th e  s ta n z a . Two d iv e r ­

g en t stream s o f im agery in h e re n t  in  the  p a ra b le s  and n a r r a t iv e s  o f P e a r l  

e x p re ss  th e  a t t r i b u t e s  o f th e  godhead. One s tream  i s  th a t  o f th e  abso­

l u t e  and e te r n a l  r e c t i tu d e  of God's "dem ing," ex p re ssed  in  le g a l  term s
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hav ing  to  do w ith  r ig h t s  o f p ro p e r ty ,  ow nersh ip , th ie v e r y ,  e t c .  As a l l  

law does n o t concern  p ro p e r ty ,  le g a l  language does n o t o f i t s e l f  p re s e n t  

a paradox . The "couenaunt" (1 . 562) e s ta b l is h e d  in  th e  p a ra b le  o f th e  

penny r e f e r s  b a s ic a l ly  to  th e  o th e r  covenant and to  such laws which of 

them selves a re  beyond human com prehension, i f  n o t a s s e n t .  The second 

s tream  o f im agery, ex p ressed  in  th e  n a r r a t iv e  o f C h r i s t 's  s a c r i f i c e  and 

trium ph , h is  a r r i v a l  and dea th  in  Je ru sa le m , a ls o  couched in  a c t io n ,  con­

cern s  th e  more a c c e s s ib le  a sp e c t o f th e  d e i ty ,  which th e  m arty red  son em­

b o d ie s , which i s  lo v e .

************************

When th e  sy m p a th e tic  b u t know ledgeable n a r r a to r  o f C h au cer's  House 

of Fame in form s h is  f r ie n d  th e  e a g le  th a t  he would p r e f e r  n o t to  a c q u ire  

f i r s t - h a n d  knowledge of th e  s t a r s ,  f o r ;

. . . "  h y t i s  no nede.
I  le v e  as w e le , so God me sp ed e ,
Hem th a t  w r i te  o f t h i s  m atece ,
As though I  knew h e r  p la c e s  h e re ;
And eke they  shynen h e re  so b ry g h te ,
Hyt sh u ld e  shenden a l  my sy g h te ,
To lo k e  on hem ," . . . 2 6

one becomes consc ious o f th e  p e c u l ia r  m odesty and m ellowness which Mr.

27Burrow c o n s id e rs  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f th e  age. The accep tan ce  o f human 

l im i ta t io n  seems more w h o le -h e a rte d , how ever, in  th e  works o f Chaucer 

than  in  th o se  of th e  P e a r l  p o e t whose p r o ta g o n is t s ,  in  t h e i r  en co u n te rs  

w ith  m ore-than-hum an f ig u r e s ,  must c o n fro n t, p u b l ic ly ,  as i t  w ere , t h e i r  

own i n a b i l i t y  to  tra n sc e n d . In  term s of N ie tz s c h e 's  p arad o x , th e  p e r­

sonae of Chaucer n o t only  become what they  a r e ,  b u t  appear to  be having
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a good tim e in  th e  p ro c e s s . In  P a t ie n c e . S i r  Gawain and th e  Green 

K night and P e a r l , how ever, th e  a l t e r n a t i v e ,  a b s o lu te  an d /o r  tra n s c e n ­

d en t v is io n  i s  p re se n te d  w ith  fo rc e  and c o n v ic tio n . The sen se  of hu­

man in e p t i tu d e  i s  s tr o n g e r ;  th e  sen se  of a r e a l i t y  beyond human com­

p reh en sio n  i s  more immanent.

Thus S i r  B e r c i la k 's  ca se  a g a in s t  Gawain i s  im peccable in  i t s  a rg u ­

m e n ta tio n , and, in  l ik e  m anner, th e  P e a rl-m a id e n 1s p r e s e n ta t io n  o f th e  

p a ra b le  of th e  v in ey a rd  does n o t adm it of any s o f te n in g ,  f o r  human 

consum ption , o f what i s  a d i f f i c u l t  le s s o n . L ike th e  use o f l e g a l  

te rm s , (and one canno t q u i te  acc ep t th e se  term s as images b u t r a th e r  

a s  re fe re n c e s  to  r e la t io n s h ip s  o f v a r io u s  k in d s ) , th e  p a ra b le  in  w hich 

th e  w orkers who "swange and sw at fo r  long 3 o reM (L ine 5 8 6 ), and who 

w ere n o t rew arded fo r  t h e i r  e x t r a  la b o r ,  has a s l i g h t l y  a l ie n a t in g  

e f f e c t .  Some have h e ld  th a t  th e  c h i l l  which s e t t l e s  over th e  poem 

th roughou t th e  M aiden 's d ia lo g u es  i s  e i t h e r  due to  a f a i l u r e  o f th e

p o e t to  produce h is  d e s ire d  e f f e c t  o r to  a change in  s e n s i b i l i t y  over

28th e  co u rse  o f f iv e  c e n tu r ie s .  Yet co z in ess  has n o t always been con­

s id e re d  e i t h e r  a th e o lo g ic a l  o r a l i t e r a r y  good, and i t  may be p o s s ib le  

th a t  such s tra n g e n e s s  was th e  d e s ire d  e f f e c t .

The dream er, in  an o th e r  a tte m p t a t  ju d g in g  and e v a lu a tin g  th e  p ro ­

cess o f Heaven, l i f t s  up h is  v o ice  in  p r a i s e  n o t o f heaven ly  b u t o f 

e a r th ly  good, th a t  i s ,  endowing th e  Kingdom w ith  a h ie ra rc h y  much l i k e  

th a t  o f th e  s o c ia l  o rd e r  on e a r th :

p y s e lf  in  heuen ouer hy3 pou heue 
To make pe quen p a t  wat3 so  3onge.
What more honour mo3te he acheue 
p a t  hade endured in  w orlde s tro n g e ,
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And lyued  in  penaunce hys lyue3 longe 
Wyth bodyly  b a le  hym b ly s s e  to  byye?

(11. 475-480)

I  may n o t tra w , so God me sp ed e , 
fia t God wolde wryfie so wrange away.
Of co u n te s , dam ysel, p a r  ma fa y ,
Wer fa y r  in  heuen to  h a ld e  a s s t a t e ,
Ofier e l le 3  a lady  of la s s e  a ra y ;
Bot a  quene! H it  i s  to  dere  a d a t e . ’

(11. 487-492)

The Maiden b reak s  th rough  th i s  p arad o x , th a t  o f th e  la c k  of rew ard fo r  

human s u f f e r in g ,  as  su g g ested  b e fo re ,  f i r s t  by d e s tro y in g  th e  d ream er's  

c a te g o r ie s  and se c o n d ly , by t e l l i n g  him a s to r y ,  a p a ra b le .  I t  i s  In ­

t e r e s t i n g  to  n o te  th a t  in  th e  A reo p ag ite  t r a d i t i o n  h ie ra rc h y  was con­

s id e re d  to  have been an o rd e rin g  of a l l  l i f e  by th e  p r in c ip le  o f th e  

d iv in e  b u t an o rd e r  o f rank  in  which o rd e r ' i s  conceived  le s s  as a

s t a t i c  f a c t  th an  as  a dynamic a c t io n  w hich must e v e r  and ag a in  be

29accom plished  in  th e  l i f e  o f th e  s p i r i t . "  This p r in c ip le  i s  exem pli­

f ie d  by th e  P a ra b le  o f th e  V ineyard as r e l a t e d  by th e  P ea rl-m a id en :

'" f i a t  d a te  o f 3 e re  w el knawe pys hyne. 
pe lo rd e  f u l  e r ly  vp he ro s 
To hyre  werkmen to  hys vyne 
And fynde3 p e r  summe to  hys p o rp o s.
In to  acorde pay con declyne
For a pene on a  day, and f o r th  p a t  g o t3 ,
Wrypen and w orchen and don g r e t  pyne,
Keruen and caggen and man h i t  c lo s .
Aboute vnder pe lo rd e  to  marked to t3 ,
And y d e l men s ta n d e  he fynde3 p e r a te .
'Why s ta n d e  3e y d e l?  'h e  sayde to  p o s .
'Ne knawe 3e of p is  day no d a te ? '

(11. 505-516)

Even in  th e  o r ig in a l  v e rs io n  of th e  p a r a b le ,  o n e 's  a t t e n t io n  i s  n o t 

d i r e c te d  to  th e  v in e  i t s e l f ,  n o r to  th e  c ro p , nor to  th e  f r u i t s  o f the  

seaso n ; in s te a d ,  o n e 's  a t t e n t io n  i s  d i r e c te d  to  b eh av io u r—n o t only  of
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men in  r e l a t io n  to  one an o th e r  and in  r e l a t io n  to  the  e a r th ,  b u t a lso  

to  th e  i n te r a c t io n  of the  p la n e ts  and th e  re v o lu tio n s  o f  th e  e a r th  

which c re a te  th e  v ery  days and se a so n s . N oth ing , in  S ec tio n  X, i s  

seen  as perm anent; a l l  i s  movement, b u t i t  i s  n o t th e  m eaning less f lu x  

which th e  dreamer p e rc e iv e s  in  the  growth and h a rv e s t .  The p o e t h e re  

avo ids th e  s u b s ta n t iv e  ex cep t a s  th e  b ase  o f a c t io n :  i t  i s  th e  s to ry

of th e  lo rd  of th e  v in e y a rd , as to ld  by th e  a p o s t le ,  as r e - in te r p r e te d  

by th e  M aiden, as h ea rd  by th e  dream er in  a dream which he r e l a t e s  as 

n a r r a to r .  As in  much n a r r a t iv e  which p asses  th rough  v a rio u s  t e l l e r s ,  

th a t  which i s  le s s  e s s e n t i a l  to  th e  n a r r a t iv e  f a b r i c ,  i . e . ,  d e t a i l  and 

d e c o ra tio n , i s  p e rm itte d  to  fa d e . What rem ains i s  p l o t ,  th a t  p a r t ic u ­

l a r  arrangem ent o f a c t io n s  w ith o u t which th e  n a r r a t iv e  would cease  to  

e x i s t  as such .

The p a ra b le  co n ta in s  c e r t a in  g iven  c o n d it io n s .  In  L ines 505-516, 

c i te d  above, one i s  n o t inform ed how " ’fia t d a te  o f 3ere  w el knowe fiys 

h y n e , '"  n o r how th e  lo rd  "fynde3 fier summe to  hys p u rp o s ."  L ike th e  

a c tio n s  o f th e  p la n e ts  and th e  movement o f th e  n a tu r a l  y e a r ,  n o t th e  

c a le n d a r  y e a r ,  tzo which th e  Maiden r e f e r s  th ro u g h o u t, a c t io n  seems to  

in c lu d e  i t s  own j u s t i f i c a t i o n  in  i t s  enactm en t, and , in  a c e r ta in  

s e n se , p roves e x p lic a b le  only  in  i t s  own te rm s. Thus, th e  p a ra b le  

does n o t ju x ta p o se  good and e v i l ,  a h a rv e s t  of sw eet grapes w ith  one 

of s o u r , b u t ,  in s te a d ,  men who "Wryfien and worchen and don g re t  p y n e ,/  

Keruen and c a g g e n . . ."  w ith  th o se  who as "y d e l men s ta n d e ."  The r e l a ­

t io n  betw een G od's j u s t i c e  and human a c t io n  h e re  i s  n o t u n lik e  th a t  

found in  th e  Old Testam ent n a r r a t iv e  o f Abraham and I s a a c .  The P e a r l -
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p o e t’ s use of t h i s  New Testam ent p a ra b le  seems in  c e r ta in  re s p e c ts  

more " b ib l i c a l "  th an  th e  g o sp e l i t s e l f ,  c o n tra ry  to  S p e a rin g ’s assump­

t io n  t h a t ,  s in c e  th e  p o e t employs th e  a p o s tle s  w ords, P e a r l  i s  e n t i r e ly

30in  th e  s p i r i t  o f  th e  New T estam ent.

The workmen of th e  p a ra b le  aw a it th e  command of th e  lo rd  to  a c t io n :

'We h a f s tan d en  h e r  syn ro s  fje sunne,
And no man bydde3 vus do ry 3 t n o 3 t . '

(11. 519-520)

The answer o f th e  owner o f th e  v in ey a rd  appears a t  f i r s t  e q u a lly  en ig ­

m a tic :

'Gos in to  my vyne, dot3  fia t 3e c o n n e ,'
So sayde fie lo rd e ,  and made h i t  to 3 t .
'What re so n a b le  hy re  be n a 3 t be runne 
I  yow pay in  dede and f io 3 te . '

(11. 521-524)

The speech  above becomes le s s  m y ste rio u s  when one co n s id e rs  th a t  d iv in e

"re aso n "  and " ju s t i c e "  a re  made m a n ife s t i n  th e  poem and, acco rd in g

to  th e  tho u g h t o f v a r io u s  th e o lo g ia n s  o f th e  tim e , n o t in  o b je c ts  b u t

in  a c t io n s ,  as th e  im i ta t io n  o f C h r is t  depends n o t upon b e in g  C h r is t -

31l ik e  b u t in  le a d in g  a  C h r is t ia n  l i f e .  D iv ine m o tiv a tio n  i s  w ith ­

h e ld  from man; A ugustine r e p e a ts ,  "S i coraprehendis, non e s t  D eus."32  

One c l a r i f i c a t i o n  of t h i s  s ta te m e n t i s  found in  a commentary o f Thomas: 

" I t  i s  th e r e fo re  s a id  o f us th a t  when we come to  th e  end of our know­

le d g e , we acknowledge God as th e  Unknown, because  th e  mind has made

most p ro g re s s  in  u n d e rs tan d in g  when i t  reco g n izes  th a t  God's e ssen ce  

l i e s  beyond a n y th in g  th a t  th e  mind in  i t s  s t a t e  o f b e in g -o n -th e-w ay
O O

can com prehend." In  th e  p a ra b le  o f th e  v in e y a rd , th e  P e a r l-p o e t  

seems to  be s t r e s s in g  th e  n e c e s s i ty  fo r  th e  a c t  i t s e l f ,  n o t f o r  f r e n e t i c
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a c t io n .  I t  i s  th e  re v e la to ry  q u a l i ty  o f a c t io n ,  o f th e  a c t  o r sequence

o f a c t s ,  which i s  im p o rtan t to  th e  n o tio n s  o f j u s t i c e  and g ra ce .

Such em phasis would have been p e r f e c t ly  o rth o d o x . As Kenneth

Burke rem arks o f A u g u s tin e 's  use  of lan g u ag e , " J u s t  as th e  Word, in

c r e a t in g  n a tu r e ,  th e reb y  s e t  up th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  betw een n a tu r a l  and

s u p e rn a tu ra l  re a lm s, so th e  Word i s  seen  to  fu n c tio n  in  th e  o p p o s ite

t.34d i r e c t io n ,  to o , as M edia to r betw een th e se  rea lm s. This i s ,  o f c o u rse , 

in  view o f  C h r is t ia n  though t p o s i t in g  a " t r iu n e  God in  which th e  f i r s t  

p erson  i s  e q u a ta b le  w ith  Power (which in  tu rn  i s  e q u a ta b le  w ith  A uthor­

i ty )  , th e  second w ith  Wisdom ( th e  W ord), and th e  t h i r d  w ith  Love 

( S p i r i t u a l  u n io n ) ."  Looking ag a in  a t  th e  s ta n z a  in  which th e  owner o f 

th e  v in e y a rd  u rg es  h i s  w orkers to  w ork, one f in d s  th e  rhyme a s s o c ia t io n  

in  th e  second p a r t  o f much i n t e r e s t :

I  yow pay in  dede and f>o3te .' 
pay w ente in to  fie vyne and w ro 3 te ,
And a l  day fie lo rd e  jius 3ede h is  g a te ,
And nw men to  hys vyne he b ro 3 te

(11. 524-527)

The rhymes em phasize th e  a s s o c ia t io n  o f in te n t io n ,  ("fio3 te") , w ith  work­

in g , fa sh io n in g  o r c r e a t in g ,  ( "w ro 3 te " ) , and b o th  w ith  a  verb  of p h y s i­

c a l  n e c e s s i ty  ( " b r o 3 te " ) . M oreover, a g lan ce  back a t  th e  f i r s t  s ix  

l in e s  i n t e n s i f i e s  th e  im p ress io n  t h a t ,  i n t r i n s i c  to  the  term s in  which 

th e  p o e t p re s e n ts  th e  p a r a b le ,  a paradigm  o f th e  e n t i r e  p ro cess  o f s a l ­

v a tio n  i s  s e t  f o r th :

' " 'E r  d a te  o f daye h id e r  a m  we w onne,'
So wat3 a l  samen h e r  answar s o 3 t .
'We h a f  s tan d en  h e r  syn ro s  fie sunne,
And no mon bydde3 vus do ry 3 t n o 3 t .
'Gos in to  my vyne, do t3  fia t 3e conne, '
So sayde fie lo rd e ,  and made h i t  t o 3 t .

(11. 517-522)
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The words echo th e  sen se  of th e  p a r a b le ,  th e  sen se  o f th e  poem, and, 

in  g e n e ra l ,  th e  e s s e n t i a l l y  c o n tr a c tu a l  n a tu re  o f s a lv a t io n .  S eek ing , 

th e  C h r is t ia n  h im se lf  can do n o th in g  w ith o u t th e  Covenant—which i s ,  

acco rd in g  to  Gordon, what "made h i t  to 3 t"  does indeed  s i g n i f y . ^  Kean, 

to o , n o te s  th a t  " th e  id e a  o f c o n tra c t"  i s  i n s i s t e d  upon a t  t h i s  p o in t
O f .

and in  t h i s  term . T hat t h i s  term  appears  in  th e  f i n a l  p o s i t io n  of 

th e  p iv o ta l  s ix th  l i n e  sp u rs  th e  tu rn  in  th e  s ta n z a . The second p a r t  

o f  th e  s ta n z a  in v o lv e s  a s e r i e s  o f movements which s a t i s f y  th e  condi­

t io n s  s e t  f o r th  in  th e  f i r s t  p a r t .

The ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f a c t io n s ,  o r o f a c t io n ,  d o in g , w ith  n o n -a c tio n , 

doing " n o 3 t,"  r e c u r s .  In  th e  fo llo w in g  s ta n z a ,  when, one i s  in fo rm ed , 

th e  sun i s  going  down,

He se3 p e r  y d e l men f u l  s tro n g e  
And sade  to  hem wyth so b re  soun,
'Wy s to n d e  3e y d e l p is e  daye3 lo n g e ? ' 
pay sayden h e r  h y re  wat3 nawhere boun.
'G ot3 to  my vyne, 3emen 3onge,
And wyrke3 and dot3  p a t  a t  3e m oun.'

(11. 531-536)

H ere, th e  p a ra b le  i t s e l f  tak es  an unexpected  tu rn ,  as s to r i e s  sometimes 

do; th a t  i s ,  one does n o t a c c e p t a fu ll-b lo w n  b lu e  ro s e ,  fo r  exam ple, 

as r e a d i ly  as one m ight ac ce p t a ro se  which grows b lu e  p e t a l s ,  fo r  one 

seeks th e  g e n e ra tiv e  fo rc e  which has g iv en  r i s e  to  th e  o b je c t .  The lo rd  

in  th e  p a ra b le  may re v e rs e  h is  co n d u c t, pay ing  each , even th o se  who have 

n o t "swange and swat f o r  long  3ore" (1 . 586) w ith o u t o v e rly  je o p a rd iz ­

ing  o n e 's  sen se  o f c r e d u l i ty  s in c e  th e  m otives f o r  b eh av io u r a r e ,  in  a 

b a s ic  way, u n fa thom ab le , i n t r i n s i c  to  be in g  i t s e l f :

" "M o re , weper lo u y ly  i s  my g y f te ,
To do wyth myn q u a t-so  me lyke3?
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0£er e l le 3  |>yn y3e to  ly fje r i s  l y f t e  
For I  am goude and non byswyke3?' 
f>us s c h a l I ,  "quod K ry s te ,"  h i t  s k y f te :  
fie l a s t e  s c h a l be fie f y r s t  fia t s try k e 3 ,
And th e  f y r s t  fie l a s t e ,  be he neuer so sw y ft;
For mony ben c a l l e d ,  fia3 fewe be myke3."

(11. 565-572)

The p o e t ,  in  h i s  u se  o f n a r r a t i v e ,  has c re a te d  th a t  which seems n o t 

m erely  id io s y n c r a t ic  and a b su rd , ( th e  p i t f a l l s  in  th e  work of s u r r e a l i s t i c  

p o e ts ,  f o r  exam ple) b u t th a t  which i s  m y ste rio u s  and uncanny. The un­

fo ld in g  o f th e  m ystery  o f C h r i s t 's  s a c r i f i c in g  h im se lf  f o r  th e  lo v e  o f h is  

fe llo w  man i s  a ls o  p re se n te d  in  n a r r a t i v e ,  b u t ,  i n  t h i s  c a s e , in s te a d  of 

th e  a l l e g o r i c a l  tendency which perhaps could  n o t be avoided  in  th e  u se  o f 

th e  p a ra b le ,  th e re  i s  a most s k i l l f u l  b len d in g  of l y r i c  and n a r r a t iv e  e l e ­

m ents .

I f ,  as  R. W. S outhern  p o in ts  o u t in  The Making o f th e  M iddle A ges, th e re
0 7

i s  a change ta k in g  p la c e  in  tw e lf th  c en tu ry  th o u g h t, th en  i t  fo llo w s  th a t

such change w i l l  a f f e c t  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f th e  p e r io d  which succeeds i t  in  a

p a r t i c u la r  manner. In  what he c a l l s  " th e  change from Epic to  Romance,

S outhern  rem arks t h a t ,  a t  some p o in t  in  th e  p e r io d , men "beg in  to  o rd e r

t h e i r  e x p e rien ce  more c o n sc io u s ly  in  accordance w ith  a p l a n " : ^

th ey  th in k  of them selves l e s s  a s  s ta t io n a r y  
o b je c ts  o f  a t t a c k  by s p i r i t u a l  fo e s ,  and 
more as  p ilg r im s  and s e e k e rs . Of c o u rse , th e  
id e a  o f p ilg rim a g e  had long h e ld  an im por­
t a n t  p la c e  in  th e  C h r is t ia n  l i f e ,  and some 
o f th e  g r e a te s t  exponents o f th e  s p i r i t u a l  
advan tages o f p h y s ic a l  jo u rn e y in g  were th e  
E n g lish  and I r i s h  m is s io n a r ie s  o f th e  sev en th  
and e ig th  c e n tu r ie s .  But t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l  id e a  
was n o t movement, so much as  e x i l e : a rem oval
from f r ie n d s  and hom eland, r a th e r  th an  a se a rc h  
fo r  new e x p e rien c es  and a d v e n tu re s . I t  was n o t 
u n t i l  th e  tw e lf th  c en tu ry  th a t  th e  im agery o f 
jo u rn e y in g  became a p o p u la r e x p re ss io n  o f a
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s p i r i t u a l  q u a s t.  Then indeed  i t  m eets us on a l l  
s id e s — in  th e  A rth u ria n  Romances, in  a l l e g o r ie s  
o f lo v e , in  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f th e  a sc e n t o f th e  
so u l tow ards God.

The "im agery o f movement," S outhern  c o n tin u e s , "seemed a t  t h i s  tim e to

la y  ho ld  on th e  im a g in a tio n , and i t  invaded s e c u la r  as w e ll  as r e l ig io u s

l i t e r a t u r e . "  In  P e a r l , one f in d s  n o t on ly  th e  im agery d e s c r ip t iv e  o f

movement, b u t movement o r s e q u e n t ia l  a c t io n  i t s e l f :

'O f Je ru sa lem  I  in  speche s p e l l e .
I f  fiou wyl knaw what kyn he b e ,
My Lombe, my L orde, my d e re  j u e l l e ,
My io y , my b ly s ,  my lemman f r e ,
fie p r o fe te  Ysaye of hym con m elle
P i to u s ly  o f hys d eb o n e rte :
"fia t g lo ry o u s g y l t le 3  fiat mon con q u e lle  
W ythouten any sake o f fe lo n y e ,
As schep to  fie s la 3 t  fier la d  wat3 he ;
And, as  lombe pat  c ly p p e r  in  hande nem,
So c lo se d  he hys mouth f ro  vch q u ery ,
Quen Jue3 hym iugged in  J e ru sa le m ."

(11. 793-804)

When th e  Maiden b eg in s  to  " s p e l le "  o f Je ru sa lem , and o f h e r  "d e re  j u e l l e , "  

th e  re a d e r  e x p e c ts  a d e s c r ip t io n ,  sym bolic o f a s t a t e  o r em otion, bu t 

a d e s c r ip t io n  n o n e th e le s s ;  "what kyn" C h r is t  i s ,  however, i s  made m a n ife s t 

to  dream er and re a d e r  b o th  n o t th ro u g h  any d e p ic t io n  or p o r t r a i t u r e ,  b u t 

th ro u g h  what i s  done to  him , and in  th e  v e rs e s  fo llo w in g , th rough  what he 

d o e s :

In  Je ru sa lem  wat3 my lemman s la y n  
And r e n t  on rode wyth boye3 b o ld e .
Al ou re  b a le3  to  b e re  f u l  bayn,
He to k e  on hym self oure  ca re3  c o ld e .

(11. 805-809)

P a r t  o f  what C h r is t  d o es , a l s o ,  i s  to  accep t th e  d eed s , d re a d fu l though 

th e y  a r e ,  o f men, th u s  c o n v e r tin g  a c c e p ta n c e , w hich i s  p a s s iv e ,  in to  w ille d
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accep tan ce :

Wyth b o f fe te 3  wat3 hys fa c e  f la y n  
f a t  wat3 so fa y r  on to  byho lde .
For synne he s e t  hym self in  vayn, 
f a t  n eu er hade non hym self to  w olde.
For vus he l e t t e  hym f ly 3 e  and fo ld e  
And b red e  vpon a bostw ys bem;
As meke as  lomp f a t  no p la y n t to ld e  
For vus he sw a lt in  Je ru sa lem .

(11. 810-815)

The c lim ax  o f th e  a c t iv e - p a s s iv e  i n t e r a c t io n  between C h r is t  and man i s

th e  iro n y  in h e re n t  in  th e  supreme a c t io n  o r deed, th e  s a c r i f i c e ,  th a t

i s ,  o f l i f e  fo r  th e  sake of mankind:

"Lo, Gode3 Lombe as trw e as s to n ,
f a t  dot3  away f e  synne3 dry3e
f a t  a l l e  fy s  w orlde h a t3  w ro3t vpon.
Hymself ne w ro3t n eu er 3 e t non;
Whefer on hym self he con a l  clem.
Hys generacyoun quo recen  con, 
f a t  dy3ed fo r  vus in  Je rusa lem ?"

(11. 821-828)

Not only  a re  th e se  th e  se n tim e n ts  o f th e  P ea rl-m a id en , b u t a re  

th e  words o f " f e  goude Saynt Jon" (1 . 818) as w e l l ,  and , th e r e fo r e ,  

th e  g o sp e l t r u t h .  The p ro c e ss  o f redem ption  tak es  p la c e  w ith  a k ind  

o f p ro to -H e g e lia n  s y n th e s is  o f o p p o s ite s ;  th e  p o e t has in  f a c t  p re ­

s e n te d  th e  e s s e n t i a l  C h r is t ia n  paradox o f the  w i l l  to  s a c r i f i c e  on th e  

p a r t  o f th e  s u f f e r in g  s e rv a n t ,  and he h e re  avo ids th e  p i t f a l l ,  theo ­

lo g ic a l ly  as w e ll  as e s t h e t i c a l l y , o f a  m a so c h is tic  and s e l f - p i ty in g  

s a v io u r  by th e  v iv id  p r e s e n ta t io n  o f th e  b eh av io u r o f men, which j u s t i ­

f i e s  th e  s a c r i f i c e  o f th e  C h r is t .  One n o te s  th a t  th e  p o e t ,  in s te a d  of 

shy ing  away from the  a b s u rd ity  o f  th e  paradox , approaches i t  w ith  a 

b o ld n ess  o f d ic t io n  in  accord  w ith  th e  d ram atic  n e c e s s i ty  o f th e  s i t u ­

a t io n ;  th e  lamb, th e  v ic t im , i s  he who "d o t3  away f e  synne3 dry3e" and
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he whom "pys w orlde h a t3  w ro3t vpon" i s  he  who "w ro3t n eu er"  in  th e  

sen se  th a t  th e  w orld  h a s ,  and y e t  i t  i s  he who "con a l  clem" by d in t  

o f what he f in a l l y  does do.

Whereas th e  P a ra b le  o f th e  V ineyard e x e m p lified  th o se  p ro c e sse s  

in  which th e  L o rd 's  j u s t i c e  i s  made m a n ife s t ,  t h i s  n a r r a t iv e  exem pli­

f i e s  th e  g o sp e l o f C h r is t  which i s  lo v e . Not th a t  th e  p o e t com pletely  

abandons th e  Old Testam ent co n cep tio n  o f th e  Law as th a t  in  which "God 

can do som ething which he h im se lf  has d e c la re d  u n j u s t . . . i f  he does i t ,  

i t  then  becomes r ig h t ;  th e r e fo re  th e  w i l l  of God i s  th e  f i r s t  r u le  of 

a l l  j u s t i c e . "^1 On th e  c o n tra ry ,  i t  i s  j u s t  t h i s  "concep t o f th e  abso­

lu t e  freedom  o f God w ith  r e s p e c t  to  m an 's m oral s ta n d a rd s  and th e  hu­

man u n d e rs tan d in g  of th e  d i s t i n c t io n  between good and e v i l  "which ren ­

d e rs  th e  im p l ic i t  or e x p l i c i t  r e la t io n s h ip  of th e  P earl-m aid en  to  th e  

godhead so p a th e t ic  and to u c h in g .^  in  th e  fo u r te e n th  s e c t io n ,  she  

speaks o f th e  C h r is t  as h e r  "lemman," th a t  i s ,  h e r  beloved  one:

'I n  Je ru sa lem  wat3 my lemman s la y n
And re n t  on rode wyth boye3 b o ld e .

(11. 805-806)

Wyth b o f fe te 3  wat3 hys face  f la y n  
fia t wat3 so fa y r  on to  byho lde .

(11. 809-810)

" In  Ie ru sa lem  fius my lemman sw ete 
Twye3 fo r  lombe wat3 taken  p a re ,

(11. 829-830)

There i s  a most rem arkable adm ix tu re , caught in  th e  rhythm ic movement

betw een l in e s  794 and 840, o f th e  l y r i c  and th e  n a r r a t iv e .  Perhaps

th e  m u sica l term  o f c o u n te rp o in t b e s t  d e sc r ib e s  what i s  ta k in g  p la c e :  

f o r ,  w h ile  th e  C h r is t  i s  s low ly  and p a in f u l ly  p ro g re s s in g  towards
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C alvary th roughou t th e  s e c t io n ,  th e  v o ic e  o f th e  P earl-m aid en  i s  

h ea rd  lam en ting  t h i s  p ro g re s s .  Had th e  p o e t n o t in c lu d ed  th e  d irg e ­

l i k e  e x p re ss io n  o f a  p e r s o n a l ,  n o t to  say rom antic  g r i e f ,  th e  immediacy 

o f th e  s a c r i f i c e  m ight have been l o s t  in  th e  in e x o ra b le  fo rc e  o f th e  

u n fo ld in g  n a r r a t iv e .  The e v e n ts ,  th a t  i s ,  j u s t i f y  th em se lv es ; they  

a re  r e v e la to ry ,  and more l ik e ly  to  awaken awe th an  p i t y .  But th e se  

ev en ts  a re  a ls o  p re se n te d  as ta k in g  p la c e  in  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  o f th e  

Maiden to  h e r  lemman. And one en co u n te rs  h e re  y e t  a n o th e r  elem ent 

making fo r  th e  p e c u l ia r  d e n s ity  o f th e se  s ta n z a s :  w h ile  th e  r e l a t io n ­

sh ip  i s  p ro c e s s , im ply ing  a p a s t  and a  f u tu r e ,  th e  outcome of th a t  

r e l a t io n s h ip ,  th e  moment o f g r i e f ,  th e  moment o f ho ly  p i ty  fo r  the  

s u f f e r in g  C h r i s t ,  shou ld  n o t and does n o t ,  move th rough  tim e . One n o te s  

t h a t ,  w hereas most of th e  P e a rl-m a id en 1s s ta n z a s ,  th o se  s ta n z a s  g iven  

over alm ost e x c lu s iv e ly  to  th e  e x p re ss io n  of h e r  views and a t t i t u d e s ,  

b eg in  and end w ith  verb s  o r ad v e rb s , th e  s ta n z a s  in  t h i s  s e c t io n  b eg in  

and end w ith  Je ru sa lem , a noun b o th  a b s t r a c t  and c o n c re te , s u b je c tiv e  

and o b je c t iv e ,  b u t a  noun n o n e th e le s s . And i t  i s  o f th e  u tm ost impor­

tan ce  in  th e  poem s in c e  b o th  c u r re n ts  o f  a c t i v i t y  by which th e  n a tu re  

o f th e  godhead i s  d e f in e d  c ro ss  a t  t h i s  p o in t .  One observes th e  d e i ty  

d e a lin g  ou t j u s t i c e ,  a  j u s t i c e  m y ste rio u s  and th e r e fo re  somewhat i n t i ­

m id a tin g  to  man:

pus s c h a l I ,  "quod K ry s te ,"  h i t  s k y f te :  
pe l a s t e  s c h a l  be pe f y r s t  p a t  s try k e 3 ,
And pe f y r s t  pe l a s t e ,  be he h eu e r so sw y ft;
For mony ben c a l l e d ,  pa3 fewe be myke3."

(11. 569-572)

'O f more and la s s e  in  Gode3 r y c h e ,1 
p a t  g e n ty l say d e , ' ly s  no jo p a rd e ,
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For f e r  i s  vch mon payed in ly c h e ,
W hefer l y t t e l  o fe r  much be hys rew arde;

(11 . 601-604

'R y3t fu s  I  knaw w el in  f i s  cas 
Two men to  saue i s  god by s k y l ie :  
fie ry3twys man s c h a l s e  hys fa c e , 
fie harm le3 hafie l s c h a l  com hym t y l l e .  
f e  S a u te r  h y t s a t3  fu s  a pace:
"L orde, quo s c h a l klymbe fy  hy3 h y l l e ,
O fer r e s t  w yth inne fy  h o ly  p la ce ?"

(11. 673-679)

But to  tem per and change th e  p ro c e ss  o f j u s t i c e ,  th e re  i s  th e  p ro g re s s

of lo v e  and m ercy, c u lm in a tin g  in  th e  redeem ing s a c r i f i c e :

Ino3e i s  knawen f a t  mankyn g re te  
F y rs te  wat3 w ro3t to  b ly s s e  p a r f y t ;
Oure forme fa d e r  h i t  con f o r f e te  
fu r3  an ap p le  f a t  he vpon con b y te .
A1 wer we dampned f o r  f a t  mete 
To dy3e in  d o e l ou t o f  d e ly t  
And sy fen  wende to  h e l l e  h e te ,  
f e r in n e  to  won w ythoute r e s p y t .
Bot fe ro n  com a b o te  a s ty t .
Ryche b lo d  ran  on rode so ro g h e ,
And wynne w a te r  fe n  a t  f a t  p ly t :  
f e  g race  o f God wex g re te  innoghe.

(11. 637-648)

The p o e t a l t e r n a t e s  th e  two p ro c e s s e s :  S e c tio n  X I, a p a r t  of which i s

quoted above, em phasizes g ra c e , w h ile  th e  fo llo w in g  s e c t io n  r e tu rn s  to  

" r y 3 te " :

F o rfy  to  c o r te  quen fo u  s c h a l  com 
f e r  a l l e  oure cause3 s c h a l be t ry e d ,
Alegge f e  r y 3 t ,  fo u  may be innome,

(11 . 701-703)

There a re  v a r io u s  term s th a t  may be employed in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  and 

q u a l i f i c a t io n  o f th e  two p ro c e s s e s ;  one b e a rs  th e  q u a l i ty  o f Law, th e  

o th e r  o f G ospel. H. A. Oberman, in  h is  d is c u s s io n  of th e  d i s t in c t io n  

betw een them, a r r iv e s  a t  th e  e ssen ce  o f b o th :
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Moses’ law re q u ire d  e x te r io r  a c ts  and 
cerem onies, w hereas C h r is t  c a l l s  fo r  
i n t e r i o r  a c ts  which a re  n o t fo rce d  b u t 
v o lu n ta ry . In  b o th  in s ta n c e s  r ig h te o u s ­
n ess  i s  in te n d e d , b u t th e  r ig h te o u sn e s s  
o f C h r is t ia n s  has to  be more ample and 
s in c e re  and th e re fo re  more p e r f e c t  than  
th e  r ig h te o u sn e s s  o f th e  Jew s.

T his im p e rfe c tio n  of th e  Old L aw ... 
i s  in ten d e d  by S t.  P au l when he w r i te s  
in  h is  l e t t e r  to  th e  G a la tia n s :  ” . . .
by works o f th e  law s h a l l  no one be 
j u s t i f i e d ” (2 :1 6 ) . In  s h o r t ,  th e  
Law of C h r is t  i s  th e  f u l f i l lm e n t  o f th e  
Law of Moses inasmuch as i t  im p lie s  th e  
i n t e r i o r i z a t i o n  of r ig h te o u s n e s s . The 
r ig h te o u sn e s s  o f th e  New Law i s  in  th e  
f u l l  sen se  of th e  word le g a l  r ig h te o u s ­
n ess  .

The P e a r1 -p o e t in te r tw in e s  th e  two u n t i l ,  a t  a g iven  p o in t  in  th e  n a r ra ­

t i v e ,  what has fo rm erly  been e x te r n a l ,  th e  ” deming" o f God, becomes in ­

te r n a l iz e d  in  th e  p a ss io n  of C h r i s t ,  and w hat has fo rm erly  been i n t e r n a l ,  

th e  love of C h r is t  fo r  man, becomes e x te r n a l iz e d  in  th e  a c t  o f s a c r i ­

f i c e ;  th e  two p ro c e sse s  r e s o lv e ,  a t  l a s t ,  in  an im age, o r ,  more p ro p e r ly ,  

a sym bol, b o th  e x te r n a l ly  p r e s e n t ,  and y e t  d e f in i t i v e  o f a pow erfu l 

in n e r  r e a l i t y :  C h r is t  becomes, in  S e c tio n  XV, ” 'Thys Je ru sa lem  Lom be'":

'T h a t mote pou mene3 in  Judy lo n d e , ' 
p a t  sp ec y a l spyce pen to  me spakk ,
'f ia t  i s  fie c y te  p a t  fie Lombe con fonde 
To s o f f e r  in n e  s o r  f o r  mane3 sa k e , 
fie o lde  Je ru sa lem  to  v n d ers to n d e ;
For p e re  fie o lde  g u l te  w at3 don to  s la k e .
Bot fie nwe, p a t  ly 3 t  o f Gode3 sonde, 
pe a p o s te l  in  Apocalyppce in  theme con ta k e , 
pe Lompe p e r  w ythouten s p o tte 3  b la k e  
Hat3 fe ry e d  pyder hys fa y re  f l o t e ;
And as  hys f lo k  i s  wyt ou ten  f la k e ,
So i s  hys mote w ythouten moote.

(11. 937-948)

The s ig h t  i s  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  th e  s u f f e r in g  o f C h r is t ;  t h i s  th e  p o e t
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em phasizes by r e p e t i t i o n  and e la b o ra t io n  o f th e  id e a  in  th e  s ta n z a

w hich fo llo w s im m ed ia te ly :

’Of motes two to  carp e  c le n e ,
And Je ru sa lem  h y 3 t bope naw peles—
p a t nys to  yow no more to  mene
Bot " c e te  o f God," oper " sy 3 t o f p e s " :
In  fia t on oure pes wat3 mad a t  ene ;
Wyth payne to  s u f f e r  fie Lombe h i t  ch ese ;
In  fia t ofier i s  no3 t b o t pes to  g len e  
p a t  ay s c h a l l a s t e  w ythouten r e l e s .  
p a t  i s  pe bor3  p a t  we to  p re s  
Fro p a t  oure f le s c h  be layd  to  r o te ,  
p e r  g lo ry  and b ly s s e  s c h a l  e u e r  en c res  
To pe meyny p a t  i s  w ythouten m o te .'

(11. 949-960)

The P e a r l-p o e t  i s  th u s  a b le  to  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  th e  p o ig n an t b u t h o p e le s s ly  

p o s t - la p s a r ia n  v is io n  o f heaven and th e  godhead h e ld  by th e  poem 's 

n a r ra to r -d re a m e r  from th a t  r e a l i t y  o f which th e  P ea rl-m a id en  seems a 

p a r t .  A lthough th e  M aiden, to o , i s  b u t an em anation of th e  d ream er's  

mind, and one i s  n ev er a s su re d  th a t  she i s  indeed  a v is io n  s e n t  from 

God, h e r  speech  and knowledge s t i l l  may re p re s e n t  th a t  w ith in  th e  mind 

of man which has some knowledge of th e  d iv in e .  The s e v e r i ty  o f h e r  

b e a r in g  and th e  a c t i v i t y  o f h e r  sp eech , h e r  em phasis upon b o th  doing 

and f e e l in g ,  c o n t r a s t  w ith  and com pensate fo r  th e  r a th e r  cumbersome 

iconography of S e c tio n s  XVII and XVIII which a r e ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  on ly  th e  

im ag in ings o f one "an -v n d er mone" (1 . 1081).
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mour to  b e a r  on a h e ro  whose f e e l in g s  and p re o c cu p a tio n s  he has no 
reaso n  to  s h a re ."
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^■̂ The scene which tak es  p la c e  a t  th e  Green C hapel, GGK, 11. 2358-2478 in  
p a r t i c u l a r .

■^As. H. A. Oberman e x p re sse s  i t  in  " F a ith  and U nderstand ing" (The 
H arv est o f M edieval T heology, 1963, p . 8 2 ) , p robab ly  reaso n s  a re  n o t 
th e  u l t im a te  and c o n c lu s iv e  reaso n  fo r  a c c e p tin g  c e r ta in  a r t i c l e s  o f 
f a i t h .  To g ive  an exam ple: in  th e  case  o f a r e p e t i t i o n  of th e  s a c ra ­
ment of b ap tism , one has to  a c c e p t th e  f a c t  th a t  t h i s  has no e f f i c a c i ­
ousness w hatsoever fo r  th e  rem iss io n  o f s in s ,  sim ply because  t h i s  would 
go c o u n te r  to  th e  way God has decided  to  a c t .  Once such a d e c is io n  of 
God i s  accep ted , one i s  in  a p o s i t io n  to  o f f e r  p ro b ab le  reaso n s  o r ex­
p la n a tio n s  fo r  t h i s  s t a t e  o f a f f a i r s .

^ S e e  E v e re t t  and H um ard; B ishop, pp. 76-80; Kean, "Less and M ore," 
in  P e a r l :  An I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , pp. 175-202.

^ e a r l :  An I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , 1967, p . 196.

16Ib id .  15, p . 177.

17M ale, pp . 27-132.

•̂̂ On th e  d i s t i n c t io n  between " ’noun c o n c e p ts ’ and 'v e rb  c o n c e p ts '" :  
" la n g u a g e .. . i s  th e  very  agency th a t  produces th e  d i s t i n c t io n  between 
th e se  form s, th a t  in tro d u c e s  th e  g re a t  s p i r i t u a l  c r i s e s  in  w hich th e  
perm anent i s  opposed to  th e  t r a n s i e n t ,  and Being i s  made th e  c o n tra ry  
o f Becoming. So th e  l i n g u i s t i c  fundam ental concep ts must be r e a l iz e d  
as som ething p r io r  to  th e se  d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  forms which l i e  betw een th e  
sp h ere  o f noun co n cep tio n  and th a t  o f verb  co n cep tio n , betw een th in g -  
hood and e v e n tu a l ly ,  in  a s t a t e  of in d i f f e r e n c e ,  a p e c u l ia r  b a lan ce  
o f f e e l in g " ;  E rn s t C a s s ir e r ,  Language and M yths, t r a n s .  Susanne K.
Langer, 1953, p . 12.

19S is t e r  Mary V. H illm an , MLN, LVII, p . 42

2% or an in t e r e s t i n g  d is c u s s io n  of t h i s  n o tio n  in  th e  though t o f Diony= 
s iu s  A re o p ag itic u s  and i t s  in f lu e n c e  upon w este rn  th e o lo g y , see  J o se f  
P ie p e r ,  S c h o la s tic ism : P e r s o n a l i t i e s  and Problems of M edieval P h ilo ­
sophy , t r a n s .  R. and C. W inston, 1964, pp. 50-54. The way o f r ig h te ­
ousness " i s  conceived  le s s  as a s t a t i c  f a c t  th an  as a dynamic a c t io n  
which m ust e v e r  and again  be accom plished in  th e  l i f e  o f th e  s p i r i t " ;  
p . 51.

2% a r t in  Buber, Good and E v i l , 1952, p . 73.

2\ .  A. W olfson, M edieval S tu d ie s  in  Honor o f J .  D. F o rd , 1948, d e sc r ib e s  
th e  s u b t l e t i e s  o f th i s  concept fo r  C h r is t ia n  th in k e r s ;  p . ,3 5 5 f f .



- 75 -

23One would n o t l i k e  to  overem phasize t h i s  a sp e c t o f 11. 337-348, 
p a r t i c u la r l y  11. 345-46; n o n e th e le s s ,  th e  image i s  th e r e ,  and i t s  
communication of an im al h e lp le s s n e s s  c o n tr a s ts  s p le n d id ly  w ith  th e  
m aid en 's  d ig n if ie d  s p i r i t u a l i t y .
2 /

Gordon, pp. 58-59 ; Osgood and G o llan cz , however, h o ld  th a t  "ad y te"  
i s  from " a d ih ta n "  n o t " a d i t e r , "  and th a t  i t  means, th e r e f o r e ,  " a r ra ig n "  
o r  " d is p o s e ."

25A lthough, a g a in , w ith  re fe re n c e  to  th e  im p o s s ib i l i ty  o f an y th in g  
e a r th ly  and human a c h iev in g  th e  p e r fe c t io n  o f th e  d iv in e — S t. A ugustine , 
in  "How G reat i s  th e  Soul?" thus asks h i s  f o i l  "Do you ex p ec t men to  
tu rn  o u t th e  same q u a l i ty  o f p ro d u c ts  as God?" R ep rin ted  in  A C r i t iq u e  
o f S k ep tic ism , t r a n s .  W ippel, Readings in  M edieval P h ilo so p h y , 1969, p . 45.

26R obinson, ed . 11. 1011-1017.

27R ic a rd ia n  P o e try , p . 97; he rem arks th e  "u n h ero ic "  q u a l i ty  o f th e  
p e r io d .

28Even Bishop adm its  to  t h i s ;  P e a r l  i n  I t s  S e t t in g , pp. 35-36.

29P ie p e r , p . 51.

3^In  The Gawain P o e t , 1970, p . 96.

31See, fo r  exam ple, B oeth ius o f D acia , "On th e  Supreme Good": " th e
supreme good a c c e s s ib le  to  man in  term s o f h is  p r a c t i c a l  i n t e l l e c t  i s  
th e  doing of good." M edieval P h ilo so p h y , p . 370-371; o r see  N ico las  
Cusanus, Of Learned Ig n o ra n c e , t r a n s .  G. H eron, 1954, e s p e c ia l ly  Book I I ,  
Chap. 2 , pp. 71-75.

32Pe D o c trin a  C h r is t ia n a , I ,  6; 6; De t r i n i t a t e  5 , I ;  1 ; i b i d . ,  7 , 4; 7.

33From h is  commentary on B o e th iu s ' t r a c t a t e  on th e  T r in i ty ;  c i te d  by 
P ie p e r ,  p . 53.

34The R h e to ric  o f R e lig io n , 1961, p . 137.

35Gordon, p . 157; " to 3 t"  i t s e l f ,  however, means only  " firm "  from th e  
Anglo-Saxon " to h t ,"  to  draw t ig h t "  0. E. D.

36P e a r l :  An I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , p . 190.

3^1953; e s p e c ia l ly  C hapter V, "From E pic to  Romance," pp. 219-257.

38S o u th ern , pp. 221-222: "The change of em phasis from lo c a lism  to
u n iv e r s a l i ty  , th e  emergence of sy s te m a tic  th o u g h t, th e  r i s e  o f lo g ic — 
to  th e se  we may add a change whidh in  a c e r ta in  sen se  comprehends them
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a l l . . .T h e  c o n tr a s t  i s  n o t m erely  a l i t e r a r y  one though i t  i s  in  l i t e r a ­
tu re  th a t  i t  can be most c l e a r ly  s e e n ."

39 S o u th ern , p . 222.

4 0 I b id .  39 , p . 222.

^O berm an , "God and J u s t i c e :  G od's freedom  from  th e  law ,"  p . 96. T his
e x c e l le n t  book, th e  f u l l  t i t l e  o f which i s  The H arv est of M edieval Theo' 
lo g y : G a b rie l B ie l  and L ate  M edieval N om inalism , p ro v id e s  s u c c in c t
summation o f th e  most im p o rtan t id e a s  in  m edieval th eo lo g y  y e t  w ith  re ­
fe re n c e  to  t h e i r  s u b t l e t i e s  and flaw s in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  c a l l in g  a t t e n t io n  
to  d e t a i l s  in  th e se  a re a s  which m ight o th e rw ise  escape th e  n o t ic e  o f a 
s e c u la r  re a d e r .
42 Oberman, p . 97.
/ Q

Oberman, pp . 112-113, "Moses and C h r is t :  Law and G ospel, The f u l ­
f i l lm e n t  o f th e  Old Law."
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CHAPTER I I I  -  THE FUNCTION OF HUMOR IN PEARL-THE ANTI-SUBLIME

Given th e  w i l l  o f  man to  comprehend th e  n a tu re  o f th e  d e i ty ,  and 

g iven  a ls o  h is  l im ite d  c a p a c ity  fo r  such com prehension, a  rem arkable 

comic q u a l i ty  emerges in  th e  c e n t r a l  s e c t io n  of P e a r l ; t h i s  q u a l i ty  i s  

c lo s e r  to  th e  humor o f th e  C haucerian  p e rso n a  in  C haucer’s dream n a r ­

r a t iv e s  th an  i t  i s  to  th e  humor e i t h e r  of Langland o r o f th e  P e a r l -  

p o e t 's  o th e r  w orks, P u r i t y , P a tie n c e  and S i r  Gawain and th e  Green K n ig h t. 

I t  seems a humor n a t iv e  to  th e  p e r io d  f o r ,  g iven  a s im i la r  view o f m an's 

n a tu re  and c a p a c i ty ,  p o e ts  o f  o th e r  p e r io d s  have n o t been ab le  to  de­

p i c t  th e  i n t e l l i g e n t  man hum orously w ith o u t making him appear e i t h e r  a 

w it  or a b u ffo o n , o r  b o th  a t  once, as in  B e c k e tt .^  There i s ,  to o , an 

e s s e n t i a l  d i f f e re n c e  betw een th e  s i tu a t io n s  in  which th e  C haucerian  

n a r r a to r  of t h i s  ty p e  a p p e a rs , and th a t  in  which th e  P e a r l-p o e t  has

p la ce d  h is  dream er; th e  se a rc h  f o r  th e  su b s tan ce  of p o e try  i s  n o t th e
o

same as th e  se a rc h  fo r  th e  human s ig n if ic a n c e  of d ea th . By th e  same 

to k en , th e  d ea th  o f th e  duchess does n o t c a l l  f o r  th e  same type  o f poem 

as  th e  d ea th  o f o n e 's  d a u g h te r , w hether an a c tu a l  d au g h te r o r  an im agined 

one. Yet i f  th e  comic q u a l i ty  o f th e  C haucerian  p ersona  in  th e  dream 

poems and th e  P e a r l - p o e t 's  p e rso n a  in  P e a r l  i s  o f th e  same k in d , a l ­

though n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  o f th e  same in t e n s i t y ,  th e  most obvious p o in t  of
3

com parison i s  th a t  b o th  p o e ts  u t i l i z e  th e  conven tion  of th e  d ream -v is io n . 

Somewhat le s s  o b v io u s, how ever, ju d g in g  from c r i t i c a l  com m entary,^ i s  th e  

r e la t io n s h ip  o f th e  p e rso n a  in  th e  waking s t a t e  to  h is  p e r s o n a l i ty  w ith in  

th e  dream i t s e l f ;  th e  s h i f t s  from con sc io u sn ess  to  u n c o n sc io u sn ess , and 

back , a re  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  much of th e  humor g e n e ra ted  w ith o u t d e tr im e n t
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to  th e  m oral o r s o c ia l  q u a l i t i e s  o f th e  c h a r a c te r s .  F u rth e rm o re , th e  

a t t e n t io n  which b o th  p o e ts  g iv e  to  q u e s tio n s  o f decorum and c i v i l i t y ,  

th e  q u a l i ty  o f " c o r ta y sy e "  i s  f a r  from u n im p o rtan t in  re g a rd  to  t h i s  

humor.

H enri Bergson has w r i t t e n  th a t  to  "u n d e rs tan d  la u g h te r ,  we must 

p u t i t  back in to  i t s  n a tu r a l  env ironm en t, which i s  s o c ie ty ,  and above 

a l l  we must d e term in e  th e  u t i l i t y  of i t s  fu n c t io n ,  which i s  a s o c ia l  

o n e . . .L au g h te r must answer to  c e r t a in  req u irem en ts  o f l i f e  in  common.
C

I t  must have a  s o c ia l  s ig n i f i c a n c e ."  What cou ld  be f a r t h e r  removed 

from s o c ia l  ends and causes th an  th e  most p e rso n a l and p r iv a te  g r i e f  

o f th e  P e a r l ’s n a r r a to r ?  In d eed , g r i e f  i t s e l f  and sympathy fo r  th e  

b e in g  a f f l i c t e d  by i t ,  acco rd in g  to  B ergson , p re c lu d e s  humor: "Laugh­

t e r  has no g r e a te r  foe th a n  em otion . I  do n o t mean th a t  we co u ld  n o t 

laugh a t  a p erso n  who in s p i r e s  us w ith  p i t y ,  fo r  in s ta n c e ,  o r even w ith

a f f e c t io n ,  b u t in  such a ca se  we m ust, f o r  th e  moment, p u t our a f f e c t io n

6ou t o f  c o u r t  and impose s i le n c e  upon our p i t y . "  Thus, in  The House of 

Fame, one i s  a b le  to  laugh a t  o r  w ith  th e  d ream er’s prompt agreem ent to  

th e  e a g le 's  p ro p o sa ls  b ecause  th e  danger and f e a r  in h e re n t in  such a 

s i t u a t i o n ,  (which c o u ld , i f  t r e a te d  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  e l i c i t  th e  resp o n se  of 

sy m p a th e tic  t e r r o r  o r wonder in  th e  r e a d e r ) , a re  absorbed  in to  th e  con­

t e x t  of th e  r e l a t io n s h ip .  T h is i s  no n a tu r a l  e a g le ;  betw een th e  dream er 

and h is  winged co u n se lo r th e re  e x i s t s  a  s o c ia l  bond:

"A h a !"  quod h e , " l o ,  so I  can 
Lewedly to  a lewed man 
Speke, and shewe hym swyche s k i l e s  
That he may shake hem be th e  b i l e s ,
So p a lp a b le  th ey  sh u ld en  b e .
But t e l l e  me t h i s ,  now p ray e  y th e ,
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How th in k e th  th e  my conclusyon?"
Quod h e . nA good p e rs u a s io n ,"
Quod I ,  "h y t i s ;  and ly k  to  be 
Ryght so as thou  has p reved  m e."

(11. 865-874)

Even in  so d e l i c a te  and em o tio n a lly  p e rsu a s iv e  a work as The Book 

of th e  D uchess, th e re  i s  much humor to  be found w hich i s  r e l a t e d  to  th e  

d i s t i n c t i o n  in  rank  betw een th e  B lack K night and h is  w ould-be co m fo rte r ; 

as  has been p o in te d  o u t ,  a  c e r ta in  t a c t  and r e s p e c t  f o r  th e  B lack K night 

p re v e n ts  th e  dream er from p u t t in g  h is  q u e s tio n s  more b lu n t ly ,  th u s  en­

a b lin g  th e  re a d e r  to  g rasp  th e  a c tu a l  s i t u a t i o n  w h ile  s e t t i n g  him a -
g

p a r t  from  th e  dream er. F undam entally , b e fo re  h is  b e la te d  re c o g n it io n

of non-human, n o n - s o c ia l ,  n o n -n e g o tia b le  c irc u m stan ce , th e  dreamer

approaches th e  g r ie f  o f  th e  k n ig h t as i f  such g r i e f  could  be r e l ie v e d

by h i s  human com passion and th e  bonds of human c o n ta c t :

But a t  th e  l a s t ,  to  sayn ry g h t s o th ,
He was war o f me, how y s to o d  
B efore hym, and d id  o f myn hood,
And had y g re t  hym as I  b e s t  koude,
D ebonayrly , and nothyng lowde.
He say d e , " I  p rey  th e ,  be n o t w ro th .
I  h e rd e  th e  n o t ,  to  seyn  th e  s o th ,
Ne I  sawgh th e  n o t ,  s y r ,  tre w e ly ."
"A, goode s i r ,  no f o r s ,"  quod y ,
" I  am ry g h t so ry  y i f  I  have ought 
D estro u b led  yow o u t o f your th o u g h t.
F o ry iv e  me, y i f  I  have m is ta k e ."
"Y is , th 'am endes i s  ly g h t to  m ake,"
Quod h e , " f o r  th e r  ly e th  noon th e r to ;
There ys nothyng myssayd n o r d o ."

(11. 514-528)

A ttem pting  to  engage th e  k n ig h t in  c o n v e rsa tio n , th e  dream er i s  anxious

to  avo id  making a fau x  pas in  th e  co u rse  o f  o f f e r in g  h e lp :

F o r, by my t ro u th e ,  to  make yow h o o l 
I  wol do a l  my power h o o l.



- 80 -

And t e l l e t h  me of your sorwes sm erte ;
P a ra u n te r  h y t may e se  your h e r t e ,
T hat sem eth f u l  sek  under your sy d e ."

(11 . 553-557)

The B lack K night i s ,  n a tu r a l ly ,  r a th e r  s k e p t ic a l  about th e  u s e fu ln e s s

as balm  of such a p ro ceed in g :

With th a t  he loked  on me asy d e ,
As who s a y th ,  "Nay, th a t  wol n o t b e ."

(11. 558-559)

In d eed , a t  th e  moment when th e  k n ig h t and th e  dream er e x p e rien ce  recog­

n i t i o n  b o th  o f th e  k n ig h t ’s lo s s  and of th e  d re am e r's  h e lp le s s n e s s  in  th e  

face  o f th a t  l o s s ,  th e  e x p re ss io n  o f th a t  re c o g n it io n  and sympathy i s  in  

n o n -c o n v e n tio n a l te rm s. The u l t im a te  r e a l i t y  o f human l i f e ,  Chaucer 

seems to  be su g g e s tin g , cannot be d e a l t  w ith  in  th e  forms p ro v id ed  by 

s o c ia l  use and custom . The dream er a t  l a s t  becomes d i r e c t :  to  th e

k n ig h t 's  anguished  o u tb u rs t  "She us d e d ! ,"  he has no fo rm u la ic  balm and 

can only  respond " I s  th a t  youre lo s?  Be God, h y t i s  ro u th e !"  At th i s  

p o in t ,  th e  dream er ceases  to  be a q u a in t  o r comic f ig u r e .

The P e a r l -p o e t ,  on th e  o th e r  h and , a s s ig n s  a much more im p o rtan t ro le

to  s o c ia l  con v en tio n  and " c o r ta y s y e ,"  w hich i s ,  o f c o u rse , c a r r ie d  through
9in  th e  form of th e  poem as w e ll  as i t s  c o n te n t.  A much s te r n e r  p o e t than  

C haucer, in  many w ays, th e  P e a r l - p o e t demands th e  r e s t r a i n t s  o f " c o r ta y sy e "  

e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  m e tap h y sica l s i t u a t i o n .  The dream er, in  P e a r l , i s  more 

or l e s s  unequipped to  a s s im i la te  th e  d iv in e  o rd e r  in to  h i s  knowledge of 

b e in g  s in c e  he i s  s e n s e -o r ie n te d  and earth -b o u n d  in  th e  ex trem e. On th e  

o th e r  hand , th e  adm onitions o f th e  Maiden remind him t h a t ,  i f  he i s  to  

save h is  s o u l ,  h i s  own p e a r l  of g r e a t  p r ic e ,  he i s  n o t to  g iv e  in  to  him­

s e l f  and a c c e p t h is  l im i ta t io n s  any more th an  i s  a b s o lu te ly  n e c e s s a r y .^
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What m ed iates between th e  p r iv a te  d e s p a ir  of th e  dream er and th e  p e r­

f e c t io n  of th e  d iv in e ,  which i s  beyond h is  c o n cep tu a l g ra sp , i s  such 

r e s t r a i n t  which forms impose and th e  r e le a s e ,  f o r  th e  r e a d e r ,  o f laugh­

t e r .  In  t h i s  s e n se , P e a r l  i s  a much more "co m fo rtab le"  poem than  S i r  

Gawain and th e  Green K night f o r ,  in  th e  l a t t e r ,  w h ile  Gawain r e tu rn s  

to  th e  c o u r t ,  th u s  to  s o c ie ty ,  and w h ile  th e  c o u r t ,  o r s o c ie ty  i t s e l f ,  

see s  G aw ain's e x i s t e n t i a l  d e s ir e  f o r  p e r f e c t io n  as d ese rv in g  o f sym­

p a th e t ic  la u g h te r ,  th e  re a d e r  i s  indeed  l e f t  in  d oub t. I s  Gawain1s 

s e lf - r e p r o a c h f u l  a t t i t u d e  more r ig h te o u s  th an  th e  c o u r t 's  accep tan ce  

of h is  m oral flaw ? Gawain i s  n o t p re se n te d  as one w ith  an id e e  f ix e ,  

b u t as one p e r f e c t ly  in  command of h is  f a c u l t i e s  and a b le  to  g ive  re a ­

sons fo r  h is  rem orse:

"Lo! l o r d e , '  quof f e  le u d e , and f e  la c e  h o ndeled ,
' f i s  i s  f e  bende of f i s  blame I  b e re  in  my nek , 
f i s  i s  f e  l a f e  and f e  lo s s e  f a t  I  l a 3 t  haue 
Of c o u a rd ise  and co u e ty se  f a t  I  h a f  c a 3 t f a r e ;  
f i s  i s  f e  token  of v n traw fe  f a t  I  ma ta n  in n e ,
And I  mot nedez h i t  were wyle I  may l a s t ;
For mon may hyden h is  harm e, b o t vnhap ne may h i t ,
For f e r  h i t  onez i s  tachched  twynne w il  h i t  n e u e r . '

(11. 2505-2512)x l

And when one r e c a l l s  th a t  h is  " tra w fe "  i s  G aw ain 's most p r iz e d  a t t r i ­

b u te ,  one doubts very  much th a t  th e  c o u r t i e r s '  p la y f u l  s o lu t io n  w i l l  

a ssu ag e  e i t h e r  th e  k n ig h t 's  d isap p o in tm en t w ith  h im se lf  or th e  r e a d e r 's  

sen se  th a t  th e  kno t o f v i r tu e s  has indeed  been u n laced . At th e  end of 

th e  poem, o n e 's  a t t e n t io n  i s  d i r e c te d  back to  th e  pow erfu l image of th e  

seaso n s and th e  r i s e  and f a l l  o f c i v i l i z a t i o n s ;  a l l  o f G aw ain's " c o r ta y ­

sye" o r " traw fe "  cannot a r r e s t  th e  c y c le  n o r change th e  c o n te n t of 

e a r th ly  l i f e .
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In  P e a r l , however, th e  q u a l i ty  o r a t t r i b u t e  o f "c o r ta y sy e "  w h ile

12b a s ic a l ly  a s o c ia l  im age, i s  g iven  an o th e r  fu n c tio n  o r d i r e c t io n  in

human though t and a c t io n .  I t  becomes a way o f d e a lin g  w ith  th e  l im i­

ta t io n s  o f  men; u n lik e  G od's j u s t i c e ,  th e  s o c ia l  and e x te rn a l  a sp e c t

o f d iv in e  g race  which i s  "c o r ta y sy e "  seems to  be o f th e  same su b s ta n c e :

'O f c o u rta y sy e , as sa y t3  Saynt P o u le ,
A1 a rn  we membre3 of Je su  K ry s t:
As heued and arme and legg  and n au le  
Temen to  hys body f u l  trw e and t r y s t e  
Ry3t so i s  vch a K rysten  saw le
A longande lym to  fie Mays t e r  o f m yste.
5penne loke what h a te  ofier any gawle 
I s  tach ed  ofier ty3ed fiy lymme3 b y tw y ste . 
fiy heued h a t3  naufier greme ne g ry s te ,
On arme ofier fy n g er fia3 fiou b e r  by3e.
So f a re  we a l l e  wyth lu f  and l y s t e .
To kyng and quene by c o r ta y sy e .

(11. 457-468)

The manner o f God's d em o n stra tio n  o f g race  to  men i s  d e sc rib e d  as  b e in g

one of d ig n i ty  and p ro p o r t io n , n o b i l i ty  and r e s t r a i n t :  th e  M aiden 's

te a ch in g s  convey p r e c is e ly  th a t  q u a l i ty  o f harmony o r  accord  which one

13m isses in  th e  em otional fo rc e  of c e r t a in  m y stic  r a p tu re s .  F u rtherm ore ,

th e  f i r s t  curb which th e  Maiden p la c e s  upon th e  d re a m e r's  g r ie f  i s  one

n e i th e r  o f l e g a l i t y  n o r re a so n . A b reach  of decorum may seem t r i v i a l  to

modem re a d e rs ;  y e t  i t  was m a n ife s tly  o f g r e a t  im portance to  th e  P e a r l -

p o e t.  In  P u r i t y , fo r  exam ple, one f in d s  th e  a d v e rb ia l  form of "co r ta y sy e "

a p p lie d  to  th e  manner in  w hich , in  W. 0. E vans' w ords, "God re p e n ts  th a t

14He drowned th e  w o rld " :

For quen f>e swemande so r3 e  to  h is  h e r t ,
He kny t a covenaunde c o r ta y s ly  wyth monkynde f ie re ,
In  pe mesure o f h is  mode and mefie o f h i s  w y lle ,
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Evans em phasizes th a t  "c o r ta y sy e "  d id  n o t sim ply im ply th e  conduct 

s u i t a b le  f o r  c o u r t ly  lo v e , b u t th a t  i t  "has co n ta in ed  some im p lic a t io n  

of co n sc io u s  v i r t u e  o r s t a t e  o f mind, th a t  i s ,  some re fe re n c e  to  a 

s p i r i t  which moves one to  p le a s e  and h e lp . . .a n d  as w ith  any o th e r  word 

concerned w ith  human b e h a v io u r, co rta y sy e  can be found w ith  p u re ly  con­

v e n t io n a l  re fe re n c e  to  a c q u ire d  p a t t e r n s — th e  r ig h t  th in g  to  d o . " ^

I t  i s  t h a t  b e h a v io u ra l q u a l i ty ,  c e r t a i n l y ,  w hich makes g race  m a n ife s t;  

one cannot over-em phasize th e  a s s o c ia t io n  of th e  term  w ith  c o u r t l i f e  

and conduct a p p ro p r ia te  to  i t .  P a r t i c u l a r l y ,  in  re fe re n c e  to  th e  naming 

o f Mary a s  th e  "Quen of C o rtay sy e ,"  in  P e a r l  th e  q u a l i ty  o f "co r ta y sy e "  

se rv e s  as a b r id g e  betw een th e  way of s t r i c t  j u s t i c e  and th e  abundance 

of mercy and lo v e . The heaven ly  c o u rt i s  m odeled, fo r  th e  d ream er's  

u n d e rs ta n d in g , upon th e  e a r th ly  c o u rts  in  which th e  k in g s  and queens 

cou ld  w i l l in g ly  conduct them selves in  a g e n tle  and y ie ld in g  manner. In  

o th e r  w ords, o b ed ien ce , to o , becomes a w i l l in g  g e n e ro s ity  o f s p i r i t .  

M easure and decorum in h a b i t  th e  g e s tu re s  o f th o se  who, l i k e  th e  God of 

th e  co v en an t, in  P u r i ty  and P a t ie n c e , can in  a c tu a l i t y  e x e rc is e  g re a t  

power.

When th e  Maiden ch id es  th e  d ream er, in  S ec tio n s  V and VI, f o r  a

b reach  o f decorum on h is  p a r t ,  h e r  rep ro ach es  a re  f a r  from t r i v i a l :

' I  h a ld e  fia t i u e l e r  l y t t e l  to  p ray se  
fia t leue3  w el fia t he se3 wyth y3e,
And much to  blame and v n co rtay se
p a t  leue3  oure  Lorde wolde make a ly 3 e ,

(11. 301-304)

The "mad porpose" (1 . 267) o f which she accuses him , i s ,  l i k e  th e  

c l a s s i c  l i t e r a r y  and s a t i r i c  m adnesses o f Orlando F u rio so  and Don Q u ixo te ,
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a l b e i t  on a much sm a lle r  s c a le ,  b a s ic a l ly  an a b e r ra n t  re sp o n se . The

d ream er's  resp o n se  i s  in a p p ro p r ia te  to  th e  s i t u a t io n  f o r ,  as th e

Maiden inform s him , w ith  p e r f e c t  s a n g - f ro id ,  "fia t pou le s te 3  wat3

b o t a r o s e /  fia t flow red  and fa y le d  as kynde h y t g e f ,"  (11. 269-270).

The dream er p e rc e iv e s  h is  b lu n d e r , a t  f i r s t ,  as hav in g  been one of

a " t a l e  m y se te n te ,"  (1 . 25 7 ), or an e r r o r  in  s u p e r f i c i a l  e t i q u e t t e

fo r  which he must ap o lo g ize  in  speech:

A j u e l  to  me pen wat3 pys g e s te  
And iu e le 3  wern h y r g e n ty l  sawe3.
'Iw y se ,*  quod I ,  'my b ly s f o l  b e s te ,
My g re te  d y s tr e s s e  pou a l  todraw e3.
To be excused I  make re q u e s te ;

(11. 277-281)

The M aiden, how ever, has p e rc e iv e d  a deeper e r r o r  in  h i s  a t t i t u d e ;  

what th re a te n s  to  be a sem an tic  q u ib b le  becomes sym bolic o f ,  o r in d i ­

c a t iv e  o f ,  h is  m isguided s e lf - c e n te r e d n e s s .  The dream er i s  once ag a in  

c a l le d  "madde":

' J u e l e r , '  sayde p a t gemme c le n e ,
'Wy borde 3e men? So madde 3e be! 
p re  worde3 h a t3  pou spoken a t  ene:
Vnavysed, f o r  so p e , wern a l l e  p re .
pou ne w oste in  w orlde q u a t on dot3  mene;
py worde b y fo re  py w y tte  con f i e .

(11. 289-294)

Whereas w it does n o t as y e t ,  in  th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry , connote th e  

v a r io u s  q u a l i t i e s  and f a c u l t i e s  th a t  l a t e r  accru e  to  i t ,  i t  does in -

1 f td ic a te  th e  a b i l i t y  to  d is t in g u is h  r a th e r  th an  th e  power to  s y n th e s iz e .  

The P earl-m a id en  proceeds to  dem onstra te  h e r  w it by enum erating  th e  

e r ro r s  o f th e  dream er"^ who, th ro u g h o u t th e  v i s io n ,  e x h ib i ts  rem arkably  

l i t t l e  w i t .  The humor which h i s  c h a ra c te r  g e n e ra te s ,  th e n , stem s from
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h is  s u b je c t iv i ty  and h i s  r e f u s a l  to  d is t in g u is h  th e  r e a l  from th e  

d e s ir e d .  Much o f th e  M aiden 's s te m e s s  i s  p re se n te d  as an a ttem p t 

to  shake th e  dream er from h is  s u b je c t iv e ,  h i s  m iasm ic, s t a t e  in  which 

h is  undue p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith  s e l f  o bscu res h is  p e rc e p tio n  o f th e  r e ­

la t io n s h ip  betw een e v e n ts .  H is i n i t i a l  uncou thness i s  th u s  a m a tte r  

o f s e r io u s  concern  to  h e r ;  she c o r re c ts  h i s  manner " so b e r ly "  (1 . 256) 

w hereas h e , as m ight be ex p e c te d , canno t see  such an a b e r ra t io n  as 

m ean in g fu l. The Maiden has in d ic a te d  t h a t ,  w ith  h is  p re s e n t  a t t i t u d e ,  

he i s  n e i th e r  a "kynde" (1 . 276) nor a " g e n ty l"  (1 . 264) je w e le r .  Her 

concern w ith  th e s e  m a tte rs  he deems a " g e s te "  (1 . 277) and h e r  rep ro ach es  

to  him m erely " g e n ty l sawes" (1 . 278).

From S ec tio n  VI u n t i l  th e  end of th e  poem, th e  te n s io n  betw een th e  

d re a m e r 's  e s s e n t i a l l y  a n t i - s o c i a l  concerns and th e  M aiden 's in s i s te n c e  

upon manner and form , c o u r t l in e s s  and g ra c e , i s  in c e s s a n t .  Indeed , th e  

d re a m e r 's  a t t e n t io n  to  h i s  own p le a s u re  and p a in  becomes doubly comic 

in  th a t  such a t t e n t io n  re v e rs e s  th e  norm al r e l a t io n  o f f a th e r  to  c h i ld .  

W ith in  th e  dream, i t  i s  th e  f a th e r ,  th e  a d u l t ,  who a t  tim es seems in ­

f a n t i l e .  The t r a g ic  p o e t ,  Bergson n o te s ,  i s  " c a r e f u l  to  avo id  an y th in g  

c a lc u la te d  to  a t t r a c t  a t t e n t io n  to  th e  p h y s ic a l  s id e  o f h is  h e ro e s . No 

sooner does a n x ie ty  about th e  body m a n ife s t i t s e l f  th an  th e  in t r u s io n  of 

a  comic elem ent i s  to  be f e a r e d . . . t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  from trag ed y  to  comedy 

i s  e f f e c te d  sim ply by s i t t i n g  down." An im p o rta n t e lem ent in  comedy, he 

c o n tin u e s , i s  th a t  o f  " th e  body ta k in g  p recedence  over th e  s o u l ."  Such 

an elem ent i s  c e n t r a l  to  th e  humor in  P e a r l  as i t  i s  m an ife s ted  in  th e  

l i te ra l-m in d e d n e s s  o f th e  dream er:
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'B l y s f u l , '  quod I  'may pys be trw e?
D ysplese3 n o t i f  I  speke e r ro u r .
A rt pou pe queue of  heuene3 blw e, 
p a t  a l  pys w orlde s c h a l  do honour?

(11 . 421-424)

The dream er has re g re s se d  to  a s t a t e  in  w hich each e n t i t y  o th e r  th an

h im se lf  i s  O th e r, and analogy  becomes im p o ss ib le . The M aiden, a t  t h i s

p o in t ,  e la b o ra te s  upon " 'T h e  c o u r t  o f  pe kingdom o f God a ly u e " 1 which

" 'H a t3  a p ro p e r ty  in  h y t s e l f  b ey n g .,M Her speech  concern ing  th e  " c o r -

ta y se  Quen," (1 . 433-444), r a th e r  than  ex em p lify in g  h i e r a r c h i c a l  v a lu e s

of a  ch a in  o f b e in g , employs th e  n o tio n  in  a sym bolic fa sh io n . The

dream er cannot cope w ith  such sym bolic m eaning. A lthough he i s  ready

to  adm it to  th e  Maiden th a t  " 'C o r ta y s e '"  and c h a ry te  g r e te ,  be yow

am ong,'" (1 . 469 and 1. 47 0 ), what he i s  r e a l ly  i n t e r e s te d  in  i s  th e

te c h n ic a l i ty  o f th e  s i t u a t i o n .  He wonders a t  th e  s w if t  prom otion in

Heaven in  which p ro c e ss  th e  Maiden has been  made "quen fia t w at3 so 3onge,"

(1 . 474). There i s  a c e r t a in  r i g i d i t y  in  th e  th o u g h t p ro c e ss  o f  th e

dream er w hich g e n e ra te s  a comic d ic t io n  and sy n tax :

'T h a t c o r ta y se  i s  to  f r e  o f dede,
3yf h y t be s o th  fia t pou cone3 say e ; 
pou ly fe d  n o t two 3 e r  in  oure pede; 
pou cowpe n eu er God nau p er p le s e  ne p ra y ,
Ne n eu er nawper P a te r  ne Crede;
And quen mad on pe f y r s t  day!
I  may n o t traw , so God me sp ed e , 
p a t God wolde wrype so  wrange away.
Of c o u n te s , dam ysel, p a r  ma fa y ,
Wer f a y r  in  heuen to  h a ld e  a s s t a t e ,
Oper e l l e 3  a lady  of l a s s e  a ra y ;
Bot a  quene! H it i s  to  d e re  a d a t e . '

(11 . 481-492)

W hile p a r t  o f th e  humor d e r iv e s  from th e  r e a d e r 's  aw areness, and i s

th u s  in  p a r t  d ram atic  i ro n y ,  i t  may be p r o f i t a b l e  to  in v e s t ig a te  what
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o th e r  so u rc e s  th e  p o e t ta p s  in  o rd e r  th a t  th e  re a d e r  shou ld  be a b le  to

sen se  th e  comic e f f e c t  of th e  dream er. The p o e t r e l i e s  on th e  r e a d e r 's

s e n s i t i v i t y  to  le v e ls  o f  d i c t i o n ,  to  what i s  s u i t a b l e ,  co u rteo u s la n -

19guage in  th e  s i t u a t i o n  p o s i te d .  A gain , one must b e a r  in  mind th a t  

th e  dream er i s  in c ap ab le  o f speak ing  and th in k in g  in  term s th a t  a re  n o t 

o f t h i s  w orld  b u t as  he t r i e s  to  do so , h is  lack  of aw areness becomes 

humorous. The rhyme scheme se rv e s  th e  p o e t 's  pu rpose  very  w e l l ,  fo r  

he can ju x ta p o s e , w ith in  th e  rhym es, th e  t o t a l l y  c o l lo q u ia l  and th o u g h t­

le s s  use o f th e o lo g ic a l ly  d i f f i c u l t  concep ts and th e  most p ro s a ic  and 

s p e c i f i c  language. The fo llo w in g  arrangem ent may dem onstra te  t h i s

tech n iq u e : 

1 . a f r e  of dede th e o lo g ic a l  r e fe re n c e
2 . b pou sone3 saye c o llo q u ia lism
3. a in  oure pede w o rld ly  re fe re n c e
4. b p le s e  ne p ray th e o lo g ic a l  re fe re n c e
5. a P a te r  ne Crede th e o lo g ic a l  r e fe re n c e
6 . b pe f y r s t  day! l i t e r a l i s m
7. a so  God me spede th eo . & c o l lo q u ia l
8. b so wrange away l i t e r a l i s m
9. b p a r  ma fay th eo . & c o l lo q u ia l

10. c in  h e u e n .. . a s s t a t e th e o lo g ic a l  re fe re n c e
11. b lad y  of l a s s e  a ray s o c ia l  & w o rld ly
12. c to  dere  a d a te c o llo q u ia lism

L ines 1 -3 -5 -7 , th e n , a l l  em ploying th e  rhyme of l i n e  1 , a l t e r n a t e  th eo ­

lo g ic a l  term s w ith  e i t h e r  c o l lo q u ia l  e x p re ss io n s  o r sim ply d e s c r ip t iv e  

term s such as "oure  p e d e ."  R eferences to  th e  C reed, sandwiched in  be­

tween such te rm s , reduces th e  h ig h  s e r io u s n e s s  and d ig n ity  o f th e  sub­

j e c t .  The p a t te r n  re c u rs  in  th e  rhymes o f l in e s  2 -4 -6 -8 -9 -1 1 , in  which 

scheme "p ray" in  i t s  f u l l  s e n se , i s  l in k e d ,  e v e n tu a lly ,  w ith  " p a r  ma
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f a y ,11 a m ild  e x p le t iv e  o f c o l lo q u ia l  to n e . T his k in d  o f rhyming 

re c u rs  in  p assag es  in  which th e  dream er a tte m p ts  to  work out a f e a s ib le  

v e rs io n  of th e  conduct of th e  heaven ly  kingdom. He becomes g u i l ty  o f 

t e r r i b l y  gauche in t e r p r e t a t i o n s  and rem arks whenever th e  r e l ig io u s  

m etaphor employed by th e  Maiden s k i r t s  th e  o u te r  l im i ts  o f  th e  p h y s i­

c a l ,  as r e l ig io u s  im agery , p a r t i c u la r ly  o f th e  m y s tic a l s t r a i n ,  tends 
20to  do. In  one such p assag e , th e  p ro c e ss  o f c o u r tsh ip  and lo v e  i s

a p p ro p r ia te d  by th e  Maiden in  th e  e x p re ss io n  of C h r i s t ’ s lo v e :

'My makele3 Lambe jja t a l  may b e t e , '
Quod sch o , 'my d ere  destyne^,—
Me ches to  hys make, alf>a3 vnmete 
Sumtyme semed fia t assem ble.
When I  w ente f ro  y o r w orlde w e te ,
He ca ld e  me to  hys b o n e r te :
"Cum hyder to  me, my lemman sw ete ,
For mote ne sp o t i s  non in  fie ."
He gef me my3t and a ls  bewte";
In  hys b lo d  he wesch my wede on d ese ,
And coronde c len e  in  v e rg y n te ,
And py3 t me in  p e r le 3  m a sk e lle 3 . '

(11 . 757-768)

The c o n c e its  embedded in  such e x p re ss io n  r e ly  upon th e  accep tan ce  

o f co n v en tio n , a t a c i t  agreem ent betw een re a d e r  and p oet th a t  c e r ta in  

im p lic a t io n s ,  p h y s ic a l  in  n a tu r e ,  o f th e  s i t u a t i o n  in  q u e s tio n  w i l l  be 

overlooked  by th e  r e a d e r ,  j u s t  a s ,  in  human s o c ie ty ,  norm al s o c ia l  

r e l a t io n s  in c lu d e  and indeed  a re  based  upon r e c ip ro c a l  o v e rs ig h t .  The 

comic p o e t cannot do h i s  work in  a s o c ie ty  devoid  o f conven tion  fo r  he 

d e a ls  w ith  th e  d isc rep an cy  betw een s o c ia l  and n a tu r a l  man, w hereas th e  

l y r i c  p o e t r e l i e s  upon th e  w i l l  o f th e  re a d e r  to  d is re g a rd  d isc re p a n ­

c ie s .  In  a m edieval m y s tic a l l y r i c  which Stephen Manning b e l ie v e s

21" t y p i f i e s  th e  g e n e ra l v e rn a c u la r  h a n d lin g  of th e  m y s tic a l e x p e r ie n c e ,"
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a c e r ta in  i n a t t e n t io n  to  d e t a i l  i s  needed f o r  p ro p e r a p p re c ia t io n :

I e s u ,  pou a r t  so god a mon, 
p i  lo u e  y 3yrne a l  so y con; 
p a re  fo re  ne l e t t e  me nomon, 
pa3 ic h  f o r  loue be b la c  a n t  w on.. .

p i  loue  me make3 so swype wod,
p a t  y ne drede fo r  no f lo d .

I e s u ,  py loue  i s  s u e te  & s tro n g , 
my l i f  i s  a l  on pe y long!

Yet th o se  ly r i c s  which a re  th e  most dangerous from th e  p o in t  o f view

o f th e  p o e t and in  re fe re n c e  to  h i s  m ain tenance o f decorum, a re  th o se

which a re  in  th e  t r a d i t i o n  of th e  Song of Songs and which s u c c e s s fu l ly

u t i l i z e  m etaphors o f s e n se . The comic p o e t ,  o r  th e  p o e t w orking fo r

a  comic e f f e c t ,  would endeavor to  shade th e  l y r i c  w ith  an elem ent o f

c h a r a c te r ,  and, s in c e  c h a ra c te r  i s  b e s t  m an ife s ted  in  b e h a v io r  tow ards

o th e r s ,  th e  co n tex t w ould, a lm ost of n e c e s s i ty ,  be s o c ia l .  The P e a r l -

p o e t ,  how ever, makes g re a t  demands upon th e  r e a d e r ,  and upon th e  con-

n o ta t iv e  power o f th e  language , in  th a t  he i s  n o t c o n te n t to  evoke

e i t h e r  a comic o r a  l y r i c  resp o n se  b u t b o th  re sp o n ses  a t  once, w ith

consequent s t r e s s  upon th e  h a n d lin g  of th e  d ic t io n .  In  t h i s  re g a rd ,

he d i f f e r s  from Langland whose humorous scenes do n o t b o rd e r  l y r i c a l  
22ones. When th e  Maiden p r e s e n ts ,  in  a s tr a ig h tfo rw a rd  m anner, a l in e  

from th e  Song of Songs, "'Cum h yder to  me, my lemman s w e te , '"  (P e a r l ,

1 . 763), th e re  i s  n o th in g  jo c u la r  in  h e r  p h ra s in g , f o r ,  as S c r ip tu r e ,  

i t  m ust be s e r io u s  and re v e re n t  in  th e  c o n te x t of h e r  p e r s o n a l i ty .  Y et, 

im m ediately  fo llo w in g , th e  p o e t has th e  dream er im i ta t e ,  a l b e i t  un­

know ingly , th e  v ery  co n v en tio n  which th e  p o e t has j u s t  employed so 

s k i l l f u l l y :
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'Why, m askelle3  b ryd  p a t  b ry 3 t con flam be, 
fia t r e ia te 3  h a t3  so  ryche and r y f ,
Quat kyn pyng may be p a t  Lambe 
p a t  pe wolde wedde v n to  hys vyf?
Ouer a l l e  oper so hy3 pou clambe 
To le d e  wyth hym so la d ly  l y f .
So mony a comly on-vnder cambe 
For K ryst han lyued  in  much s t r y f ;
And pou con a l l e  po dere  o u t d ry f  
And f ro  p a t  maryag a l  oper d e p re s ,
Al only  p y s e lf  so s to u t  and s t y f ,
A m akele3 may and m a sk e lle 3 . '

(11. 769-780)

A gain , th e  rhymes dem onstra te  th e  p o e t 's  s e n s i t i v i t y  to  th e  le v e ls  o f 

d ic t io n  in  d isc o u rse  and to  t h e i r  id e a t io n a l  im p lic a t io n s .  The P e a r l -  

p o e t i s  in t e r e s te d  in  l i n g u i s t i c  p r e c is io n :  th e  "Lambe/clambe" and

"d e p re s /m ask e lle 3 "  rhymes a re  p a r t i c u la r ly  e f f e c t iv e  in  th a t  they  

p ro v id e  an im m ediate c la s h  of id e a s .  N oth ing , one im ag in es, could  be 

f a r th e r  from th e  s p i r i t  of th e  Lamb and th e  g race  of Heaven than  such 

r u th le s s  s o c ia l  c lim b in g . Yet i t  i s  th e  ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f th e se  p re ­

c i s e  words which le a d s  th e  P earl-m a id en  in to  th e  fo llo w in g  s e c t io n :

'M a s k e l le s , ' quod p a t  myry quene,
'U nblem yst I  am, w ythouten b l o t ,
And p a t  may I  wyth mensk m enteene;
Bot "makele3 quene" penne sade I  n o t.

(11. 781-784)

From th i s  we g a th e r  th a t  th e  dream er, i n t e n t  upon h is  own p ro b le m a tic a l

though ts  and t h e i r  s o lu t io n s ,  has n o t even l i s t e n e d  to  h is  heaven ly

m entor. The M aiden, hav ing  a d m in is te re d  th i s  c o r r e c t iv e ,  p roceeds w ith

h e r  o rd e r ly  e x p la n a tio n :

pe Lambe3 vyue3 in  b ly s s e  we b en e ,
A hondred and f o r ty  fowre pousande f l o t ,
As in  pe Apocalyppe3 h i t  i s  sen e ;
Sant John hem sy3 a l  in  a k n o t.

(11. 785-788)
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One n o te s ,  in  p a s s in g , how decorous th e  rhyme-words a re  in  th e  d i s ­

cou rses o f th e  M aiden: "quene/m en teene,"  " f l o t / k n o t / c l o t ,"  and "drem / 

J e ru sa le m ."  So, to o , h e r  conduct th ro u g h o u t w hat i s  c a l le d  th e  d e b a te , 

a lth o u g h  such a term  g iv es  a f a l s e  im p ress io n  of th e  to n e  of th e  w hole, 

i s  d eco ro u s, o r d e r ly ,  and , more im p o r ta n tly ,  re sp o n s iv e  to  th e  d ream er’ s 

concerns and f e a r s .  The movement o f h e r  id e a s  th rough  S e c tio n s  XV and

XVI i s  from th e  l y r i c a l  s ta te m e n t o f h e r  empathy w ith  C h r is t  in  h i s

s u f f e r in g  to  th e  prom ise o f redem ption  w hich em anates from th a t  even t 

a cco rd in g  to  John:

'"N ow pelese non wat3 n eu er so  quoyn t,
For a l l e  fie c r a f te 3  jpat eu e r pay knewe, 
p a t  o f  p a t  songe my3t synge a  p o y n t,
Bot p a t  meyny pe Lombe p a t  swe;
For pay a rn  b o 3 t f ro  pe v rpe  a lo y n te
As newe f r y t  to  God f u l  due,
And to  pe g e n ty l Lombe h i t  a m  an ioyny ,
As ly k  to  hym self o f l o t e  and hwe;

(11 . 889-896)

The P earl-m a id en  n ev e r h e s i t a t e s  to  c i t e  th e  a u t h o r i t i e s ,  which speaks

w e ll  f o r  h e r  modesty and h e r  wisdom. The dream er seem s, a t  f i r s t ,  to

have responded to  h e r  te a c h in g :

’Neuer pe le s  l e t  be my p o n e ,’
Quod I ,  'My p e r l e ,  pa3 I  appose;
I  sch u ld e  n o t tem pte py wyt so w lonc,
Te K ryste3  chambre p a t  a r t  ic h o se .

(11 . 901-904)

H is h u m ili ty  seems alm ost e x c e s s iv e :

I  am b o t  mokke and mul among,
And pou so ryche a reken  ro s e ,
And byde3 h e re  by pys b ly s f u l  bone 
p e r  lyue3 ly s te  may n eu er lo s e .

(11. 905-908)

But he sim ply cannot g iv e  up h is  ea rth -b o u n d  q u e s tio n in g :
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Now, hynde, p a t  sym pelnesse cone3 e n c lo s e ,
I  wolde fie aske a  pynge exp re s  s e ,
And pa3 I  be bustw ys as a b lo s e ,
L e t my bone v a y l n e u e rp e le se .

(11. 909-912)

I s  t h i s  "bone" an answer to  th e  q u e s tio n  o f how he and a l l  o th e r  men

may ach iev e  s a lv a tio n ?  Does i t  have to  do w ith  r ig h t  conduct on th e

fa c e  of th e  e a r th ?

Haf 3e no wone3 in  c a s te l - w a l l e ,
Ne maner p e r  3e may m ete and won?

(11. 917-918)

He seeks to  know what i s  beyond him:

pou t e l l e 3  me of Je ru sa lem  fie ryche r y a l l e ,
p e r  David dere  wat3 dy3 t on tro n e ,
Bot by pyse h o lte 3  h i t  con n o t hone,
Bot in  Judee h i t  i s ,  p a t  no b le  n o te .

(11. 919-922)

H is speech i s  marked by a predom inance o f th e  pronoun " I " :

I  s e  no bygyng nawhere ab o u te .
I  trow e a lo n e  3e len g e  and lo u te
To lo k e  on pe g lo ry  o f pys g ra c io u s  g o te .

(11. 931-933)

He a lso  has th e  comic i n a b i l i t y  to  p e rc e iv e  th e  r e a l i s t i c  d i f f i c u l t y

o f a  s i t u a t i o n  and th e r e fo r e  he makes r e v e r s a l s :  th a t  w hich i s  most

b a n a l seems im p o rtan t to  him and th a t  which i s  most demanding, f a c i l e :

I f  pou h a t3  oper bygynge3 s to u te ,
Now te c h  me to  pe myry m ote.

(11. 935-936)

H ere , a g a in ,  th e  p o e t ic  t r a n s i t i o n  i s  a b ru p t,  th e  sen se  of d ic t io n  ta x ­

ed ; and th e re  seems to  be some method to  t h i s  a r t i s t i c  madness in  t h a t ,  

th e  more in a p p ro p r ia te  th e  s ta te m e n ts  and q u e s tio n s  o f th e  dream er, th e  

more su b lim e , g ra c io u s  and in fo rm a tiv e  th e  e x p o s it io n  o f th e  M aiden, as
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in  h e r  re p ly  a t  t h i s  p o in t :

'T h a t mote pou mene3 in  Judy lo n d e , ' 
fia t sp e c y a l spyce fien to  me spakk ,
'p a t  i s  pe c y te  p a t  pe Lombe con fonde 
To s o f f e r  in n e  s o r  f o r  mane3 sak e ,

(11. 937-940)

I t  i s  th e  Maiden who d em o n stra tes  th e  w it  and p la y fu ln e s s  o f th e  d iv in e ,

th e  " d iv in e  la u g h te r"  of th e  im m o rta ls . The e x tr a o rd in a ry  puns in  th e se

c r u c ia l  l i n e s  t e s t i f y  to  th e  h o n o rab le  p la c e  of w it  in  th e  cosmic scheme

o f th e  P e a r l -p o e t :

For p e re  pe o ld e  g u l te  wat3 don to  s la k e .
Bot pe nwe, p a t  ly 3 t  o f  Gode3 sonde 
pe a p o s te l  in  A pocalyppce in  theme con ta k e , 
pe Lompe p e r  w ythouten s p o tte 3  b la k e  
Hat3 fe ry ed  p yder hys fa y re  f l o t e ;
And a s  hys f lo k  i s  w ythouten f la k e ,
So i s  hys mot w ythouten moote.

(11. 942-948

The dream er h im se lf  would be in c a p a b le  o f making such co n n ec tio n s  be­

tween w ords, f o r  making such co n n ec tio n s  im p lie s  an a b i l i t y  to  make 

d i s t i n c t i o n s .  Once m ore, th e  M aiden 's m en ta l and v e rb a l a g i l i t y  f a l l s  

s h o r t  o f i t s  pu rpose in  re g a rd  to  th e  d ream er's  aw areness:

'M otele3  may so  meke and m y ld e ,' 
pen sayde I  to  p a t  l u f ly  f l o r ,
'B ryng me to  p a t  byg ly  by ld e  
And l e t  me se  py b ly s f u l  b o r . '

(11. 961-964)

I t  i s  q u i te  obvious th ro u g h o u t th a t  th e  d re am e r's  comic q u a l i ty  i s  f a r

removed from th a t  o f  th e  s im p le to n  o r f o o l ,  f o r  exam ple, t h a t  type  of

th e  "ho ly  i d io t "  who, in  comic unaw areness, u t t e r s  t r u th s  which sp r in g

from some unconscious p o o l o f wisdom. The P e a r l-p o e t  i s  n o t an e c s t a t i c .

I t  i s  n o t reaso n  i t s e l f  which i s  to  blame fo r  th e  d rea m er 's  m isuse of 

23i t .  The d re am er's  resp o n se  to  th e  p a ra b le  o f th e  v in ey a rd  i s  in
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p e r f e c t  acco rd  w ith  h is  i n i t i a l  re sp o n se s , and fo llo w s th e  p a t te r n  o f

though t d e sc rib e d  by th e  Maiden in  S ec tio n  V:

' J u e l e r , ' sayde p a t  gemme c le n e ,
'Wy borde 3e mene? So madde 3e be! 
p re  worde3 h a t3  pou spoken a t  ene :
Unavysed, f o r  so p e , wern a l l e  p r e .
pou ne w oste in  w orlde  q u a t on do t3  mene;
py worde b y fo re  py w y tte  con f i e .

(11. 289-294)

The h a rd e r  th e  dream er t r i e s ,  th e  l e s s  re a so n a b le  he becom es. N a tu ra l ly ,

he p r o je c ts  h is  own q u a l i ty  onto  th e  Maiden:

Then more I  meled and sayde a p e r t :
'Me pynk py t a l e  v n reso u n ab le .
Godde3 ry 3 t  i s  redy  and euerm ore r e r t ,
Oper Holy W rit i s  b o t a f a b le .
In  S a u te r  i s  sayd a v e rc e  o u e r te  
p a t  speke3 a poynt determ ynab le :
"pou quyte3  vchon as hys d e s s e r te ,  
pou hy3e kyng ay p re te rm y n a b le ."
Now he p a t  s to d  pe long day s t a b l e ,
And pou to  payment com hym b y fo re , 
penne pe la s s e  in  qerke to  tak e  more a b le ,
And eu e r  pe le n g e r  pe l a s s e ,  pe m o re .'

(11. 589-600)

Under th e  d re am e r 's  r h e to r i c a l  d is g u is e ,  he i s  s t i l l  la b o r in g  to  prove 

a p o in t  in  h i s  own i n t e r e s t .  The e f f e c t  o f such s o p h is t ry  i s  complex, 

and th e  e s th e t i c  s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f th e  re a d e r  as he f in d s  t h a t ,  in d ed d , 

th e  argum ent has some v a l i d i t y ,  on one l e v e l ,  mutes c o n s id e ra b le  th e  

la u g h te r  o f c e n su re . O ne's f i n a l  r e j e c t io n  of what th e  sp eak er i s  say ­

in g  becomes tem pered by th e  way in  which he i s  say in g  i t .  One ap p ro ach es, 

h e r e ,  th e  most p e r i lo u s  to p ic  o f "charm" which im p lie s  a sy m p ath e tic  

re sp o n se . The d re a m e r 's  a tte m p t to  re a so n  o u t th e  s i t u a t i o n  would be 

good, g iven  a t o t a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  c o n te x t.  P le a su re  in  th e  c i t a t i o n s  o f 

a u th o r i t i e s  in  The Owl and th e  N ig h tin g a le  i s  an a lo g o u s, d isc o u n tin g
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th e  elem ent o f p a th o s  in  P e a r l : th e  Owl excuses h e r  i n a b i l i t y  to

v o c a liz e  by invok ing  th e  in ju n c t io n  o f Psalm  cxxvi w hich e n jo in s  weep­

in g  and la m e n ta tio n  in  p ra y e r  ( l in e s  856 -878). The rea so n  i s  a g i l e ,  

b u t th e  m o tiv a tio n  i s  d ub ious. Yet one cannot c a l l  th e  mode s a t i r i c  

fo r  th e  harm caused by th e  m is a p p lic a tio n  of re a so n , in  b o th  c a s e s , 

t h a t  o f th e  Owl and th a t  o f th e  dream er in  P e a r l , i s  th e  harm of s e l f -  

d e c e p tio n . The c o n te x t in  b o th  works i s  n o t one w hich p e rm its  th e  read ­

e r  to  r e f l e c t  upon th e  s o c ia l  consequences o f such d e c e p tio n . In  P e a r l , 

th e  dreamr-framework se rv e s  as a b u f f e r - s t a t e  betw een th e  dream er’ s m is- 

judgm ents and th e i r  s o c ia l  consequences, as in  The Owl and th e  N ig h tin ­

g a le  th e  f a n t a s t i c  elem ent o f f a b le  a r r e s t s  th e  im p lic a t io n s  o f th e  

b i r d s ' v a n i ty .  One must n o t assum e, because th e  u s e fu ln e s s  of a r t  as 

an ag en t o f in s t r u c t io n  i s  c u r re n t ly  ou t o f  f a s h io n , t h a t ,  when i t  was 

in  fa sh io n  fo r  such p u rp o se s , " te a c h in g "  in  a r t  was ex ecu ted  in  an 

obvious and clumsy manner. And one must n o t assume t h a t ,  in  o rd e r  to  

be i n s t r u c t i v e ,  humor must be c a u s t ic  and m isa n th ro p ic . The form of 

th e  d e b a t , o f which th e  most charm ing l i t e r a r y  example in  E n g lish  i s  

The Owl and th e  N ig h tin g a le , evolved  from th e  c o n te s t  o f w it  in  L a tin  

p a s to r a l  p o e try  and b e lo n g s , as su ch , to  th a t  sp h ere  o f endeavor which 

J .  H u izinga has c h a ra c te r iz e d  as p l a y ; ^  y e t  th e  id e a s  th e r e in  a re  

s e r io u s  and th e  concern  f o r  r ig h t  conduct p e rv a s iv e , w h ile  d i r e c t  c r i ­

t ic is m  o f human conduct i s  m ediated  by th e  t r a n s f e re n c e  o f such b eh av io r 

to  th e  an im al w orld .

Every tim e th e  dream er presum es to  defend h is  l im ite d  and m o rta l 

p o in t  of v iew , every  tim e he w ishes to  g a in  th e  kingdom o f heaven in
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an im p e r t in e n tly  f a c i l e  m anner, every  tim e he b lu n d e rs  in to  a c t io n  or 

stum bles in to  s o c ia l  o f fe n s e ,  th e  re a d e r  may b e h o ld , in  th e  m irro r  

such humor p ro v id e s , h im s e lf ,  t h a t  i s ,  everyman; n o t i n s t i t u t i o n s  b u t

th e  in d iv id u a l  i s  th e  t a r g e t .  G ranted th a t  i t  would be d i f f i c u l t  to

c la im  fo r  a poem o f P e a r l ’ s scope a com prehensive tre a tm e n t o f human 

f o l l y ,  one m ight p u t f o r th ,  as th e  q u a l i ty  most under f i r e ,  man’ s u l ­

tim a te  " u n te a c h a b i l i ty ,"  h is  r e s i s ta n c e  to  le a rn in g  m oral le sso n s  from 

h is  e x p e rien ce  in  th e  w orld . S o c ia l conven tions a re  n ev er c r i t i c i z e d  

in  P e a r l ; th e  more r a r e f i e d ,  th e  b e t t e r  they  a re  as models o f r e l i ­

g io u s  decorum. The dream er, s in c e  he r e s i s t s  le a rn in g  m oral le s s o n s ,  

h i s  r e s i s ta n c e  b e in g  more o r le s s  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l ,  a ls o  r e s i s t s  r e v e la ­

t io n .  He w itn e sse s  a  v is io n  of th e  kingdom of God com plete w ith  s a in t s  

b u t h is  r e a c t io n  to  t h i s  s i g h t ,  o r  v i s io n ,  i s  e x a c tly  th e  same as h is  

r e a c t io n  to  e m p ir ic a l  le a rn in g ;  once he f in d s  h i s  " l y t t e l  quene" among 

th e  th rong  of 144,000, a l l  th e  M aiden’ s in s t r u c t io n  seems to  have been 

fo r  nough t:

L orde, much o f m irpe wat3 fia t ho made 
Among h e r  fe re 3  fia t wat3 so  quyt!
p a t  sy 3 t me g a r t  to  penk to  wade
For lu f- lo n g y n g  in  g r e t  d e ly t .

(11. 1149-1152)

The f i n a l  s e c t io n  of th e  poem, how ever, f in d s  th e  dream er w aking, 

and h is  co n sc io u sn ess  o f h i s  d ream -fo lly  p red o m in a te s . In  th e  s e v e ra l  

l in e s  which b r id g e  th e  two s t a t e s ,  o f aw areness and unaw areness, th e  

tone and in t e n t  change from humor to  p a th o s . One can no lo n g e r f e e l  

s u p e r io r  in  knowledge to  th e  n a r r a to r  who d e s c r ib e s  h i s  e x p e rien ce  in  

th e se  term s:
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D ely t me d ro f in  y3e and e r e ,
My mane3 mynde to  maddyng m a lte ;
Quen I  se3  my f r e l y ,  I wolde be p e re ,
By3onde pe w a te r pa3 ho were w a lte .

(11 . 1153-1156)

He i s  a ls o  a b le ,  a t  th e  very  end , to  g e n e ra l iz e  h i s  c o n d itio n . A lthough 

th e  n a r r a to r ,  a t  th e  b eg in n in g  of th e  w ork, in  v e rse s  c o n ta in in g  th e  same 

key p h ra s e , "Prynce3 p a y e ,"  cannot u n d e rs tan d  th a t  h is  p l ig h t  i s  th e  hu­

man one, and n o t on ly  h i s ,  in  th e  f i n a l  s e c t io n  such r e a l i z a t i o n  dawns 

upon him:

To p a t  P rynce3 ; paye hade I  ay b e n te ,
And 3erned no more pen wat3 me gyuen,
And h a ld en  me p e r  in  trw e e n te n t ,
As p e r p e r le  me p ray ed  p a t  wat3 so p ry u en ,
As h e ld e ,  drawen to  Godde3 p r e s e n t ,
To mo of h is  m ysterys I  hade ben dryuen;
Bot ay w olde man o f happe more h e n te  
pen mo3te by ry 3 t vpon hem c ly u en . 
p e r fo re  my io y e  wat3 sone to r iu e n ,
And I  k a s te  o f kype3 p a t  l a s t e 3  aye.
L orde , mad h i t  a m  p a t  agayn pe s try u e n ,
Oper p ro fe re n  pe o3 t agayn py paye.

(11 . 1189-1200)

Having r e c o n c ile d  h i s  n a r r a to r  to  h is  e s t a t e  among men, th e  p o e t can

then  have him tu rn  h is  a t t e n t io n  to  God. I t  i s  n o t enough f o r  th e  P e a r l -

p o e t to  have h is  p e rso n a  ach iev e  a c e r t a in  s u b lim ity  in  a p io u s  vacuum,

how ever. In  The Id e a  o f th e  H oly , R udolf O tto  su g g es ts  t h a t  a r t  has no

more than  "an  in d i r e c t  means o f  r e p re s e n t in g  th e  num inous," and th a t

W estern a r t  has only two ways of more d i r e c t ly  c r e a t in g  numinous e f f e c t s

25which a re  " in  a  no tew orthy  way n e g a t iv e , v i s .  d arkness and s i l e n c e ."

What i s  more im p o rtan t about O t to 's  co n cep tio n  i s  h i s  g rasp  o f th e  

p r in c ip le  of c o n t r a s t :  "B esides s i le n c e  and d ark n ess  o r i e n ta l  a r t  knows

a t h i r d  d i r e c t  means fo r  p ro d u cin g  a s tro n g ly  numinous im p re ss io n , to
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26w i t ,  em ptiness and empty d is ta n c e s ."  The s p e c ia l  q u a l i ty  of th e  

sublim e f in a l l y  ach iev ed  by th e  P e a r1 -p o e t i s  as r ic h  as i t  i s  because  

i t  i s  reached  through  i t s  o p p o s ite ,  o r  what one m ight c a l l  th e  a n t i ­

sublim e in  i t s  s e v e ra l  form s, th e  c h ie f  m a n ife s ta t io n  o f which i s  th e  

comic e lem en t. The comic elem ent i s  a ls o  th e  s o c ia l  e lem en t, hav ing  

to  do, n o t w ith  th e  r e l a t io n s h ip ,  p r iv a te  and u n o b se rv ab le , of man to  

God, b u t o f man to  o th e r  men.

Thus, th e  humor in  P e a r l  has l i t t l e  to  do w ith  th e  modem concep­

t io n  of comic r e l i e f ,  and l i t t l e  in  common w ith  th e  way in  which Shakes­

p ea re  and o th e r  E liz a b e th a n s  employed comedy in  t h e i r  p la y s  a lth o u g h  

i t  i s  s ig n i f i c a n t  t h a t  th e  c e n t r a l  s e c t io n  o f P e a r l  i s  in  th e  form of 

a  d ia lo g u e . In  th e  c e n t r a l  s e c t io n ,  to o , th e  p o e t i s  c r e a t in g  what 

th e  s o c io lo g is t s  would c a l l  "observed  b e h a v io r ,"  th e  on ly  b e h a v io r  which 

can be humorous. In  th e  opening and c lo s in g  s e c t io n s ,  th e  n a r r a to r  i s  

engaged in  a c t io n s  w hich , had they  n o t been p la ce d  in  a  p r iv a te  c o n te x t,  

would seem ex ag g e ra ted :

B ifo re  fia t sp o te  my honde I  spenned 
For c a re  f u l  co ld e  fia t to  me c a 3 t;

(11. 49-50)

fien wakned I  in  fia t e rb e r  w lonk;
My hede vpon fia t h y l le  wat3 layde 
fier as my p e r le  to  grounde s tr a y d .
I  r a x le d ,  and f e l  in  g r e t  a f f r a y ,

(11. 1171-1174)

The v i r t u a l  autonomy o f th e  dream er in  th e  phenomenal w orld  in s u re s  

a g a in s t  over-em phasis o f  th e  comic elem en t w ith in  th e  poem. The repe­

t i t i o n  o f th e  k ey -p h rase  a t  th e  end i s  a sh a rp  rem inder to  th e  re a d e r  

th a t  th e  c o n d itio n  of th e  d re a m e r-n a r ra to r  on th e  e a r th  has n o t changed.
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I t  i s  h i s  s o l i tu d e  and " lu f- lo n g y n g "  which have b ro u g h t about h is  

an gu ish  in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e .  T h is s u f f e r in g  appears  unduly g re a t  

only in  th e  s t r a n g e ,  in v e r te d  w orld  o f th e  dream and th e  d ream er's  

m isconduct ind eco ro u s  only  in  th e  l i g h t  o f d iv in e  and om n isc ien t 

wisdom.
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F o o tn o tes

■̂ •The humor and "u n h e ro ic "  q u a l i ty  o f R ic a rd ia n  P o e try  in  g e n e ra l  i s  
developed a t  le n g th  by John Burrow who sees  such a q u a l i ty  as ch a rac ­
t e r i s t i c  o f th e  p e r io d ;  pp. 97-102. C u r t iu s ,  in  Exkurse IV o f E uro- 
p a isc h e  L i t e r a tu r  und L a te in is c h e s  M i t t e l a l t e r  d e a ls  w ith  "S cherz  und 
E rn s t"  in  m ed ieval w orks, a t r a d i t i o n  d e riv ed  from L a tin  l i t e r a t u r e .  
C u rtiu s  d is t in g u is h e s  c a r e fu l ly  betw een "Kuchenhumor,"  (pp. 431-434) 
and a more f u l ly  in te g ra te d  "H ag iograph ische Komik," (pp. 425-429), 
th e  p o in t  in  d is c u s s io n  of th e  l a t t e r  b e in g  th a t  th e  m edieval sen se  of 
decorum was no t as n ic e  as o u rs!  The exam ples C u rtiu s  g iv e s ,  how ever, 
a re  p r im a r i ly  from p o p u la r l i t e r a t u r e ,  i . e . ,  legends o f th e  s a in t s .
On p . 426: "Die M a rty re rd ich tu n g  des P ru d e n tiu s  v e rd ie n t  nun gerade in  
unserem  Zusammenhang e in e  genauere B e trach tu n g . Denn s i e  b i e t e t  e in  
B e is p ie l  g ro te sk e n  Humors in n e rh a lb  e in e r  s a k ra le n  D ic h tg a t tu n g . . .
Man w undert s ic h ,  b e i  einem so e rn s te n  und von se in e n  S to f f  so e r g r i -  
ffe n e n  D ic h te r  d e r a r t ig e s  zu f in d e n ."

^The House of Fame’s "m atere  f o r  to  w ry te" in  c o n tr a s t  to  th e  P e a r l -  
d ream er’ s co n ce rn s .

^Burrow, p . 112; C. H ie a t t ,  " P e a r l  and th e  Dream V ision  T r a d i t io n ,"  
S tu d ia  N e o p h ilo lo g ic a , XXXVII, (1965), 139-145; Kean, pp. 28-30 .

^See B ro n so n 's  " In  and Out o f D ream s," o r ig in a l ly  p u b lish e d  i n In  
S earch  o f C haucer; r e p r in te d  in  Chaucer and H is C on tem poraries , ed.
H. N ew stead, 1968, pp. 126-142.

^ "L a u g h te r ,"  1956 e d i t i o n ,  p . 65.

6I b id .  5 , p . 63.

^A ll q u o ta tio n s  from C haucer, u n le ss  o th e rw ise  n o te d , a re  from Robin­
s o n 's  2nd e d i t i o n ,  1957.

^Although Constance H ie a t t  p o in ts  ou t th a t  such avoidance and r e p e t i ­
t io n  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f dream s; R ealism  and th e  Dream V is io n  T rad i­
t i o n . 1967, p . 132.

^This i s  developed in  C hapter IV; c f . ,  a l s o ,  B ishop, pp. 27-39 on th e  
fo rm al s t r u c tu r e  and i t s  im p lic a t io n s .

lO john Conley, " P e a r l  and a L ost T r a d i t io n ,"  JEGP, LIV, (1955), 332-347, 
s t r e s s e s  th e  p r o p r ie ty  o f th e  d rea m er's  concern  fo r  th e  "summum bonum."

H-From th e  Gordon e d i t io n ,  1936.
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12D. S. Brew er, "C ourtesy  and th e  Gawain P o e t ,"  o r ig in a l ly  p u b lish e d  
in  P a t te rn s  o f Love and C o u rte sy , ed . J .  L aw lor, 1966, p . 54. Re­
p r in te d  by Newstead, see  n . 4 above, pp. 310-335.

l^E velyn  U n d e rh il l ,  The M ystics o f th e  Church, 1964 e d i t i o n ,  pp . 74-79; 
c f .  a ls o  P. P o u r r a t , C h r is t ia n  S p i r i t u a l i t y , v o l .  I I ,  1923, pp. 114-128.

l^W. 0 . Evans, " 'C o rtay sy e*  in  M iddle E n g lis h ,"  MS_, XXIX, (1 9 7 0 ), 143- 
157. Evans a lso  p o in ts  o u t th a t  Jonah , in  P a t ie n c e , "com plains to  God 
because  he has pardoned N in e v a h ...h e  s a y s , a c c u s in g ly : 'W ei knew I  f>i
c o r ta y s y e , p i  quoynt s o f f r a u n c e ,’ " (p . 153).

•^E vans, p . 145.

•^S tephen  Manning, Wisdom and Number, 1962, p . 142: "some o f th e  med­
ie v a l  p o e ts s s u c c e s s fu l ly  employed w it to  an a ly ze  e i t h e r  th e  s p e a k e r ’s 
em otions o r  h is  in s ig h t  in to  th e  s u b je c t  which he p r e s e n ts ."

•^Burrow , pp . 110-112.

^ B e rg s o n , The Two Sources o f M o ra lity  and R e lig io n , p . 94.

As G eoffrey  of V insauf w arn s, p o e ts  sh o u ld  avo id  mixed d ic t io n  and 
in c o h e re n t s t r u c tu r e :

Da pondera v e rb is  
Aequa s u is  hum eris e t  p ro  re  v e rb a  lo q u a r is .
Cum doceas a r t e s , 3 s i t  sermo dom esticus a r t i :
Q u a e lib e t a rs  gaudet p r o p r i i s .  Sed s i n t  sua v erb a  
L im itib u s  c o n te n ta  s u i s : cum v e n e r is  e x t r a
In  commune forum , p la c e a t  communibus u t i .
In  re  communi communis, in  a p p r o p r ia t is  
S i t  sermo p ro p r iu s .  S ic  rerum  cu ique g e ra tu r  
Mos su u s . In  v e rb is  e s t  i s t e  p r o b a t io r  u su s .

P o e t r ia  Nova, 11. 1085-1093; p r in te d  by E. F a ra l  in  Les A rts  P o e tiq u es  
du X II e t  du X III S ie c le , 1962, pp . 230-231.

2% an n in g , pp . 138-140.

2% an n in g , p . 39.

22The l y r i c a l  tone o f the  opening o f P ie r s  Plowman does n o t re c u r  in  th e  
poem w ith  th e  p o s s ib le  ex c e p tio n  of th e  p assag e  on th e  h o n es t p o o r, in  
th e  C - te x t ,  P assus X I I I ,  88—XIV, 128.

2~*This co rresponds to  th e  a t t i t u d e  tow ards th e  human m isuse of Reason 
w hich one f in d s  in  b o th  p a r t s  o f  th e  " c le n e  R ose."
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2^Homo Ludens, 1955, pp . 158-172, "Play-Form s in  A r t ."  

^ E d i t i o n  of 1950, t r a n s .  John H arvey, p . 68.

^ T h e  Id e a  o f th e  H oly , p . 69.



PART I I  

THE RESOLUTION IN FORM
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CHAPTER IV -  ALLITERATION IN THE SERVICE OF THEOLOGY

There i s ,  acco rd in g  to  Rene W ellek and A u s tin  W arren, "w ith in  a 

g iven  l i n g u i s t i c  system , som ething l i k e  a 'physiognom y' o f w ords, a sound 

symbolism f a r  more p e rv a s iv e  th an  mere onom atopoeia." The r e s u l t s  o f a -  

c o u s t ic  experim en ts  have been s u r p r i s in g ly  d e f in i t i v e  in  th e  m a tte r  of 

sound a s s o c ia t io n s :  "betw een f ro n t  vowels (<a and i )  and th in ,  q u ic k , c le a r

and b r ig h t  o b je c ts  and , a g a in , betw een back vowels (jd and u.) and clum sy, 

slow , d u l l  and dark  o b je c t s ."  Consonants a re  " d iv id e d  in to  dark  ( l a b ia l s  

and v e la r s )  and b r ig h t  (d e n ta ls  and p a l a t a l s ) . Such d iv is io n s  o f sound a re  

"by no means mere m etaphors b u t a s s o c ia t io n s  based  on in d u b i ta b le  s im i l a r i ­

t i e s  betw een sound and c o lo u r  o b se rv ab le  e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f th e  

re s p e c t iv e  system s "o f lan g u ag e ."  Thus, th e  " g e n e ra l  l i n g u i s t i c  problem  o f 

'sound  and m ean ing '"  e x i s t s  as a very  e x p l i c i t  one, a lth o u g h , th e se  two c r i ­

t i c s  add , " th e  s e p a ra te  problem  of i t s  e x p lo i ta t io n  and o rg a n iz a tio n  in  a 

work of l i t e r a t u r e . . .h as  been s tu d ie d  only  in a d e q u a te ly ." ^

In  re fe re n c e  to  P e a r l , one cannot even speak of th e  inadequacy o f t r e a t ­

ment of th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  and i t s  accompanying assonance , in  th e  c r i t i c a l  

l i t e r a t u r e ;  th e re  sim ply i s  no such tre a tm e n t. A lthough s e v e ra l  w r i te r s  h in t  

th a t  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  l i n e  i s  o f some im portance in  th e  work, to  t h i s  day

th e re  i s  n o t a s in g le  e ssay  or c h a p te r  o f a c r i t i c a l  work d e a lin g  w ith  th e
o

e f f e c t s  and usage of t h i s  s p e c ia l  sound p a t te r n in g .  One does n o t know p re ­

c i s e ly  why th e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  as i t  i s ;  perhaps because  th e  b e s t  work on th e  

a l l i t e r a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n  in  Anglo-Saxon and in  m edieval l i t e r a t u r e  d e a ls  a lm ost 

e x c lu s iv e ly  w ith  i t s  h i s t o r i c  r a th e r  th an  i t s  p o e tic  s ig n i f ic a n c e .  The 

P e a r l - p o e t 's  l in e  belongs to  t h a t  body o f work known as  th e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  Re­

v iv a l ;  i t  i s  th u s  a l a t e ,  and , some would have i t ,  d ecaden t use of th e  Anglo-
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Saxon form .^  The P e a r l-p o e t  c e r ta in ly  u ses  h is  l i n e  to  s u i t  h i s  own p u r­

poses and to  f u r th e r  h i s  own ends—w hether such use c o n s t i tu te s  decadence 

o r n o t does n o t seem r e le v a n t  to  w hether th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  i s  used e f f e c t i v e l y .  

C onsequen tly , th e  e x a c t p o s i t io n  of th e  P e a r1 -p o e t 's  c r a f t  in  w hat seems th e  

c h ro n o lo g ic a l d e c l in e  o f th e  t r a d i t i o n  w i l l  n o t be d isc u sse d  in  th e se  p ag es .

N oting  th a t  th e  p o e t does indeed  make use o f a co m p lica ted  and d i f f i c u l t  

s e t  o f co n ven tions does n o t e x p la in  th e  f re s h n e ss  and o r ig i n a l i t y  which appear 

in  th e  l in e s  o f P e a r l ; what one ten d s  to  fo rg e t  i s  t h a t  w ith in  such s t r in g e n t  

r u le s  fo r  p o e s is ,  th e  p o e t s t i l l  has an enormous amount o f l i b e r t y ,  n o t th e  

i n f i n i t y  o f ch o ices  o f a modern p o e t who must th en  evo lve  ru le s  o f h i s  own, 

b u t ,  in  term s of a l l i t e r a t i o n  a lo n e , as many p o s s i b i l i t i e s  as l e t t e r s  o f th e  

a lp h a b e t m u l t ip l ie d  by th e  number o f words b eg in n in g  w ith  each l e t t e r  in  h is  

le x ic o n , and d iv id e d  by th e  number o f a l l i t e r a t i o n s  in  each  l i n e .  I t  i s  a 

s t r i c t  b u t v a r ia b le  form .

Gordon rem arks, in  p a s s in g , th a t  th e  v e rse  form , as i t  appears  in  P e a r l , 

"w ith  l in e s  packed w ith  s ig n i f i c a n t  w ords, and o f te n  h e a v i l iy  a l l i t e r a t e d ,  

g a th e rs  as i t  i s  re p e a te d  over and over a g a in  a g re a t  w eigh t of f e e l in g ." ^

There a re  two p o in ts  w orth  n o tin g  h e re ,  th e  f i r s t  of which i s  th a t  n o t a l l  lin e s  

a re  e q u a lly  a l l i t e r a t i v e ,  and th e  second of which i s  th a t  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  de­

v ic e ,  as w e ll  as th e  s ta n z a - l in k in g  d e v ic e , produces an e f f e c t  cu m u la tiv e ly .

The degree  to  which th e  l in e s  a re  a l l i t e r a t i v e  depends, in  t h i s  poem, upon who 

i s  speak ing  and what i s  b e in g  spoken o f . W hile th e  d e s c r ip t iv e  p a s sa g e s , a t  the 

opening of th e  poem, a re  d en se ly  c o n so n a n ta l, and have a s u i ta b ly  dark  c o lo r ,  ir  

a l a t e r  p o r t io n  o f th e  poem, a l l i t e r a t i o n  i s  used in  th e  M aiden 's speeches as 

w e l l .  T h is tim e , th e  echoing  consonants do n o t d e s c r ib e  b u t em phasize; when 

th e  Maiden i n s i s t s ,  f o r  exam ple, t h a t  she i s  n o t a " 'm akele3  q u e n e , '"  (1 . 781- 

7 8 4 ), she s t r e s s e s  b e in g  " 'm a s k e l le s '"  w ith  y e t  an o th e r  l in e  based  upon m: "And
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p a t may I  wyth mensk m en teene ."  When she speaks o f th e  Day of Judgment and

th e  a b s o lu te  n e c e s s i ty  o f undergo ing  d ea th  in  o rd e r to  ach iev e  e v e r la s t in g

l i f e ,  th e  p o e t p ro v id e s  h e r  w ith  a s e t  o f l in e s  in  which th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  i s

pronounced:

Alpa3 oure c o rse s  in  c lo t t e 3  c ly n g e ,
And 3e remen fo r  raupe w ythouten r e s t e ,

(11. 857-858)

But a l l i t e r a t i o n  can be used fo r  em phasis in  th e  c e n t r a l  and f i n a l  p o r tio n s  

o f th e  poem because  l in e s  w ith  th re e  words b eg in n in g  w ith  th e  same l e t t e r  a re  

th e  e x c e p tio n  r a th e r  than  th e  r u le .  At th e  opening o f th e  poem, l in e s  w ith  

l e s s  th an  th re e  words a l l i t e r a t i n g  a re  r a r e ,  and have an u n usual and tremu­

lo u s  q u a l i ty  by c o n t r a s t :

fia t sp o t o f spyse3 mot nede3 sp re d e , 
fier such ryche3 to  r o t  i s  runne;
Blome3 b lay k e  and blwe and rede  
per  schyne3 f u l  s c h y r  agayn fie sunne.
F lo r  and f r y t e  may n o t be fede 
p e r  h i t  doun d ro f  in  molde3 dunne;
For vch g re s s e  mot grow o f grayne3 dede;
No w hete w ere e l l e 3  to  wone3 wonne.
Of goud vche goude i s  ay bygonne;
So semly a sede mo3t fa y ly  n o t ,  
p a t  spryngande spyce3 vp ne sponne 
Of p a t  p re c io s  p e r le  w ythouten s p o t te .

(11. 25-36)

Such do u b lin g  and t r i p l i n g  o f consonan ts a t  th e  b eg in n in g  of words n a tu r a l ly  

a f f e c t  th e  t h r u s t  of th e  l in e  and th e  k in d s  o f vow els which th e  heavy beg in n in g s 

n e c e s s i t a t e .  In  o rd e r  f o r  th e  l in e s  to  be p ro n o u n ceab le , and in  o rd e r  fo r  th e  

p o e t to  m a in ta in  h is  m e te r, th e  heavy consonants must be b a lan ced  by e q u a lly  

f o r c e f u l  vow els; in  th e  s ta n z a  c i te d  above, th e se  tend  to  be long and p l a in t iv e :  

"nede3 s p re d e ,"  "Blome3 b lay k e  and blwe and r e d e ,"  "Of goud vche goude," "So 

semly a s e d e ."  But more w i l l  be s a id  concern ing  th e  assonance a t  a n o th e r  p o in t .  

What must be n o ted  a t  t h i s  p o in t  i s  th a t  even th e  speeches o f th e  dream er be­

come p ro g re s s iv e ly  l i g h t e r  in  t h e i r  co n sonan ts— a c tu a l ly ,  i t  i s  n o t th e  k ind  o f
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consonant employed in  h is  speeches b u t th e  number o f a l l i t e r a t i o n s  p e r  l i n e

th a t  changes as th e  work ev o lv e s :

An-vnder mone so g re a t  merwayle 
No f le s c h ly  h e r t  ne my3t endeure 
As quen I  b lu sch ed  vpon fia t b a y le  
So f e r ly  fie ro f wat3 fie f a s u re .
I  s to d  as s t y l l e  as dased q u ay le  
For f e r ly  o f fia t f r e l i c h  fy g u re , 
pat  f e ld e  I  nawfier r e s t e  ne t r a u a y le ,
So wat3 I  r a u y s te  wyth glymme p u re .
For I  d a r say  wyth conciens s u r e ,
Hade bodyly  burne ab id en  p a t  bone, 
fia3 a l l e  c le rk e 3  hym hade in  c u re ,
His ly f  w ere l o s t e  an -v n d er mone.

(11 . 1081-1092)

Only two l in e s  above c o n ta in  th re e  f i r s t - l e t t e r  a l l i t e r a t i o n s ;  s y l l a b ic  a l l i ­

t e r a t i o n ,  as in  "For I  d a r say wyth conciens s u r e ,"  b ecause  i t s  e f f e c t  i s  n o t 

one of d e l ib e r a te  a r t i f i c i a l i t y ,  a lth o u g h  i t  v ery  w e ll  may be d e l ib e r a te ,  w i l l  

be c o n s id e re d  as  a d ev ice  o r  r e p e t i t i o n  and v a r i a t io n .^  Both f u l ly  a l l i t e r a t e d  

l i n e s ,  th e n , in  c o n t r a s t  w ith  th o se  o f th e  opening p a ssa g e , a re  l in e s  used  to  

em phasize a n d /o r  c o n t r a s t ;  th e  f i r s t ,  l i n e  1084, has to  do w ith  amazement, th a t  

k in d  of amazement w hich , acco rd in g  to  th e  OED, concerns th a t  which i s  s tr a n g e .

By em ploying th e  d e v ic e , th e  p o e t i s  ab le  to  l in k  th e  " f r e l i c h "  o r "nob le"

f ig u re  w ith  a q u a l i ty  of f e e l in g  n o t u s u a lly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  n o b i l i ty  o r s p i r i t ;

th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  em phasizes th e  somewhat p a ra d o x ic a l n o tio n  which th e  l i n e  con­

t a i n s .  In  th e  second in s ta n c e ,  th e  p o e t has th e  ta s k  of convincing  th e  re a d e r  

of h i s  d rea m er 's  "co n c ien s  s u re " ;  m oreover, what th e  dream er i s  c e r ta in  o f i s  

a  n e g a tiv e  c o n d i t io n a l .  L ine 1090 c re a te s  a  double e f f e c t  and s e rv e s ,  as i t  

w ere , two m a s te rs : i t s  heavy co n so n an ts , p a r t i c u la r l y  th e  Id which occurs fo u r

tim es in  a l l  in  th e  l i n e ,  s u b s ta n t i a t e  th e  d rea m er 's  c e r ta in ty  and c r e a t  th e  

p o s i t iv e  c o n d itio n  which th e  dream er can then  n e g a te . These v a r io u s  uses of

a l l i t e r a t i o n  ty p i fy  th e  s ta n z a s  from S ec tio n  V on, as in  th e  fo llo w in g  from

S e c tio n  V III :
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'C o rta y se  Quen," fienne sayde jja t gaye,
K nelande to  grounde, fo ld e  vp h y r  fa c e ,
'M akele3 Moder and m yryest May,
B lessed  bygynner o f vch a g race! 
fjenne ro se  ho vp and con r e s ta y ,
And speke me tow ards in  fia t sp ace :
'S i r ,  f e l e  h e re  porchase3  and fonge3 p ra y ,
Bot su p p lan to re 3  none w ythinne pys  p la c e ,  
p a t  em perise a l  heuen h a t3 .
And vrfie and h e l l e ,  in  h e r  b a y ly ;
Of e ry ta g e  3 e t non wyl ho chace ,
For ho i s  Quen of c o r ta y sy e .

(11. 433-444)

A tte n tio n  i s  d i r e c te d  to  th e  V irg in : th e  m, as in  M il to n 's  l i n e ,  i s  h ig h ly

e v o c a tiv e  and o f very  s o f t  t im b re , su g g e s tin g  th e  q u a l i t i e s  o f Mary and 

su g g ested  by h e r  name. In  th e  m edieval p e r io d , m a l l i t e r a i t o n  in  th e  head -
Q

l in e s  o f p ra y e rs  to  th e  V irg in  was q u i te  common. While th e  P e a r l -p o e t  does 

n o t dw ell upon i t  a t  t h i s  p o in t ,  by em ploying th e  c o n v e n tio n a l a l l i t e r a t i v e  

l e t t e r  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  Mary, he can devote th e  r e s t  o f h i s  l in e s  in  th e  s ta n z a  

to  d i f f e r e n t  f e e l in g s  and id e a s .  L ine 435 a ls o  s e t s  up a s tro n g  b ase  o f fo u r 

b e a ts  to  th e  l i n e .  The e q u ilib r iu m  which th e  even number p ro v id e s  fu n c tio n s  

w e ll  in  Line 439, " S i r ,  f e l e  h e re  porchase3  and fonge3 p r a y , '"  th e  symmetry 

o f which c re a te s  a sen se  of b a lan ce  co rresp o n d in g  to  th e  le g a l  r e f e r e n t  in  th e  

l i n e 's  id e a t io n a l  c o n te n t.

The m a tte r  o f a l l i t e r a t i o n  in  P e a r l , then  i s  f a r  from b e in g  a s im p le  one. 

N orthrop  Frye rem arks, in  h is  e ssay  on "The Rhythm of R ec u rren ce ,"  t h a t  a 

" f o u r - s t r e s s  l i n e  seems to  be in h e re n t  in  th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f th e  E n g lish  language. 

I t  i s  th e  p r e v a i l in g  rhythm o f th e  e a r l i e r  p o e try ,  though i t  changes i t s  scheme
Q

from a l l i t e r a t i o n  to  rhyme in  M iddle E n g lish . T his rem ark, d e s p ite  th e  c a re ­

le s s n e s s  of th e  g e n e r a l iz a t io n ,  r a i s e s  q u e s tio n s  in  re fe re n c e  to  th e  scheme of

P e a r l , which i s  b o th  a l l i t e r a t i v e  and rhymed. Why, fo r  exam ple, d id  th e  p o e t

a ls o  choose th e  more a rc h a ic  form? I f  a l l i t e r a t i v e  language was th e  b a s ic  ve­

h i c l e  o f h is  c r e a t iv e  th o u g h t, which i t  seems to  have been in  view  of th e  o th e r
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poems a t t r i b u t e d  to  him , what i s  th e  in f lu e n c e  of th e  rhyme scheme upon th e

degree and fu n c tio n  of th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n ?  What i s  th e  s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f th e

s h i f t ,  from th e  h ig h ly  a l l i t e r a t i v e  l in e s  and s ta n z a s  a t  th e  b eg in n in g s  o f 

th e  poem to  th o se  l a t e r  used fo r  em phasis? What does th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  s ig n i ­

fy in  fo rm al term s and in  term s o f rhyme? P u r ity  and P a tie n c e  a re  unrhymed;

S ir  Gawain i s  a l s o ,  f o r  th e  m ost p a r t ,  unrhymed, th e  bob-and-w heel endings of 

each s ta n z a  c re a t in g  s p e c ia l  e f f e c t s  in  c o n tr a s t  to  th e  lo o sen e ss  o f th e  s ta n -  

z a ic  o rg a n iz a t io n . These poems p ro v id e  an id e a l  " c o n tro l-g ro u p "  a g a in s t  which 

to  m easure th e  e f f e c t s  o f rhyme upon the  a l l i t e r a t i v e  l in e  in  P e a r l .

The a l l i t e r a t i o n  i s  more dense in  th e  unrhymed poems, as one m ight e x p e c t, 

and le s s  d is c r im in a tin g ly  employed. In  P a t ie n c e , fo r  exam ple, n o t only th e  

s to rm  a t  s e a  b u t th e  calm of Jo n ah ’s u l t im a te  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f h i s  f a i l u r e  i s  p re ­

s e n te d  in  a s t r i c t l y  a l l i t e r a t i v e  l in e :

Tha3 I  be g u lty  o f g y le ,  as g au le  o f p ro p h e te s , 
fiou a r t  God,- and a l l e  gowde as g ra y th e ly  pyn owen;
Haf now mercy of f>y mon and h is  m ys-dedes,
And p reu e  fie ly 3 t ly  a lo rd  in  londe and in  w a te r ."

(11. 285-288) 10

The pagen s a i l o r s  aboard  th e  v e s s e l ,  as they  pray  to  t h e i r  pagan gods, a re

d e sc rib e d  in  much th e  same way as Jonah i s :

Summe to  V em agru p e r  vouched vowes solem ne,
Summe to  Diana deuout and d e r f  N eptune,
To Mahoun and to  M ergot, fie mone and fie sunne,
And vche led e  as he loued and layde had h is  h e r t .

(11. 165-168)

As a m a tte r  o f f a c t ,  th o se  p assag es  which d e sc r ib e  th e  n a tu re  o f Jo n ah ’s God

a re  somewhat d enser in  t h e i r  a l l i t e r a t i o n :

fia t wy3e I  worchyp, w ysse, fia t w roght a l l  thyng,
A lle  pe w orlde w ith  fie w elkyn, pe wynde and pe s to rm es,
And a l l e  a t  wone3, per  w ith - in n e , a t  a worde one.

(11. 206-208)

One r e c a l l s ,  a t  such l in e s  re m in isc en t o f Anglo-Saxon C h r is t ia n  p o e try ,  th a t  

Jon ah , a l b e i t  a f ig u re  re sp e c te d  by th e  C h r is t ia n  th in k e rs  o f th e  tim e as p re ­
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f ig u r in g  th e  C h r is t ,  was s t i l l  a  p r e -C h r is t ia n  s in n e r .  The echoes and 

r e v e rb e ra t io n s  o f pagan codes and sen tim en ts  l in g e r  on in  th e  o ra l-fo rm u - 

l a i c  u t te ra n c e s  t r a n s m it te d  in  th e  p o e try  i t s e l f .  The o ld  e th ic  which 

ap p ears  in  Layamon's B ru t , f o r  exam ple, c l in g s  to  th e  v ery  p h ra se s . W hile 

th e  P e a r l-p o e t  i s  n ev er g u i l ty  of u s in g  la rg e  chunks o f a l l i t e r a t i v e  p h ra se ­

o lo g y ,-^  th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  in  and of i t s e l f  would c a l l  f o r th  an o ld e r  voca­

b u la ry  than  th a t  tak en  up in  th e  re ad in g  and s tu d y in g  o f French and L a tin  

works in  rhyme. And w h ile  th e  P e a r l-p o e t  cou ld  n o t have had as  much leeway 

in  h i s  r e - i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f th e  Jonah s to ry  as Layamon w ith  A rth u r, an Old 

Testam ent f ig u re  had n o t to  be as ju d ic io u s ly  h and led  as one from th e  New 

Testam ent— to  t h i s ,  even th e  windows of G othic churches t e s t i f y . ^

In  term s of th e  P e a r l  poem, what t h i s  would mean i s  th a t  th e  p o e t i s  

a c tu a l ly  c r e a t in g  a new form in  o rd e r to  do j u s t i c e  to  a C h r is t ia n  theme.

The o th e r  poems a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  p o e t a r e ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  n o t a s  in t im a te ly  

concerned w ith  a s p e c i f i c  C h r is t ia n  l i t u r g y  and s p e c i f i c a l l y  C h r is t ia n  n o tio n s  

concern ing  in n o cen ce , b ap tism , e t c .  V arious forms were a v a i la b le  b u t ,  from 

a l i s t i n g  o f B ib le  p a ra p h ra se s  and t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  and t h e i r  form s, one can 

d is c e rn  a c e r ta in  amount o f co n fu sio n  in  th e  m a tte r  of f o rm a l i s t ic  and con­

t e x tu a l  p r o p r ie ty ;  only th e  "p e ty  lo b "  m a in ta in s  th e  rhyme scheme which one 

f in d s  in  P e a r l , a n d  th a t  i s ,  of c o u rse , d e riv ed  from th e  Old T estam ent.

None o f th e  l i t u r g i c a l  w orks, w r i t t e n  fo r  s p e c i f ic  h o lid a y s  in  th e  c h u rc h 's  

c a le n d a r , s y n th e s iz e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  and i n t r i c a t e  rhyme. B ish o p 's  th eo ry  in  

re g a rd  to  th e  co ro n a -l i k e  s t r u c tu r e  o f th e  poem as  a w hole, w hether i t  can be 

c o n c lu s iv e ly  proved or n o t ,  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  c o r r e c t  in  th a t  i t  assumes th e  model 

o b je t  to  be an in s tru m en t o r v e s s e l  o f  s ig n if ic a n c e  in  th e  C h u rc h .^

Whereas th e re  i s  no p a r t i c u la r  o b je t  upon which th e  rhyme scheme i t s e l f  

i s  m odeled, th e  very  p re sen ce  o f such c o n s tr a in ts  seems to  i n h i b i t  th e  " e p ic -  

h e ro ic "  im pulse which in  tu rn  would i n h i b i t  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  s ty l e .  P u r i t y ,
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in  c o n t r a s t ,  i s  w r i t t e n  in  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  long l i n e  and has a q u a l i ty  which 

M arie H am ilton q u i te  r ig h t ly  c a l l s  " e p ic  s c o p e . A n d ,  a lth o u g h  th e re  i s  

n o th in g  h e r e t i c a l  in  th e  p o e t 's  h o m ilie s  from a New Testam ent t e x t ,  much o f 

th e  poem m ight j u s t  as w e ll  have been w r i t t e n  by a r ig h te o u s  pagan; even th o se  

p o r tio n s  o f th e  t e x t ,  th e n , which a re  indeed  o f C h r is t ia n  s ig n i f ic a n c e  become 

le s s  so as they  a re  ex p ressed  in  th a t  o ld e r  m eter in  which one can s t i l l  h e a r ,  

in  R obert G raves' words " th e  slow  p u l l  and push o f th e  o a r ." - ^  One w onders, 

as one re a d s ,  w hether some d e s c r ip t io n s  of th e  ev en ts  could have been w r i t t e n  

in  rhymed s ta n z a s ,  o r w hether th e  d e n s ity  o f a l l i t e r a t i o n  would have ren d ered  

such v e rse s  r id ic u lo u s ly  bom bastic :

S tu m en  trumpen s tr a k e  s te v e n  in  h a l le
(1 . 1402)

fienne ran  pay in  on a re s  on row tes f u l  g re te
(1 . 1782) 17

The a d d i t io n  of rhyme, o r ,  r a th e r ,  th e  p rim ing  of th e  l i n e  fo r  a rhymed en d in g , 

would tend  to  d e s tro y  th e  i n t e g r i t y  o f th e  p h rase  and p la c e  em phasis upon an 

u n a l l i t e r a t e d  word; i f  one c o n s id e rs ,  fo r  exam ple, th e  w onderfu l sen se  o f  imme­

d ia te  a c t io n  communicated by l i n e  1209:

Hard h a t te s  pay h en t and on h o rs  lep es  

th e  un iqueness and com pletedness o f th e  a c tio n  p re se n te d  th e r e in  would fo rb id  

th e  tam ing of th e  l in e  by a rhyme. Oakden c r i t i c i z e s  th e  " d i r e c t  m o ra liz in g  

and g re a t  s t r e s s . . . l a i d  upon th e  s e v e r i ty  and ju s tn e s s  o f God, th e  p o e t d i s -
1  O

p la y in g  th e  same h a rsh n e ss  of s p i r i t . "  That i s  p r e c is e ly  th e  p o in t ;  P u r i ty  

does have a  s e v e re r  q u a l i ty  which n o t even th e  p a ra b le  of th e  p e a r l  (1 .1113 e t .  

s e q .)  can a m e lio ra te . There has been some d is c u s s io n  o f th e  q u a t r a in s ,  which 

one should  r e f e r  to  as m o ck -q u atra in s s in c e  th ey  a re  n o t e s ta b l is h e d  th rough  

rhyme o r s y l la b le - c o u n t  o r p a t te r n in g  b u t sim ply a t  in t e r v a l s  o f fo u r l in e s ;  

one can only s p e c u la te  about th e  purpose of such d iv i s io n s ,  w hich , acco rd in g
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to  G o llan cz , crop up in  S t.  Erkenwald and The Sege o f J e ru sa le m , and w hich , 

th a t  e d i to r  d e c la r e s ,  " re n d e rs  a poem a l to g e th e r  more v iv id ,  and l i g h t e r  in  

s t r u c tu r e ." " ^  Perhaps so , b u t i t  does n o t seem to  a l t e r  th e  in n e r  s t r u c tu r e  

of th e  l i n e ,  n o r , a lth o u g h  an in n o v a tio n  o f th e  R ev iv a l, to  i n h i b i t  th e  de­

g ree  of a l l i t e r a t i o n .

The r e l i g i o s i t y  o f P u r i ty  i s ,  l i k e  th a t  of J u d i th , f o r  exam ple, or l i k e  

th a t  of G enesis A, a  r e l i g i o s i t y  which tak es  p la c e  and has meaning in  th e  

w o rld , r a th e r  th an  in  heaven o r  w ith in  th e  human s o u l .  The l y r i c  mode, th a t

w hich , in  P e a r l , i s  a v ery  p o w erfu l p u l l  tow ards th e  i n t e r n a l  a sp e c t o f th e

s i t u a t i o n ,  and th e  s u b je c t iv e  n a tu re  o f th e  r e l ig io u s  e x p e r ie n c e , a tte m p ts  to  

a r r e s t  th e  movement of tim e and h o ld  i t  c a p tiv e  in  form . In  P e a r l , a t t e n t io n  

i s  d i r e c te d  away from e v en ts  ta k in g  p la c e  in  th e  r e a l  w o rld , even when th a t  

w orld  i s  w ith in  th e  sp h e re  o f B ib l ic a l  r e fe re n c e .  H i s to r i c a l  t r u t h ,  th e  t r u th  

proved or d isp ro v ed  by men’s a c t io n s  on t e r r a  f irm a , occup ies  very  l i t t l e  

space in  P e a r l . Even th a t  s e c t io n  of th e  poem which d e a ls  w ith  th e  C ru c if ix io n  

i s  p re se n te d  p r im a r i ly  in  em o tio n a l and p sy c h o lo g ic a l te rm s :

'O f Je ru sa le m  I  in  speche s p e l l e .
I f  pou wyl knaw what kyn he b e ,
My Lombe, my L orde, my d e re  j u e l l e ,
My io y , my b ly s ,  my lemman f r e ,  
fie p r o fe te  Ysaye of hym con m elle  
P i to u s ly  o f hys d eb o n e rte :
" p a t g lo ryous g y l t le 3  p a t  mon con q u e lle  
W ythouten any sake of fe lo n y e ,
As a schep to  pe s l a 3 t  p e r  la d  wat3 h e ;
And, as lombe p a t  c ly p p e r  in  hande nem,
So c lo se d  he hys mouth f ro  vch q u ery ,
Quen Jue3 hym iugged  in  Je ru sa le m ."

(11. 793-804)

The m ira c le s  w hich ta k e  p la c e  in  P u r i ty  need n o t occur in  P e a r l , f o r  m ira c le s  

to o , change th e  shape and sometimes th e  n a tu re  o f m a tte r  and a re  o f  t h i s  w orld .

In  P u r i t y , i n  P a t ie n c e , and in  S ir  Gawain, Oakden w r i te s ,  "we meet w ith  

l in e s  hav ing  e x c e ss iv e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  o f a  p u re ly  o rnam ental type" ex cep t in  th e
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bob-and-w heel e n d in g s . S ince  th e  s e t t i n g s  and p lo t s  o f th o se  works a re  

so d i s s im i la r ,  one seek s  a th re a d  of l ik e n e s s  o th e r  th an  th e  a u th o r 's  r e c t i ­

tu d e . P e a r l  s ta n d s  a p a r t  from th e  o th e r  poems in  i t s  tu rn in g  away from h i s ­

to ry .  In  S ir  Gawain, th e  th r u s t  o f th e  s to ry  i s  n o t d i r e c te d  heavenw ard; th e  

t e s t  o f G aw ain 's v i r t u e ,  th a t  i s ,  i s  h i s  m oral conduct in  t h i s  w o rld . The 

em phasis i s  upon th e  a c t io n :

Wylde waye3 in  fie w orlde Wowen now rydez 
On G ry n g o le t, fie t fie g race  hade g e ten  o f h is  ly u e ;

(11. 2479-2480)

When th e  c h a ra c te r s  a re  n o t a c t iv e ly  engaged, th ey  speak about a c t i v i t y :

fienne watz Gawan f u l  g la d , and gomenly he la3 ed :
'Now I  jionk yow firyuandely  fiur3 a l l e  ofier fiynge,
Now acheued i s  my chaunce, I  s c h a l  a t  your wykle 
D ow elle, and e l l e z  do q u a t 3e dem en.'

(11. 1079-1082)

fie lo rd e  l e t  fo r  lu f  lo te z  so myry,
As wy3 fiat wolde of h is  w y te , ne w yst q u a t he my3t. 
fienne he carped  to  fie k n y 3 t, c r ia n d e  lo u d e ,
'3 e  had demed to  do fie dede fia t I  b id d e ;
Wyl 3e h a ld e  fiis  hes h e re  a t  fiys onez '

(11 . 1086-1090)

How s e c u la r  a poem S ir  Gawain i s  can be seen  in  th e  u se , above, o f th e

verb  "demeM w hich , in  P e a r l , d e s c r ib e s  one of th e  f a c u l t i e s  o f th e  D e ity . The

s e c u la r i ty  o f th e  poem i s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  i t s  c y c l i c a l  theme and th e  un ceasin g

m otion o f th e  c h a ra c te r s  p re se n te d  in  i t .  Whenever th e  a c t io n  s to p s ,  whenever

th e  em phasis i s  p laced  upon b e in g  and n o t d o in g , one f in d s  th e  h ero  in  danger

of lo s in g  h is  sen se  of i n t e g r i t y :

'Nay fo r  sofje, beau s i r , '  sayd fia t sw e te ,
'3 e  s c h a l n o t r i s e  o f your bedde , I  rych  yow b e t t e r ,
I  s c h a l happe yow h e re  fia t ofier h a l f  a l s ,
And syfien karp  wyth my kny3t fia t I  k a3 t haue;
For I  wene w e l, iw y sse , S ir  Wowen 3e a r e ,  
fia t a l l e  fie w orlde w orch ipez q u e re -so  3e r id e ;

(11 . 1222-1227)

What S i r  Gawain i s  m a tte rs  l e s s  than  what he does; a c t io n ,  o r ,  as in  th e  l a d y 's  

sp eech , n e g a tio n  of a c t io n ,  i s  very  w e ll  s u i te d  to  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  long l i n e
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s u i t a b le  form fo r  c y c l ic a l  c o n te n t.  The a l l i t e r a t i v e  long l in e  c a l l s  a t t e n t io n  

to  th e  l i n e  i t s e l f  r a th e r  th an  to  th e  s ta n z a  and would impede th e  t h r u s t ,  th e  

v e r t i c a l ,  as i t  w ere , o f a poem whose i n t e n t  and c o n ten t w ere p ro g re s s iv e  or 

l i n e a r .  T his i s  why th e  ta i l- rh y m e  works so e f f e c t iv e ly  in  S i r  Gawain: th e

form i t s e l f  th re a te n s  to  a r r e s t  th e  a c t io n  and, a t  v a r io u s  i n t e r v a l s ,  th e  

re a d e r  i s  b ro u g h t up s h o r t .  S ince th e  g r e a te r  p a r t  o f th e  v e rse  i s  r e a l l y  o r­

g an ized  n o t in  term s of sound b u t in  term s o f m eaning, in  what A. C. B a r t l e t t

21q u i te  r ig h t ly  i n s i s t s  a re  v e rse  p a rag rap h s and n o t s t r o p h e s ,  renewed em­

p h a s is  a t  v a ry in g  in t e r v a l s  upon th e  t e c h n ic a l i ty  o f th e  ta i l- rh y m e  must have 

a comic e f f e c t .  The a l l i t e r a t i o n  e i t h e r  th in s  o u t o r r e in fo rc e s  th e  p rem ature  

l in e - e n d in g s . G aw ain's f i r s t  en co u n te r w ith  B e r c i la k 's  la d y , f o r  exam ple, 

shou ld  s u r p r i s e  th e  re a d e r  as much as th e  s le e p in g  k n ig h t h im se lf :

'My lo rd e  and h is  led ez  a r  on len § e  f a re n ,
Ofjer b u m ez  in  h e r  bedde, and my burdez a l s ,
{3e dor drawen and d i t  w ith  a d e r f  h asp e ;
And syfien I  haue in  f iis  hous hym f>at a l  ly k e z ,
I  s c h a l w are my whyle w e l, quy l h i t  l a s t e z ,

w ith  t a l e .
3e a r  welcum to  my c o r s ,
Yowre awen won to  w a le ,
Me behouez o f fyne fo rc e  
Your se ru a u n t b e , and s c h a l e . '

(11. 1231-1240)

Whereas in  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  long l i n e ,  o n e 's  a t t e n t io n  i s  drawn to  a s e r i e s  of 

w ords, i . e .  "b u m e z -b e d d e -b u rd e z ,"  " d o r -d ra w e n -d it -d e r f ,"  and th e r e fo re  one can 

a s s im ila te  th e  p o e t 's  a s s o c ia t io n s ,  in  th e  bob-and-w heel th e re  i s  n e i th e r  th e  

tim e n o r th e  space  to  a n t i c ip a te  th e  end-rhym es. Even in  th o se  s ta n z a s  whose 

end ings have been  c a l le d  d ra m a tic , i t  i s  th e  a n t i c ip a t io n  provoked by the  

a l l i t e r a t i v e  p a t te r n  which i s  d ram atic  and th e  u n a n tic ip a te d  f u l l f i l l m e n t  in  

th e  rhymes which i s  a n t i - d r a m a t ic ,  o r com ic. The p o e t employs c o n v e n tio n a l 

term s o f d e s c r ip t io n  a t  c e r ta in  moments in  th e  n a r r a t iv e :
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Bot mon most I  a lg a te  mynn hym to  ben e ,
And fia t fie m y rle s t in  h i s  muckel fia t my3t r id e ;
For of bak and of b r e s t  a l  w ere h is  b o d i s tu r n e ,
Both h is  wombe and h i s  w ast w ere w o r th ily  sm ale,
And a l l e  h is  f e tu r e s  fo !3 a n d e , in  forme p a t  he h ad e , 

f u l  c le n e ; (11. 141-146)

These c o n v en tio n a l term s a re  d i s t r i b u t e d  r a th e r  even ly  in  th e  l in e s  above.

The p o e t ,  i t  seem s, i s  s e t t i n g  up a s i t u a t i o n  o f c h iv a l r ic  c r e d i b i l i t y ,

fo r  what fo llo w s u p se ts  a l l  e x p e c ta t io n s ,  b o th  th rough  i t s  co n te n t and

th rough  th e  sound v a lu e s  and a s s o c ia t io n s  o f  i t s  p h ra s in g . As B o rro ff  n o te s ,

" In  Gawain th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  f e a tu re s  of s ty l e  do n o t s e rv e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p u r-  

22poses :

For wonder o f h is  hwe men b ad e ,
S e t in  h i s  sem blaunt sen e ;
He fe rd e  as f re k e  were fa d e ,
And o u e ra l e n k e r-g re n e .

(11. 147-150)

I f  expanded a l l i t e r a t i v e  l in e s  su g g es t o f  connote e x a l t a t i o n ,  as passag es  

in  Anglo-Saxon poems such as J u d ith  o r G enesis B seem to  s u g g e s t, th en  th e  

a l l i t e r a t i v e  l i n e  when i t  i s  c o l la p s e d , as in  th e  v e rse  above, shou ld  have 

th e  o p p o s ite  e f f e c t ,  th a t  o f d e f la t io n .  And, s in c e  th e  rhyme speeds up th e  

l in e s  in  any c a s e , th e  e f f e c t  o f so much a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  th e  con­

s o n a n ta l  v a r i e ty ,  i s  l i k e  th a t  o f a  b e a r  dancing— th e  conven tions them selves 

appear d r o l l  in  view of th e  p e rfo rm er.

Comic e f f e c t s  o f so b road  a n a tu re  would be o u t o f  p la c e  in  P e a r l . While 

th e re  i s  humor in  th e  poem, i t  i s  a humor subdued by th e  m e tap h y sica l concerns 

o f th e  p o e t.  A nother p o s s ib le  use o f th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  s h o r t  l in e  i s  in  p a ssa ­

ges o r poems o f w it  where th e  ju x ta p o s i t io n s  a re  c a lc u la te d  fo r  i r o n ic  e f f e c t s  

as in  "Wen fie tu r u f  i s  p i  tu u r ,"  c i te d  by Rosemary Woolf as  a poem which has 

" i t s  a n c e s try  in  th e  l i t e r a r y  no-man’s lan d  of th e  tw e lf th  c e n tu ry , when th e  

m etre  used was s t i l l  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  l in e  w ith  i t s  le n g th  and l e i s u r e ,  b u t 

when th e  s ty l e  a lre a d y  showed th e  i r o n ic  edge and c o l lo q u ia l  d i r e c tn e s s  th a t
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23a re  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of th e  d ea th  l y r i c s  o f  th e  M iddle Ages":

Wen pe tu ru f  i s  p i  tu u r ,  
and p i  pu t i s  p i  h o u r, 
p i  w el and p i  w ite  p ro te  
s su le n  wormes to  n o te .
Wat h e l p i t  pe penne 
a l  pe w o rild e  wnne?

C e r ta in ly ,  no poem cou ld  be f a r t h e r  in  s p i r i t  from th e  P e a r l - p o e t ’ s work; 

th e  in t e n t  o f th e  s u c c in c t  c o u p le ts  i s  to  a g g rav a te  th e  re a d e r  in to  m oral 

aw areness; th e  sound a s s o c ia t io n s  a re  meant to  j a r :  " w e 1 - w i t e - w o r m e s I t  

i s  very  seldom  th a t  one f in d s  i r o n ic  s ta te m e n t in  P e a r l  o r ,  f o r  th a t  m a tte r ,  

in  th e  o th e r  poems; th e re  i s  iro n y  in  th e  l a r g e r  s e n se , b u t i t  i s  an iro n y  of 

s i t u a t io n  r a th e r  th an  of s ta te m e n t.

Turning back to  th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  in  P e a r l  i t s e l f ,  one o bserves t h a t ,  as 

in  th e  long l in e s  o f S i r  Gawain, th e  words a s s o c ia te d  through  t h e i r  i n i t i a l  

l e t t e r s  a re  n o t a s s o c ia te d  in  o rd e r  to  shock b u t to  ap p ea l to  common sen se  

a n d /o r  t r a d i t i o n a l  accep tan ce ; m oreover, one f in d s  th a t  th e  s tr o n g e r  th e  a l ­

l i t e r a t i o n  w ith in  th e  l i n e ,  th e  more muted th e  end-rhyme becomes:

The dubbement dere  o f doun and d a le 3 ,
Of wod and w a te r and wlonk p lay n e3 ,
Bylde in  my b ly s ,  ab a ted  my b a le 3 ,
Ford idden  my s t r e s s e ,  dy sty ed  my payne3.
Doun a f t e r  a  s trem  p a t dry31y h a le 3 ,
I  bowed in  b ly s ,  b r e d fu l  my b rayne3 ;
pe f y r r e  I  fo l3 e d  pose f lo ty  v a le 3 ,
pe more s tren g h p e  of io y e  myn h e r te  s tra y n e 3 .
As fo r tu n e  f a re s  p e r  as ho fray n e3 ,
Wheper so la c e  ho sende oper e l l e 3  s o re ,  
pe wy3 to  sham h e r  wykle ho wayne3 
H ytte3  to  haue ay more and more.

(11. 121-132)

Even a t  th e  b eg in n in g  of th e  poem when th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  i s  s t i l l  dense and 

th e  co n ten t by no means e x p re ss in g  e q u il ib r iu m , th e  p o e t can s t i l l  m a in ta in  

a k ind  o f e s th e t i c  cohesion  a lth o u g h  h is  sp eak e r i s  d is t r a u g h t .  In  th e  p a ssa ­

ge above, f o r  exam ple, one f in d s  th e  fo llo w in g  words lin k e d  by t h e i r  i n i t i a l  

l e t t e r s :  "d u b b em en t-d e re -d o u n -d a le3 ,"  "w od-w ater-w lonk," " b y ld e -b ly s -b a le 3 ,"
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" f y r r e - f o l 3 e d - f l o t y ,"  " s tre n g h f je -s tra y n e 3 ,"  " fo r tu n e - f a r e s - f r a y n e 3 ,"  " s o la c e -  

s e n d e -s o re ."  Not only  do th e se  words demand a t t e n t io n  by d in t  o f t h e i r  i n i ­

t i a l  consonants b u t a ls o  because  th e  re p e a te d  l e t t e r  in  a l l i t e r a t i v e  v e rse
n  /

ten d s  to  f a l l  in to  o r c r e a te  th e  s t r e s s - p o s i t i o n .  What i s  m ost i n t e r e s t i n g  

h e re  i s  th a t  once th e  m etap h o ric  im p lic a t io n s  o f  "dubbement" have been  accep­

te d ,  one f in d s  th a t  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  words a re  in  l in e  w ith  o b je c t iv e  r e a l i t y ;  

"wod" and "w ater"  would tend  to  be "w lonk ," and one does n o t wonder th a t  th e  

dream er " fo l3 e d "  what was " f l o t y . "  The l in k in g  o f th e  more a b s t r a c t  w ords, 

in s te a d  o f b e in g  com m onsensical, i s  q u i te  lo g ic a l  in  th a t  th e  co ncep ts  so p re ­

sen te d  a r e  a n t i t h e t i c a l  as in  " s o la c e -s o re "  o r " s tre n g h f> e -s tra y n e3 ,"  th e  l a t t e r  

p a i r  p lac ed  a t  o p p o s ite  ends o f th e  l i n e  in  which they  ap p ear. As th e  dream er 

i s  in  a s t a t e  o f extrem e em otion , and y e t  n o t  o u t of h is  sen se s  co m p le te ly , 

th e  very  words o f th e  poem r e f l e c t  th a t  c o n d it io n . These w ord -cho ices do n o t 

appear to  be d ic ta te d  by conven tion  f o r ,  in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e ,  as B a r t l e t t  p u ts  

i t ,  " i t  i s  absurd  to  suppose t h a t  a genuine Anglo-Saxon p o e t was hampered by 

a l l i t e r a t i o n  o th e rw ise  th an  as  a modern E n g lish  w r i te r  i s  hampered by a s c a r ­

c i t y  o f good rhymes in  E n g l i s h . . .o r  by th e  e x ig e n c ie s  of im abic p e n ta m e n te r ." ^  

Secondly , th e  P e a r l -p o e t  was a b le  to  do o th e rw ise , t h a t  i s ,  was a b le  to  empha­

s iz e  d i f f e r e n t  v a lu e s  th rough  th e  d ev ice  o f a l l i t e r a t i o n  a t  d i f f e r e n t  moments 

in  th e  poem.

To r e tu r n  to  a p o in t  made e a r l i e r ,  th e  th in n in g  ou t of th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  

in  th e  g r e a te r  p a r t  o f th e  poem, p e rm its  th e  p o e t to  employ th e  d ev ice  fo r  

e f f e c t s  o f s tr a n g e n e s s ,  s u i t a b le  in  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f th e  n a tu re  o f  God and Hea­

ven . The most a s to u n d in g  exam ples appear in  S e c tio n s  XVI and X V III, b o th  of 

w hich , a lth o u g h  in  d i f f e r e n t  v o ic e s ,  in s te a d  o f m odifying o r a tte m p tin g  to  

con cea l th e  a r t i f i c i a l i t y  o f th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  p u rp o se fu lly  c a l l  a t t e n t io n  to  

th e  use  o f th e  words them selves as w ords. In  S e c tio n  XVI, i t  i s  th e  Maiden
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who p la y s  upon words in  a b s o lu te  th e o lo g ic a l  e a rn e s tn e s s :

'T h a t mote fo u  mene3 in  Judy lo n d e , ' 
f a t  sp e cy a l spyce fe n  to  me spakk ,
' f a t  i s  f e  c y te  f a t  f e  Lombe con fonde 
To s o f f e r  inne  so r  fo r  mane3 sak e , 
f e  o ld e  Je ru sa lem  to  v n d ers to n d e ;
For f e r  f e  o ld e  g u l te  wat3 don to  s la k e .
Bot f e  nwe, f a t  ly 3 t  o f Gode3 sonde, 
f e  a p o s te l  in  Apocalyppce in  theme con ta k e , 
f e  Lompe f e r  w ythouten s p o tte 3  b lak e  
Hat3 fe ry e d  fy d e r  hys fa y re  f l o t e ;
And as hys f lo k  i s  w ythouten f la k e ,
So i s  hys mote w ythouten m o o te .'

(11. 937-948)

The dream er, in  S ec tio n  X V III, d u rin g  h is  v is io n  of th e  " to r "  o f God, con­

t in u e s  w ith  one o f th e  s tra n d s  one f in d s  in  th e  M aiden 's speech and proceeds 

to  e la b o ra te  upon i t  in  a s t i l l  more d a r in g  fa sh io n :

Of sunne ne mone had fa y  no nede; 
f e  s e l f  God wat3 h e r  lo m b e -ly 3 t, 
f e  Lombe h e r  l a n ty m e ,  w ythouten d red e ; 
fu r3  hym b ly sn ed  f e  bor3  a l  b ry 3 t.  
fu r3  wo3e and won my lokyng 3ede,
For s o ty le  c l e r  n o 3 t l e t t e  no ly 3 t .  
f e  hy3e tro n e  f e r  mo3t 3e hede 
Wyth a l l e  f e  apparaylm ente vm bepy3te,
As John f e  a p p o s te l  in  term e3 ty 3 te ;  
f e  hy3e Gode3 s e l f  h i t  s e t  vpone.

(11. 1045-1054)

Not on ly  does th e  P e a r l-p o e t  b eg in  to  e x t r i c a t e  th e  d ev ice  o f a l l i t e r a t i o n  

from i t s  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  th e  p o e try  o f a c t io n  and pagan b e l i e f ,  b u t has t r a n s ­

formed i t  in to  a v e h ic le  s u i t a b le  fo r  th e  conveyance o f C h r is t ia n  dogma. In  

th e se  v e rse s  one f in d s  th e  more lo g ic a l  word a s s o c ia t io n s ,  as in  L ine 938, 

" sp e c y a l-sp y c e -sp a k k ,"  o r L ine 940, " s o f f e r - s o r - s a k e ,"  o r L ine 946, " fe ry e d -  

f a y r e - f lo t e , "  th e se  b e in g  a l l i t e r a t i o n s  a c ro ss  th e  l i n e —h o r iz o n ta l  a l l i t e r a ­

t io n s ,  as  i t  w ere. But th e  e la b o ra te  punning on i n i t i a l  sounds c a l l s  f o r  a 

sequence of a l l i t e r a t i o n  w ith in  th e  th o u g h t sequence , th a t  i s ,  n o t only  fo r  

th e  d u ra tio n  o f th e  l in e  b u t o p e ra tiv e  th ro u g h o u t s e v e ra l  l i n e s :

1. 937 mote mene3 londe
1. 938 sp e cy a l spyce spakk
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1. 939 Lombe
1. 940 mane3
1. 941 
1. 942
1. 943 ly 3 t
1 . 944
1 . 945 Lompe s p o tte 3
1. 946 
1. 947 
1 . 948

In  th e  s ta n z a  from S e c tio n  X V III, much th e  same phenomenon occurs o r i s  

c re a te d  by th e  p o e t:

1 . 1045 sunne
1 . 1046 s s e l f  lo m b e-ly 3 t
1. 1047 Lombe la n ty m e  
1 . 1048
1 . 1049 lokyng
1. 1050 s o ty le  l e t t e  ly 3 t
1. 1051 tro n e
1. 1052
1. 1053 terme3 ty 3 te
1 . 1054 s e l f

The a s s o c ia t io n s  and r e v e rb e ra t io n s  o f words lin k e d  in  t h i s  way a re  much 

le s s  com m onsensical b u t appear to  be o f m etaphoric  s ig n i f ic a n c e  w ith  

re fe re n c e  to  church l i t u r g y ,  i . e . ,  as  in  " s u n n e - s e l f - s o ty l e - s e l f ,"  o r 

" lo m b e-ly 31 - la n ty m e - lo k y n g - le t t e . . . I y 3 t . " Examples from S e c tio n  XVI a re  

"mote-mene3-mane3" and "londe-L om be-ly3t-Lom pe." Now, th e  q u e s tio n  which 

a r i s e s  i s ,  o f c o u rse , w hether o r  n o t ,  g iven  a  p a r t i c u la r  to p ic  and a  l e x i ­

con more or le s s  c irc u m sc rib e d , such l in k in g  of term s and concep ts  th rough  

t h e i r  i n i t i a l  l e t t e r s  i s  n o t a m a tte r  o f n u m erica l p r o b a b i l i ty .  W hile th e  

only way o f a s c e r ta in in g  such in fo rm a tio n  would in v o lv e  a c o m p u te r-a n a ly s is , 

s ta n z a s  tak en  from d i f f e r e n t  s e c t io n s  o f th e  poem, on th e  fo llo w in g  p ag e , 

o f f e r  some ev idence  a lth o u g h  n o t o f th e  e le c t r o n ic  v a r i e t y . ^6 M oreover, 

g iven  a resp o n se  o f in c r e d u l i ty  on th e  p a r t  o f a re a d e r  th a t  a p o e t would 

be a b le  to  dom inate h is  m a te r ia l  to  such an e x te n t ,  one can only  respond 

w ith  th e  a s s e r t io n  th a t  very  l i t t l e  i s  beyond th a t  p o e t who can te rm in a te  a
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poem co n cern in g  th e  144,000 in n o c en ts  on l in e  1212. One must c o n s id e r ,  

a l s o ,  th a t  a c r o s t i c s  may very  w e ll  have been f a m il ia r  to  th e  P e a r l-p o e t  

as th a t  je u  d 'a r t  i s  employed in  th e  Psalm s.

There i s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  to o , th a t  a dense h o r iz o n ta l  a l l i t e r a t i o n  

would fo rb id  th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f th e  same sound in  d i f f e r e n t  l in e s  on p u re ly  

te c h n ic a l  grounds; th a t  i s ,  r e p e t i t i o n  to  such a degree  would ten d  to  numb 

th e  e a r ,  as i t  w ere , and n eg a te  a l l  e f f e c t s  o f em phasis o r  c o n t r a s t .  In  th e  

v e rse s  where a d is c e r n ib le  ch a in  of sound i s  n o t o b se rv ab le  th ro u g h o u t th e  

s ta n z a ,  th e  d iv e rg e n t a l l i t e r a t i o n s  a c ro ss  in d iv id u a l  l in e s  a re  c le a r ly  

s e p a ra te d :

Fro sp o t my sp y ry t p e r  sp rang  in  sp ace ;
My body on b a lk e  p e r  bod in  sweuen.
My g o s te  i s  gon in  Gode3 g race  
In  au en tu re  p e r  m eruayle3 meuen.
I  ne w yste  in  p is  w orlde quere  p a t  h i t  w ace,
Bot I  knew me k e s te  p e r  k ly fe 3  c leu en ;
Towarde a f o r e s te  I  b e re  pe fa c e ,
Where rych  rokke3 wer to  dyscreuen . 
pe ly 3 t  o f hem my3t no mon le u e n , 
pe glemande g lo ry  p a t  of hem g le n t :
For wem  n eu er webbe3 p a t  wy3e3 weuen 
Of h a l f  so  d e re  adubbement

(11. 61-72)

One s e e s ,  f o r  exam ple, in  th e  s ta n z a  above, th a t  th e  h a rd  in  l in e  63 i s  

n o t re p e a te d  u n t i l  l i n e  70; th a t  th e  two l in e s  a l l i t e r a t i n g  on w a re  se p a ra ­

te d  by f iv e  l i n e s ;  th a t  words b eg in n in g  w ith  th e  l e t t e r  k a re  p re s e n t  only

in  l i n e  66. The c lo s e r  to  th e  poem 's open ing , when th e  sp eak er i s  most

"e a r th -b o u n d ,"  th e  h e a v ie r  th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  a c ro ss  th e  l i n e ,  and th e  few er 

th e  l in k in g s  down th e  s ta n z a :

p a t  sp o t o f  spyse3 mot nede3 sp re d e ,
p e r  such ryche3 to  r o t  i s  runne;
Blome3 b lay k e  and blwe and red e  
p e r  schyne3 f u l  sch y r agayn pe sunne.
F lo r  and f r y t e  may n o t be fede 
p e r  h i t  doun d ro f  in  molde3 dunne;
For vch g re s se  mot grow of grayne3 dede;
No w hete were e l l e 3  to  wone3 wonne.
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Of goud vche goude i s  ay bygonne;
So semly a sede mo3t fa y ly  n o t .
fia t spryngande spyce3 vp ne sponne
Of fia t p re c io s  p e r le  w ythouten s p o t te .

(11. 25-36)

The th re e  l in e s  te rm in a tin g  th e  s ta n z a  seem to  p re s e n t  a  problem  b e fo re  one 

r e a l i z e s  th a t  th e  p o e t i s  t r e a t in g  th e  "sp" c l u s t e r ,  l i k e  th e  "sch "  c lu s te r  

in  l in e  28, as a s e p a ra te  and d i s t i n c t  u n i t  o f  sound (Oakden, p . 164-165).

One n o te s  how c a r e fu l  th e  p o e t i s  in  h a n d lin g  s i m i l a r i t i e s  and c o n tr a s ts  in  

h is  v e r s e ,  as t h i s  a l t e r n a t io n  of heavy consonan t and l i g h t  shows:

For vch g re sse  mot grow o f grayne3 dede;
No w hete w ere e l l e 3  to  wone3 wonne.
Of goud vche goude i s  ay bygonne;

(11. 31-33)

By i t s  v ery  n a tu r e ,  rhyme draws a t t e n t io n  to  l in e -e n d in g s ; a lth o u g h  most 

o f t h i s  d is c u s s io n  has been concerned w ith  co n so n a n ta l re c u r re n c e , much o f 

th e  s tr e n g th  and s u g g e s t iv i ty  o f th e  rhyme scheme in  P e a r l  depends a ls o  on 

th e  p o e t’ s use o f ,  and s e n s i t i v i t y  t o ,  th e  power o f th e  vow el, o r asso n an ce . 

The h o r iz o n ta l  em phasis o f a l l i t e r a t i o n  w ith in  th e  l in e  i s  b a lan ced  by 1) 

a l l i t e r a t i o n  down th e  s ta n z a ,  and 2) th e  v e r t i c a l  p u l l  o f  th e  rhyming vow els. 

S ince  only  th re e  vowels occu r in  each s ta n z a , g iven  t h i s  p a r t i c u la r  scheme and 

th e  p o e t 's  p e r f e c t  adherence to  i t ,  much depends on th e  s u i t a b le  n a tu re  o f 

th o se  vowels in  re fe re n c e  to  th e  m a n ife s t c o n te n t o f th e  s ta n z a .  J u s t  as th e  

h e a v ie r  consonan ts re c u r  more f re q u e n tly  in  th e  speeches o f th e  d ream -n arra - 

t o r ,  whose c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  consonant seems to  be 1j , th e  low er and more p la in ­

t i v e  vowels mark lin e -e n d in g s  o f th e  s ta n z a s  in  w hich he mourns, p le a d e , begs 

o r c a jo le s .  S e c tio n  V II , in  which b o th  c h a ra c te r s  sp eak , p re s e n ts  s e v e ra l  

examples o f th e  m odulation  o f vow els in  th e  s ta n z a s  o f th e  Maiden and dream er; 

h e r e ,  th e  dream er i s  comparing h is  p a s t  h ap p in ess  in  th e  w orld and h is  p a s t  

sen se  o f harmony w ith  h is  p re s e n t  g r i e f :

'My b ly s s e ,  my b a le ,  3e han ben bope,
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Bot much fie bygger 3 e t wat3 my mon;
Fro fiou wat3 wroken f ro  vch a wofie,
I  w yste n eu er quere  my p e r le  wat3 gon.
Now I  h i t  s e ,  now lefie3 my lo p e .
And, quen we d e p a r te d , we w em  a t  on,
God fo rbede we be now wrofie,
We meten so se ld e n  by s to k  ofier s to n .
fia3 c o r ta y s ly  3e ca rp  con,
I  am b o t mol and manere3 mysse.
Bot C ry stes  mersy and Mary and Jo n ,
p is e  a m  pe grounde o f a l l e  my b l i s s e .

(11. 372-384)

The dream er h a s , of c o u rse , been w e ll  ch idden  by th e  Maiden fo r  h i s  com­

p la in in g  and such r ig h te o u s  c h a s tisem en t has le d  to  h is  c u r io u s ly  moving 

u n d ers ta tem en t in  th e  s ta n z a  above; th e  use o f th e  heavy ô  a t  th e  end of 

a l l  l in e s  w ith  th e  ex c ep tio n  of 382 and 384 len d s  a s l i g h t l y  d e s p a ir in g  

q u a l i ty  to  th e  w hole, and even r e le a s e s  th e  in h e re n t  s u g g e s t iv i ty  o f a 

c l i c h e ,  "by s to k  oper s to n ."  I f  one re a rra n g e s  c e r ta in  words in  l in e s

381 and 383, th e  d if f e r e n c e  such lin e -e n d in g s  make i s  e a s i ly  d is c e r n ib le :

pa3 3e con carp  c o r ta y s ly ,
I  am b o t  mol and manere3 mysse.
Bot C ry s tes  mersy and Jon and Mary, 
p is e  a rn  pe grounde o f a l l e  my b l i s s e .

The dream er co n tin u es  to  argue  h is  cause w ith  a reduced number o f s y l la b le s

p e r  l in e  and an i d e n t i c a l  consonant in  th e  f i r s t  two rhymes o f th e  s ta n z a :

'I n  b ly s s e  I  se  pe b ly p e ly  b le n t ,
And I  a  man a l  momyf m ate;
3e tak e  peron  f u l  l y t t e l  t e n te ,  
pa3 I  h e n te  o f te  harme3 h a te .
Bot now I  am h e re  in  your p r e s e n te ,
I  wolde b y sech , w ythouten d e b a te ,
3e wolde me say in  so b re  a se n te  
What l y f  3e le d e  e r ly  and l a t e .

(11 . 385-392)

What th e  e f f e c t  o f such doub ling  was when h eard  o r re a d  by a  fo u r te e n th  

c en tu ry  aud ience i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  d is c o v e r ;  a c e r ta in  fondness f o r  anaphora 

shows i t s e l f  and an ad m ira tio n  fo r  r e p e t i t io u s  d ev ic e s— as l a t e  as Chaucer,

i d e n t i c a l  rhymes were ev idence o f te c h n ic a l  v i r t u o s i t y .  W hether o r n o t th e
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d u p lic a t io n  and r e p e t i t i o n  of one of th e  rhyme consonan ts in  th e  manner

o f th e  v e rse  above i s  b road  enough to  c o n s t i tu te  a f e a t  o f r h e t o r i c ,  i t

causes an a c c e n tu a l s h i f t  in  th e  d i r e c t io n  of th e  l in e -e n d in g  and thus

c a r r i e s  th e  c o n s is te n t ly  en d -sto p p ed  sy n ta x  in to  th e  n ex t l i n e .

The lin e -e n d in g s  o f th e  M aiden 's speeches a re  in  g e n e ra l much more

i n t e g r a l  to  th e  f a b r ic  o f h e r  d is c o u rs e ;  as in  t h i s  exam ple, th e  p o e t has

a l lo te d  h e r  a good sh a re  of b road  vowels and n o t as  many p u re ly  co n so n an ta l

e n d in g s . F u rth erm o re , and as  in d ic a te d  b e fo re ,  h e r  words tend  to  r e v e rb e ra te

n o t on ly  th rough th e  l i n e  b u t down th e  s ta n z a  and th e  rhyme w ords, to o , a re

s tro n g e r  in  t h e i r  a s s o c ia t io n s :

'A b ly s f u l  ly f  fiou says I  le d e ; 
fiou wolde3 knaw fie ro f pe s ta g e , 
fiow w ost w el when fiy p e r le  con schede 
I  wat3 f u l  3ong and te n d e r  of ag e ;
Bot my Lorde fie Lombe fiur3 hys godhede,
He toke m yself to  hys m aryage,
Corounde me quene in  b ly s s e  to  b red e  
In  len g h e -o f daye3 fia t eu e r  s c h a l wage;
And sesed  in  a l l e  hys h e ry tag e  
Hys l e f  i s .  I  am h o ly  h y sse :
Hys p re s e ,  hys p ry s ,  and hys parage 
I s  r o te  and grounde o f a l l e  my b l y s s e . '

(11. 409-420)

The k in d  of e q u il ib r iu m  which i s  e s ta b l is h e d  i s  th e  end p ro d u c t n o t only  of

th e  th o u g h ts  co n ta in ed  in  th e  l in e s  b u t o f th e  s u b t le  b a la n c in g  of l in e -e n d ­

in g s  and t h e i r  a n te c e d e n ts  in  th e  l i n e :

fiou wolde3 knaw fie ro f fie s ta g e ,
fiow w ost w el when py  p e r le  con schede 
I  w at3 f u l  3onge and te n d e r  o f age ;

Corounde me quene in  b ly s s e  to  b red e

H^s l e f  i s .  I  am h o ly  h ^ sse :

E s p e c ia lly  p ro b le m a tic  in  term s of th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  l i n e ,  one would im ag ine,

fo r  a  p o e t who d id  n o t w ish  to  tra n sfo rm  a b i b l i c a l  t e x t  and exemplus in to  a

neo-A nglo-Saxon poem, would be j u s t  th o se  p o r tio n s  o f th e  M aiden 's n a r r a t iv e
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w hich touch  upon s i t u a t io n s  and id e a ls  n o t e x c lu s iv e ly  C h r is t ia n  in  o r ig in .

At s e v e ra l  p o in ts  in  a s ta n z a  from S e c tio n  X I, f o r  exam ple, one f e e l s  th a t

th e  words o f th e  Maiden th r e a te n  th e  c a r e f u l ly  m ain ta in ed  d ic t io n  and b a lan ce

27of th e  poem by t h e i r  r o o ts  in  an o ld e r  and f i e r c e r  t r a d i t i o n :

'In o 3 e  i s  knawen p a t  mankyn g re te  
F y rs te  wat3 w ro3t to  b ly s s e  p a r f y t ;
Pure forme fa d e r  h i t  con f o r f e te  
pur3 an ap p le  p a t  he vpon con b y te .
A1 wer we dampned fo r  p a t  mete 
To dy3e in  d o e l o u t o f d e ly t  
And sypen wende to  h e l l e  h e te ,  
p e r in n e  to  won w ythoute re s p y t .
Bot peron  com a b o te  a s ty t .
Ryche b lo d  ran  on rode so roghe 
And wynne w a te r pen a t  p a t  p ly t :  
pe g race  of God wex g r e t  innoghe.

(11. 637-649)

The preponderance of words F rench and L a tin  in  o r ig in  a t  th e  poem’s very  cen­

t e r ,  l in e s  601-612, n e u t r a l iz e s  th e  ground, as i t  w ere , somewhat:

'O f more and l a s s e  in  Gode3 r y c h e , ' 
p a t  g e n ty l  s a y d e , ' ly s  no jo p a rd e ,
For p e r  i s  vch mon payed in ly c h e ,
Wheper l y t t e l  oper much be hys rew arde;
For ne g e n ty l Cheuentayn i s  no chyche,
Q uep er-so -eu er he d e le  nesch  oper h a rd e :
He lau e3  hys g y f te 3  as  w a te r o f dyche 
Oper go te3  o f g o lf  p a t  n eu er ch a rd e .
Hys frau n ch y se  i s  la rg e  p a t  eu e r dard  
To Hym p a t  mat3 in  synne resco g h e ;
No b ly s s e  b e t3  f ro  hem re p a rd e ,
For pe g race  o f God i s  g r e t  inoghe.

(11. 601-612)

That e ig h t  ou t o f tw elve l in e s  a t  such a ju n c tu re  a re  w r i t t e n  w ith  minimum 

a l l i t e r a t i o n  in d ic a te s  th a t  th e  p o e t has found o th e r  d ev ices  more s u i t a b l e ;  

th e  s k i l f u l  employment o f v a r ie d  a n t i th e s e s ,  "more and l a s s e ,"  " l y t t e l  oper 

much," "nesch  oper h a rd e ,"  and th e  c o n ce p tu a lly  s ig n i f i c a n t  rhymes, " ry c h e -  

in ly c h e ,"  " jo p a rd e -re w a rd e ,"  " re sco g h e-in o g h e"  re p la c e  th e  o ld e r  form as 

c o n n ec tiv e  t i s s u e  w ith in  th e  s ta n z a . The a n t i t h e t i c a l  and su sp en se-p ro v o k in g  

im pulse which th e  p o e t very  c a r e f u l ly  c u l t iv a te s  h e re — and i t  i s  w e ll  he does
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fo r  th e  poem must s u s ta in  i t s  own p lo t  f o r  a n o th e r  s ix  hundred l i n e s — fin d s

i t s  momentary r e s o lu t io n  in  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  p h ra se s  which have th e  f i n a l i t y

of th e  re so lv in g  chord in  a p ie c e  of m usic: "For fie g e n ty l Cheuentayn i s

no chyche ,"  and "For fie g race  of God i s  g r e t  inoghe" sound d e f in i t e  w h ile

b e in g  s ta te m e n ts  o f ambiguous m eaning.

One of th e  reaso n s th a t  th e  p o e t can end th e  poem as he does w ith o u t

easy s o lu t io n s  and w ith o u t r i s k  o f th e  a n t i - c l im a c t ic  o r to o -a b ru p t ending

which marks o th e r  dream v is io n s  in  h is  h an d lin g  o f th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  l i n e  and

h is  use o f i t s  in h e re n t q u a l i t i e s .  The d rea m e r's  awakening and h is  p h y s ic a l

r e a c t io n  to  th e  w orld  o f r e a l i t y  ta k e s  an e la b o r a te ly  a l l i t e r a t i v e  form:

H it payed hym n o t fia t I  so f lo n c  
Ouer m eruelous m ere3, so mad a ray d e .
Of ra a s  pa3 I  w ere ra sch  and ronk.
3 e t ra p e ly  p e r in n e  I  wat3 re s ta y e d .
F o r, ry 3 t as I  sp a rre d  vn to  pe bone, 
fia t b ra th p e  ou t o f my drem me b ray d e . 
pen wakned I  in  p a t  e rb e r  w lonk;

(11. 1165-1171)

J u s t  as i t  i s  h i s  p h y s ic a l  n a tu re  which p re v e n ts  th e  dream er from a c c e p tin g  

th e  unbodied o r disem bodied c o n d itio n  o f th e  dream s t a t e ,  i t  i s  th a t  p a r t i ­

c u la r  moment o f ru sh in g  s e n s a t io n ,  in a p p ro p r ia te  s e n s a t io n ,  one m ight add, 

which i s  p re se n te d  in  th e  m ost h e a v ily  a l l i t e r a t e d  l i n e s :  "Ouer m eruelous

m ere3, so mad a r a y d e ./  Of ra a s  pa3 I  w ere ra sc h  and ro n k ."  These s e n s a t io n s  

a r e ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  what has made th e  d ream er's  "mane3 mynde to  maddyng m alte"  

(1 . 1154); h i s  l a s t  a c t io n s ,  w hich p ro p e l him o u t o f th e  dream s t a t e ,  have 

a ls o  been ex p ressed  in  a s w ir l  o f co n so n a n ts :

And to  s t a r t  in  pe s trem  sch u ld e  non me s t e r e ,
To swymme pe rem naunt, pa3 I  p e r  sw a lte .

(11. 1159-1160)

When I  schu lde  s t a r t  in  pe s trem  a s tr a y e ,
(1 . 1162)

A ll t h i s  u n d i f f e r e n t ia te d  movement comes to  a  h a l t  a t  l i n e  1174; th e  dream er
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f in d s  h im se lf  in  th e  same sp o t th a t  he had occupied  b e fo re  th e  v is io n  be­

gan:

I  r a x le d , and f e l  in  g r e t  a f f r a y ,
And, sykyng, to  m yself I  sayd ,
'Now a l  be to  p a t  Prynce3 p a y e . '

(11. 1174-1176)

From t h i s  p o in t  u n t i l  th e  l a s t  l i n e  in  th e  poem, th e  degree  and k ind  o f

a l l i t e r a t i o n  resem bles th a t  o f  th e  M aiden 's sp eech es; th e  d ream er, t h a t  i s ,

has reach ed  a k in d  o f l i n g u i s t i c  p eace . In  th e  s ta n z a  fo llo w in g  th a t  in

which he " r a x le d ,"  th e re  i s  an abundance o f open £  sounds:

Me payed f u l  i l l e  to  be ou tflem e 
So soden ly  of fia t fa y re  re g io u s ,
Fro a lle f io  sy 3 te3  so quyke and queme.

(11. 1177-1179)

The rhyme endings o f th e se  l in e s  a re  much s o f t e r  th an  th o se  th a t  appear in  

th e  l a s t  s ta n z a  which p re s e n ts  th e  dream er in  h is  ty p ic a l ly  a g i ta te d  s t a t e ;  

w h ile  l in e s  1165-1176 end , fo r  th e  most p a r t ,  w ith  heavy or sh a rp  co n so n an ts , 

i . e . , " flo n c -ro n k -b o n c -w lo n k ,"  " a ra y d e - re s ta y e d -b ra y d e - la y d e -s tra y d -s a y d ,"  

beyond l i n e  1176 th e  l in e -e n d in g s  a re  a l l  much s o f t e r ,  i . e . ,  from l in e  1176 

-1183 , "outflem e-quem e-rem e-dem e" and " reg io u s-sw o n e-ren o u n -av y sy o u n ." The 

h e a v ie s t  l in e -e n d in g  in  th e  p e n u ltim a te  s ta n z a  i s  Jt; even l i g h t e r  i s  th e  a l ­

te r n a te  t e ;  and th e  n o f th e  uen in  th e  second rhyme i s  so s o f t  as  to  be alm ost 

in a u d ib le  when spoken. T hat such l in e -e n d in g s  a re  n o t a c c id e n ta l  seems c le a r  

from t h e i r  c o n s is te n t  appearance in  th e  co u rse  o f th e  f i n a l  th re e  s ta n z a s  o f 

th e  poem, th a t  i s ,  o v er a  p o e tic  p e rio d  of t h i r t y - s i x  l i n e s ;  the  f i n a l  s ta n z a  

i t s e l f  v a r ie s  th e  scheme o f th e  p e n u ltim a te  only  in  i t s  c o n s ta n t use o f th e  jte 

form and a  s u b s t i t u t i o n  o f i  o r ^  as th e  te rm in a tin g  vowel in  th o se  l in e s  th a t  

end in  n . The l a t t e r  d e f in e s  th e  l in e -e n d in g  more c le a r ly  and p ro v id e s  a su b tle  

c o n t r a s t  to  th e  con tin u o u s f i n a l  £:

To pay fie P r in c e  ofier s e te  s a 3 te  
H it  i s  f u l  efie to  fie god K ry s tin ;
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For I  h a f  founden hym, hope day and n a 3 te ,
A God, a L orde, a fre n d e  f u l  f y in .
Ouer p is  h y u l p is  l o t e  I  l a 3 t e ,
For pyty  of my p e r le  e n c ly in ,
And sypen to  God I  h i t  b y ta 3 te  
In  K ryste3  d e re  b le ssy n g  and myn, 
p a t  in  pe forme o f b red  and wyn 
pe p r e s te  vus schewe3 vch a daye.
He gef vus to  be h is  homly hyne 
Ande p re c io u s  p e r le 3  vn to  h is  pay .

( 11 . 1201- 1212)

As in  th e  more numinous d i s q u i s i t io n s  o f th e  M aiden, one f in d s  words

lin k e d  by t h e i r  i n i t i a l  l e t t e r  th ro u g h o u t th e  s ta n z a :

1. 1201 pay P rin c e
1 . 1202 f u l
1 . 1203 For founden
1 . 1204 fre n d e  f u l  fy in .
1. 1205
1. 1206 For py ty  p e r le  
1. 1207 
1 . 1208
1. 1209 forme
1 . 1210 p r e s te
1 . 1211
1. 1212 p re c io u s  p e r le 3  pay

M oreover, th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  occurs h e re  in  s e t s  o r  p h ra se s  o f two o r  th re e

w ords; sometimes th e  l in e  i s  b a lan ced  by two such p h ra s e s ,  one a t  e i t h e r  end

of th e  l i n e :

To pay pe P r in c e  oper s e te  s a 3 te

In  t h i s  c a s e , movement down th e  s ta n z a  occurs through  th e  use o f o th e r  p a i r s

in  l in e s  fo llo w in g  upon th e  b a lan ced  l i n e :

1. 1201 To pay pe P r in c e  s e te  s a 3 te
1 . 1203 day and n a 3 te ,
1. 1205 lo t e  I  l a 3 te ,

The same p a t te r n  p r e v a i l s  in  th e  second h a l f  o f th e  s ta n z a :

1 . 1206 py ty  of my p e r le
1 . 1209 b re d  and wyn
1 . 1211 h is  homly hyne

The f i n a l  l i n e  e s ta b l i s h e s  a b a la n c e  on th e  c l a s s i c  a l l i t e r a t i v e  model; even

th e  l e s s  im p o rtan t words have t h e i r  p re c e d e n ts , how ever, in  l in e s  c lo se  enough
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to  th e  l a s t  to  be d is c e rn ib le  b o th  to  e a r  and eye 28

1 . 1210 vus 
1 . 1211 vus 
1 . 1212

vch
h is

vn to  h is

Thus, th e  b a la n ce  e s ta b l is h e d  by th e  l a s t  l i n e  i s  f a r  from a r b i t r a r y — th e  

opening m o tif  i s  n o t re in tro d u c e d  w ith o u t re in fo rce m e n t th roughou t th e  f i n a l  

v e r s e s ,  and , as one would assum e, e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  f i n a l  s ta n z a .

F in a l ly ,  th e  te n s io n  betw een rhymed v e rse  and a l l i t e r a t i v e  v e rse  i s  one 

betw een th e  l i n e  as th e  most im p o rta n t u n i t  in  an in d iv id u a l  p o e tic s  and th e  

s ta n z a  as th a t  u n i t ;  th e  P e a r1 -p o e t employs b o th  d ev ices  w ith  such e x p e r t i s e  

th a t  th e  ex cesses  o f each one a re  cu rbed . Whereas th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  lo n g - l in e  

has a tendency to  ex tend  i t s e l f  and i s  as i r r e g u l a r  in  le n g th  as i t s  number of 

u n s tre s s e d  and n o n - a l l i t e r a t e d  s y l l a b l e s ,  th o se  l in e s  which rhyme governs ex­

tend  v e r t i c a l l y  r a th e r  than  a c ro ss  th e  page. Such te n s io n  seems to  me a 

s t r u c t u r a l  c o r r e la t iv e  o f th e  poem 's th em atic  m a te r ia l ;  th e  em otional ex cesses  

of th e  d ream er, h i s  in d iv id u a l  g r i e f  and p a s s io n , a re  curbed by an ongoing 

p a t te r n  w hich , a t  th e  l a s t ,  re v e a ls  i t s e l f  to  be p a r t  o f a  c i r c l e .
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F o o tn o tes

^"Euphony, Rhythm, and M etre" from  Theory o f L i t e r a t u r e , r e p r in te d  in  
The S tru c tu re  o f V e rse , ed . Harvey G ross, 1966, p . 27.

2
Almost everybody m entions th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n ;  some a ttem p t to  d e s c r ib e  

th e  phenomenon may be seen  in  M enner's in tro d u c t io n  to  P u r i t y , p . l i i i ;
D. E v e re t t ,  Essays on M edieval L i t e r a t u r e , 1955, pp. 73, 93. There a re  
a l lu s io n s  to  P e a r l  in  v a r io u s  t r e a t i s e s  on a l l i t e r a t i o n  and end-rhyme 
in  M iddle E n g lish : G. S a in tsb u ry , A H is to ry  o f E n g lish  P rosody , 1906, v .
I ,  p . 106; J .  B. R eese, " A l l i t e r a t i v e  V erse in  th e  York C y c le ," SP, v . 
x l v i i i ,  pp. 639, 646, 659, 661, 666; and , g iv in g  th e  most h e lp ,  J .  P . Oak- 
den , A l l i t e r a t i v e  P o e try  in  M iddle E n g lis h , 1930, v . I ,  pp . 235, 240, 241; 
v . I I ,  pp . 67-78 . A lso , A. B rin k , S tab und Wort imsGawain, 1920.

3
Oakden, t h a t  i s ;  and K. Sisam , F o u rtee n th  C entury V erse and P ro se  has 

e x c e l le n t  in tro d u c to ry  rem arks, p . x v i i i f f .  A n o ta b le  e x c e p tio n  to  th e  
g e n e ra l n e g le c t  o f s t y l i s t i c  e lem ents i s  M arie B o r r o f f 's  S i r  Gawain and 
th e  Green K n igh t: A S t y l i s t i c  and M e tr ic a l  S tu d y , 1962

4
Oakden, pp. 177-181, examines th e  d if f e r e n c e s  betw een 0 . E. and M. E. 

a l l i t e r a t i v e  r u le s ;  a lth o u g h  he does n o t d e n ig ra te  M. E. a l l i t e r a t i v e  
w orks, he does em phasize th e  le s s e n in g  of c o n s t r a in t s ,  such as th e  fo rm erly  
p r o h ib i te d  a l l i t e r a t i o n  of vow els, in  th e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  R ev iv a l.

■*In h is  e d i t io n  o f P e a r l , p . x l .

As would b e f i t  th e  d ream er's  d e s p a ir in g  s t a t e ;  S ec tio n s  I  and I I  in c lu d e  
an in o rd in a te  number o f £  and j: so unds. For o th e r  examples o f heavy 
a l l i t e r a t i v e  e f f e c t s ,  see  Appendix I .

^In  a c h a p te r  on sca n s io n  in  S t r u c tu r a l  P r in c ip le s  in  Old E n g lish  P o e try , 
N. I s a a c s  rem arks, pp . 169-170: "The a l l i t e r a t i o n  th a t  co u n ts , i s  what
ho ld e  th e  l i n e  t o g e t h e r . . . I t  i s  th e  p a i r  o f a l l i t e r a t i n g  s y l la b le s  around 
w hich th e  r e s t  o f th e  l in e  form s. O ther a l l i t e r a t i o n s ,  when they  o ccu r, 
(and they  sometimes occu r in  p ro fu s io n )  shou ld  n o t be allow ed to  in f lu e n c e  
o r a l t e r  th e  n a tu r a l  and n e c e ssa ry  rhythm ic s t r u c tu r e .  They a re  in c id e n ta l  
o r  a c c id e n ta l . "  Oakden on R ev iv a l s c a n s io n , v . I I ,  pp. 177-180, does n o t 
exempt fo u r te e n th  c en tu ry  l in e s  from th i s  c o n d itio n .

O
See R. H. R obbins, "P opu lar P ra y e rs  in  M iddle E n g lish  V erse ,"  Iff , v . 

x x x v i, p . 3 4 5 ff . A lso , R ichard G reene, E a rly  E n g lish  C a ro ls , 1935, n o s . 
154, 220.

q
From Anatomy of C r i t ic i s m , 1957, r e p r in te d  by G ross, s e e l ,  pp. 168-180, 

e s p e c ia l ly ,  p . 169.

^ A l l  q u o ta tio n s  from P a tie n c e  a re  from th e  e d i t io n  o f B ateso n , 1918.
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A l l i t e r a t i v e  tag s  o c c u rr in g  in  S i r  Gawain, how ever, a re  l i s t e d  by Oakden, 

v . I ,  pp. 190-191; B o r ro f f ,  p . 128, p o in ts  o u t th a t  such mannerisms a re  
l im ite d  by th e  p o e t 's  s ty l e  in  t h i s  work w hich , hav ing  "a  la rg e  adm ix tu re  
o f th e  c i r c u m s ta n t ia l ,  X avo ids overdue use  o f d e s c r ip t iv e  ta g s .

^^Male, p . 172, w r i te s  o f l i b e r t y  tak en  w ith  0T f ig u r e s .

13O ther poems employ th e  same rhyme scheme, (se e  Minor Poems o f th e  Vernon 
M an u sc rip t, ed . K a i l ,  1901, p . 6 7 2 ), th e  "p e ty  lo b "  i s  th e  only  a l l i t e r a ­
t iv e  poem to  do so .

14P e a r l  in  i t s  S e t t in g , pp. 29-30.

^ I n  th e  i n t r o ,  to  h e r  b ib lio g ra p h y  o f P e a r l , P a tie n c e  and P u r i t y : A
Manual o f th e  W ritin g s  in  M iddle E n g lis h , 1970, ed . J .  B. S e v e rs , p. 351.

16In  "H arp, A n v il, Oar" from The Crowning P r iv i l e g e , 1955; r e p r in te d  by 
G ross, pp . 52-71 . Prosody i s  p re se n te d  as  in s e p a ra b le  from t r a d i t i o n .

■^All q u o ta tio n s  a re  from th e  e d i t io n  o f 1920, ed . R. J .  Menner.
18A l l i t e r a t i v e  P o e try , v . I ,  p . 177.

19A l l i t e r a t i v e  P o e try , v . I ,  p . 178.
20A l l i t e r a t i v e  P o e try , v . i ,  p . 192.

^■h?his b e in g  th e  o ld e r  method of g rouping  found in  0E m a n u sc rip ts ; The 
L arg er R h e to r ic a l  P a t te rn s  in  Anglo-Saxon P o e try , 1966, p . 16, c a l l s  th e  
p arag rap h  m arker th e  envelope p a t te r n .

^ B o r r o f f ,  p . 129.

^ T h e  E n g lish  R e lig io u s  L y ric  in  th e  M iddle A ges, 1968, p . 82.
0 /

S t r u c tu r a l  P r in c ip l e s , pp. 168-169: a method of scann ing  by " a l l i t e r a ­
t i o n ,  n a tu r a l  a c c e n t,  r h e to r i c a l  em phasis, and s y n ta c t i c a l  p r i o r i t y  
( in  th a t  o r d e r ) ."  T h is o rd e r  I ,  in  g e n e ra l ,  a ttem p t to  fo llo w .

25L arger R h e to r ic a l  P a t t e r n s , p . 17, n . 3. And in  ME a l l i t e r a t i v e  v e r s e ,  
th e re  w ere a ls o  a c c e p ta b le  b reach es  o f r u le ;  Oakden, v . I ,  pp. 176-181.

*)f\There i s ,  in  f a c t ,  a com puter Concordance to  F ive  M iddle E n g lish  Poems, 
th e se  b e in g  th e  works a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  Gawain- o r P e a r l -p o e t ,  in c lu d in g  
S t .  Erkenw ald. B. K o t t le r  and A. Markman, th e  s c h o la rs  who en g in ee red  th e  
p r o je c t ,  p u b lish e d  in  1966, were n o t ,  how ever, in t e r e s t e d  in  th e  p r o b a b i l i ty  
o f m etaphoric  d i s t r i b u t i o n .  Yet M arie B o rro ff  a ls o  rem arks t h a t ,  in  GGK, 
th e re  i s  "a  pronounced" tendency to  avoid  ju x ta p o s i t io n  of c h ie f  s y l la b le s  
ex cep t where com pensation fo llo w s to  form a 'r e v e r s e  f o o t '"  GGK: A S t y l i s ­
t i c  and M e tr ic a l  A n a ly s is , p . 148.
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^ O ak d en , p.  180: " I t  i s  p ro b ab le  th a t  in  Worcs. th e r e  was c o n s id e ra b le
l i t e r a r y  a c t i v i t y ,  and th e  th i r t e e n th  c en tu ry  may n o t have been so g re a t  
a b la n k  a s  we a re  ap t to  im ag in e ."  He a ls o  p o in ts  o u t th a t  " th e  t r a d i t i o n  
l in g e re d  in  th e  w e s t, as th e  d i a l e c t i c a l  ev id en ce  goes to  show," r e f e r r in g  
to  " th e  developm ent o f 0E rhythm s and use o f a l l i t e r a t i o n "  in  ME a l l i t e r a ­
t iv e  v e rs e .

2®The i n t e r l i n e a r  e f f e c t s  d e sc rib e d  h e re  have been n o ted  as a p r in c ip a l  
elem ent in  v e rse  sc a n s io n  by Oakden, p . 179: " p a r t  of a l a r g e r  te n d e n c y . . .
f o r  th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  to  make i t s  ap p ea l to  th e  eye as w e ll  as th e  e a r ."
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CHAPTER V -  THE TWELVE-LINE STANZA: NUMBER AND RHYME

That a w e ll- th o u g h t-o u t  and p u rp o se fu l n u m erica l scheme i s  c le a r ly  

o p e ra tiv e  in  P e a r l  no one who can count to  tw elve  can deny; th a t  th e  i n t e r ­

p lay  of l in e  number and s ta n z a ic  group demands an e x tra o rd in a ry  d eg ree  of 

v i r t u o s i t y ,  few would be fo o l is h  enough to  d is p u te .  That which rem ains de­

b a ta b le ,  th e n , does n o t touch  upon e i t h e r  th e  te c h n ic a l  d e x te r i ty  w ith  which 

th e  p o e t h an d les  th e se  d ev ice s  o r  th e  sym bolic ro le  o f number in  th e  th eo lo g y  

and p h ilo so p h y  of th e  m ed ieval period;'* ' th e  m ystery  of number in  P e a r l  con­

cern s  th e  manner and th e  purpose in  th e  use  o f such d iv is io n s  as a re  employed 

w ith in  th e  poem 's b o u n d a r ie s , and th e  e s th e t i c  e f f e c t  ach ieved  by th e  p o e t 

th rough  h is  n u m erica l d e v ic e s . I t  appears t h a t  th e  o rd e rin g  o f l in e s  in to  

s ta n z a s  o f tw elve and th e  s ta n z a ic  g roup ings o f f iv e ,  and th e  w o rk in g -o u t o f 

th e s e  two system s in  a  scheme whereby th e  f iv e s  and th e  s ix e s  e v e n tu a lly  mesh

to  form an ob j e t , (a  co rona most p ro b a b ly ) , i s  o f more s ig n i f ic a n c e  e s t h e t i -
2

c a l ly  th an  m e ta p h o r ic a lly . W hile one must be r a th e r  wary o f p a t  a n a lo g ie s  

a c ro ss  th e  l im i t s  o f v a r io u s  a r t  form s, th e  use o f n u m erica l d iv is io n  in  

P e a r l  i s  m u sica l in  th a t  m usic , acco rd in g  to  N orthrop F ry e , and in  r e l a t io n  to  

p o e try ,  " i s  concerned n o t w ith  b eau ty  o f sound b u t w ith  o rg a n iz a tio n  o f sound,
O

and b eau ty  has to  do w ith  th e  form of th e  o r g a n iz a t io n .11 T his a sp e c t o f th e  

o rg a n iz a tio n  o f P e a r l  i s  as y e t  u n d isco v ered  t e r r i t o r y ;  a t  i t s  edges a re  o th e r  

q u e s tio n s ,  beyond th e  scope and purpose o f t h i s  c h a p te r  b u t to  be borne in  

mind; th e  r e la t io n s h ip  o f s u c c e s s fu l  c r e a t io n  and th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  s e t  by th e  

p o e t fo r  h im se lf  c o n tr a s ts  sh a rp ly  w ith  th e  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f m usic and song in  

th e  poem, su g g e s tin g  some m o d if ic a tio n  of th e  c o r r e la t io n  in  B o e th iu s : i t  i s

only  in  th e  dream -segm ent o f th e  poem th a t  th e  "brydde3" "songen wyth a sw ete
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a s e n t ,"  (11. 92 and 9 3 ) . For man, th e  t r a n s p o s i t io n  o f m usica mundana 

in to  m usica in s t r u m e n ta l is  c o n s t i t u t a  in v o lv e s , i t  seem s, more r ig o ro u s  

s t r u g g le ,  perhaps b ecause  harmony in  th e  m icrocosm os, in  man, ( th a t  i s ,  

m usica humana) ^ , f o r  th e  P e a r l - p o e t ,  i s  c e r ta in ly  n o t a c o n s ta n t f a c to r .

Should one a tte m p t to  i n t e r p r e t  th e  v a r io u s  r e fe re n c e s  in  th e  work to  

number, o r ,  r a t h e r ,  to  i n t e r p r e t  th e  poem in  th e  l i g h t  o f  th o se  n u m erica l 

a l lu s io n s ,  one would end , as  Chapman d o es , by fo rc in g  th e  i s s u e .^  On th e  

s im p le s t  l e v e l ,  th e re  a re  re fe re n c e s  to  s e v e ra l  d i f f e r e n t  s e t s ;  u n lik e  th e  

same p o e t 's  use  of th e  number f iv e  in  S i r  Gawain and th e  Green K n ig h t, th e  

number tw e lv e , in  P e a r l , i s  used p r im a r i ly  as a l lu s io n ,  th a t  i s ,  th e  s p e c i­

f i c i t y  of i t s  symbolism goes u n c l a r i f i e d .  In  S i r  Gawain, f iv e  i s  a s s o c ia te d  

w ith  th e  p e n ta n g le , th e  k n o t o f v i r tu e s  in te r tw in e d ;  th e r e ,  th e  v io la t io n  o f 

one v i r tu e  undoes th e  w hole. But w h a t, p r e c i s e ly ,  does tw elve r e p re s e n t  in  

P e a r l? The g r e a te s t  c l u s t e r  o f r e fe re n c e s  to  t h i s  number, in  r e l a t io n  to  

b i b l i c a l  num erology, i s  to  be found in  S e c tio n  XVII, in  th e  p o e t 's  t r a n s p o s i ­

t io n  of th e  v e rse  L a p id a ry , which means th a t  th e  c o n te n t o f t h i s  p assage  w as, 

to  a la rg e  e x te n t ,  p red e te rm in ed . One i s  inform ed th a t  th e  d re a m e r 's  v is io n  

of Je ru sa lem  co rresp o n d s to  th a t  d e sc rib e d  by John:

Wyth g e n ty l  gemme3 an -v n d er py3t 
Wyth b a n te l le 3  tw elue on basyng boun, 
pe  foundem ente3 tw elue of r ic h e  tenoun ;

(11. 991-993)

E v ery th in g  th a t  th e  dream er r e p o r ts  se e in g  i s  "As John deuysed" (1 . 1021):

f iise  tw elue d eg res  wern b rode  and s ta y r e ;  
pe  c y te  s to d  abof f u l  sw are,
As longe as b rode as hy3e f u l  f a y re ;

(11. 1022-1023)

fienne h e ld e  vch sw are o f f>is manayre 
Twelue fo rlo n g e  sp a c e , e r  eu e r h i t  fo n ,
Of h e 3 t ,  o f b re d e , o f lenfie to  c a y re ,
For meten h i t  sy3 pe a p o s te l  John.

(11. 1029-1032)
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T his k in d  o f d e s c r ip t io n  goes on , s p i l l s  o v e r, as i t  w ere , in to  th e  f i r s t  

s ta n z a  o f S e c tio n  X V III; th e  dream er h e re  m a n ife s ts  a l l  th e  en th u siasm  o f 

a t r a v e l e r  in  t h i s  w o rld , and rec o rd s  a l l  d e t a i l s  w ith o u t d w ellin g  upon 

t h e i r  s ig n i f ic a n c e .  The r e g u la r i ty  and e x a c tn e ss  o f th e  s ig h t  i s  th e  im­

p re s s io n  c re a te d  by th e  p o e t in  t h i s  s ta n z a ,  w ith  i n t e n t  to  d em onstra te  

th e  a c tu a l i t y  o f th e  s ig h t :

As John hym w ryte3  3 e t more I  sy3e 
Vch pane o f fia t p la c e  had fire  3 a te 3 ;
So tw elue in  p o u rse n t I  con a ssp y e , 
p p o r ta le 3  pyked of rych  p la te 3 ,
And vch 3 a te  o f a m argyre,
A p a r f y t  p e r le  fia t n eu er f a te 3 .
Vchon in  s c ry p tu re  a name con p ly e  
Of I s r a e l  b a rn e3 , folew ande h e r  d a te 3 . 
fia t i s  to  say , as h e r  byrp -w hate3 : 
pe a id e s t  ay f y r s t  peron  wat3 done.

(11. 1033-1042)

I f  th e  p o e t meant to  im ply co rrespondences h e re  w ith  th e  number o f l in e s  in  

th e  s ta n z a  and w ith  a m y s tic a l  d e c o d if ic a t io n  o f th e  w i l l  o f God, then  such 

im p lic a t io n  i s  ex trem ely  w e ll-g u a rd e d . In  each of th e  c i t a t i o n s  o f th e  num­

b e r  tw e lv e , th e re  i s  no o v e r t co n n ec tio n  made, no r e v e la t io n  o f th e  f i n a l  

s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f th a t  number in  th e  cosm is scheme; a g a in , in  S e c tio n  X V III, 

th e  number crops up , and ag a in  w ith  no s p e c i f i c  co n n ec tio n  made w ith  th e  

d re a m e r 's  p l ig h t :

Aboute p a t  w a te r a rn  t r e s  f u l  schym,
p a t  tw elue  f ry te 3  o f l y f  con b e re  f u l  sone;
Twelue sype3 on 3 er pay b e ren  f u l  frym ,

(11. 1077-1079)

Of c o u rse , m y s t i f ic a t io n  may be i t s  own end and numbers in  and o f them selves 

d id  h o ld  some f a s c in a t io n  as one can see  in  a p ie c e  of work such as G uillaum e 

de M achau t's  th r e e - p a r t  rondeau "Ma f in  e s t  mon commencement" in  w hich th e
g

p r o p e r t ie s  o f th e  number th re e  c r e a te  th e  "m u sico -p o e tic  en igm a." The p o e t 

seems to  be p la y in g  w ith  th e  c o n n o ta tiv e  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  o f number r a th e r  than
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w ith  a b s o lu te  sym bolic e q u iv a le n c e s ; th e  o th e r  num bers, w hich appear a lso  

do n o t f i t  n ic e ly  in to  an id e a t io n a l  p a t te r n :  "Vch pane" of th e  heaven ly

Je ru sa lem  "had fire 3 a te s ,"  (1 . 1034); "Ry3t b y fo re  Gode3 c h a y e re ,"  (1 . 8 8 5 ), 

th e re  a re  "fie fowre b e s te 3  fia t hym o b e s ,"  (1 . 886 ); and , in  case  one makes 

th e  m istak e  o f th in k in g  he has found som ething d e f in i t e  in  t h i s  use o f th re e  

and f o u r ,  even i f  a t  s c a t te r e d  i n t e r v a l s ,  one f in d s  "fie Lombe b y fo re  con 

p roud ly  p a s s e /  Wyth horne3 seuen of red  golde c l e r , "  (11 . 1110-1111), and has 

"seuen  s y n g n e t te 3 . . . s e t t e  in  sem e," (1 . 838).

There i s ,  o f c o u rse , th e  p e r f e c t ly  amazing c o r r e la t io n  o f th e  number o f 

l in e s  in  th e  poem, 1212, and i t s  m u l t ip le ,  a lth o u g h  in  th o u san d s , o f th e  num­

b e r  o f "vyues" of th e  Lamb: "A hondred and f o r ty  fowre powsande f l o t , "  (1 .

786). One i s  co n fro n ted  h e re  by g re a t  tem p ta tio n  to  invoke th e  p a th e t ic  

f a l l a c y ;  one would v e n tu re  to  assume th a t  a p o e t ,  in  th e  w r i t in g  of a poem 

about th e  b e a t i f i c a t i o n  and s a lv a t io n  of in n o cen ts  would be aware from th e  

b eg in n in g  th a t  th e  number 144 was a v a i la b le  fo r  p o e tic  u se . However, f in d in g  

th e  c o r r e la t io n  causes more d isc o m fo r t, f o r ,  once a g a in , even i f  th e  c o r re ­

l a t i o n  e x i s t s ,  and i t  does , what does i t  mean? One p e ru se s  th e  l in e s  in  sea rch  

of a c lu e ;  in s te a d ,  one f in d s  on ly  r e i t e r a t i o n  of th e  number i t s e l f ,  in  accord  

w ith  th e  Church l i t u r g y :

'L e s t  le s  pou le u e  my t a l e  fa ra n d e ,
In  A ppocalyppece i s  w ry ten  in  wro:
" I  s e g h e ,"  says John , "fie Loumbe hym s ta n d e  
On fie mount o f Syon f u l  firyuen and f r o ,
And wyth hym maydenne3 an h u n d refe  fow sande,
And fowre and f o r ty  powsande mo.
On a l l e  h e r  fo rhede3  w ry ten  I  fande 
fie Lombe3 nome, hys Fadere3 a ls o .

(11. 865-872)

In  a very  g e n e ra l way, th e  p o e t may be d em o n stra tin g  th e  u n d e rly in g  harmony 

in  G od's p la n —b u t such a s u g g e s tio n  i s ,  l i k e  th e  s ta te m e n t o f Cusanus th a t  

" e v e ry th in g  i s  e v e ry th in g ,"  f a r  to o  g e n e ra l;  one adm its th a t  i t  i s  t r u e ,  and
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moves on. Yet to  eq u a te  th e  number o f in n o cen ts  and th e  number o f l in e s  

becomes ab su rd ; l in e s  a re  n o t in n o c e n ts ,  and i t  would be presum ptuous in ­

deed to  deny th e  d i f f e r e n c e  o r im ply th e  s im i l a r i t y  betw een w ords, no m a tte r  

how b e a u t i f u l ,  and a human s o u l.  In  c o n t r a s t ,  th e  em ula tion  o f th e  c o ro n a 's  

shape in  what Bishop r e f e r s  to  as th e  "g eo m etric"  s t r u c tu r e  o f th e  poem makes 

more s e n s e \ th e  corona i s  to  th e  l i t u r g y  as th e  shape o f th e  poem to  i t s  

p u rp o se , i t s  m a te r ia l  shaped fo r  s p i r i t u a l  ends.

That which seems f a r  more p r o f i t a b l e  as  an a re a  to  be ex p lo red  i s  th e  

u n i t  o f  tw elve as a low ly m a tte r  o f v e r s i f i c a t i o n .  Each s ta n z a  u t i l i z e s  th e  

same complex rhyme scheme: ababababbcbc; one would l ik e  to  know, q u i te  s im p ly ,

what th e  p o e t g a in s  in  u s in g  such an i n t r i c a t e  form in s te a d  o f ,  fo r  exam ple, 

rhymed c o u p le ts ,  and , a l s o ,  what i s  th e  e s th e t i c  e f f e c t  o f b rea k in g  each 

s ta n z a  a t  th e  tw e lf th  l i n e ,  th a t  i s ,  th e  e f f e c t  of tw elve as a boundary.

The f i r s t  e lem ent in  th a t  complex scheme i s  th e  a l t e r n a t io n  o f rhymes 

fo r  th e  f i r s t  e ig h t  l in e s  of th e  s ta n z a ;  n o t only  does rhyme se rv e  a " m e tr i­

c a l  fu n c tio n  s ig n a l l in g  th e  c o n c lu s io n  of a l in e  o f v e rse  o r as th e  o rg a n iz e r ,  

sometim es th e  s o le  o rg a n iz e r ,  o f s ta n z a ic  p a t t e r n s ,  W ellek n o te s  "rhyme has 

meaning and i t  th u s  deep ly  in v o lv ed  in  th e  whole c h a ra c te r  o f a work of poe-
g

t r y .  Words a re  b ro u g h t to g e th e r  by rhyme, l in k e d  up o r c o n t r a s te d ."  The 

a l t e r n a t in g  end-rhym es of the  f i r s t  e ig h t  l in e s  in  each s ta n z a  a f fo rd  th e  p o e t 

g r e a te r  scope in  a s s o c ia t io n  or l in k in g  of rhyme words th an  th e  c o u p le t form 

would have a f fo rd e d . Gordon has rem arked a tendency tow ards q u a tr a in s  in  

ap p ro x im a te ly  tw o - th ird s  o f th e  s ta n z a s ;  s in c e  he does n o t s p e c ify  what h is  

c r i t e r i a  a re  fo r  such d iv is io n s ,  one can only  assume th a t  they a re  s y n ta c t i c a l  

o r id e a t io n a l  b o u n d a r ie s . But th e s e  su g g ested  q u a tra in s  can a ls o  be ex tended  

as th e  a l t e r n a t in g  rhymes p ro v id e  th e  b a s is  fo r  an o c ta v e ; such an e x te n s io n  

p roves p a r t i c u l a r l y  e f f e c t iv e  in  th e  d eb a te  s e c t io n  o f th e  poem; th e  maiden
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can c i t e  a u th o r i ty  w ith o u t s t i n t ,  and th en  add w hat amounts to  an ex­

p l i c a t i o n  of h e r  t e x t :

* " 'M ore, w eper lo u y ly  i s  me g y f te ,
To do wyth myn q u a t-so  me lyke3?
Oper e l l e 3  pyn y3e to  ly p e r  i s  l y f t e  
For I  am goude and non bysw yke3?'
{j u s  s c h a l  I  "quod K ry s te ,"  h i t  s k y f te :  
p e la s te  s c h a l be f y r s t  fia t s try k e 3 ,
And fie f y r s t  fie l a s t e ,  be he n eu er so sw y ft;
For mony ben c a l le d ,  fia3 fewe be myke3." 
fius po re  men h e r  p a r t  ay pyke3, 
fia3 fiay come l a t e  and l y t t e l  w ore;
And pa3 h e r  sweng wyth l y t t e l  a ts ly k e 3 , 
fie m erci o f God i s  much fie more.

(11 . 565-576)

The e ig h t - l i n e  boundary i s  a ls o  u s e fu l  in  th e  d iv is io n  of d ia lo g u e  which

o th e rw ise  m ight have become q u i te  co n fu s in g  s in c e  th e  c e n t r a l  s e c t io n  o f th e

poem c o n ta in s  so  many d i f f e r e n t  v o ic e s :

' "The d a te  o f fie daye fie lo rd e  con knaw,
C a lle d  to  fie re u e : 'L ed e , pay pe meyny.
Gyf hem pe h y re  p a t  I hem owe,
And f y r r e ,  p a t  non me may re p re n e ,
S et hem a l l e  vpon a rawe 
And gyf vchon in ly c h e  a peny.
Bygyn a t  pe l a s t e  p a t s tan d e3  lowe.
Tyl to  pe f y r s t e  p a t  pou a t t e n y . '

(11 . 541-548)

Som etim es, in  th e  s e c t io n  c o n ta in in g  th e  p a r a b le ,  th e  e ig h t  l i n e  u n i t  i s

broken up in to  two q u a t r a in s ,  b u t  h e re  th e  b reak  i s  caused by th e  exchange

betw een d i f f e r e n t  sp e a k e rs :

1 " 'E r  d a te  o f daye h id e r  a rn  we w onne,'
So wat3 a l  samen h e r  answ ar s o 3 t.
' We h a f  s tan d e n  h e r  syn ro s  pe sunne,
And no mon bydde3 vus do ry 3 t n o 3 t . '
' Gos in to  my vyne, dot3  p a t  3e c o n n e ,'
So sayde pe lo rd e ,  and made h i t  to 3 t .
* What re so n a b e le  h y re  be  n a 3 t be runne 
I  yow pay in  dede and p o 3 te . '

(11. 517-524)

The d iv is io n  in to  fo u r  and fo u r  tak es  p la c e  in  th e  s ta n z a  fo llo w in g , a l s o ,  

b u t t h i s  tim e th e  o rd e r  o f modes i s  n a r r a t iv e - d r a m a t ic - n a r r a t iv e :
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' "At fie d a te  o f day o f euen songe,
On ou re  b y fo re  fie sonne go doun,
He se3 fier y d e l men f u l  s tro n g e  
And sade to  hem wyth so b re  soun ,
'Wy s to n d e  3e y d e l p is e  daye3 lo n g e ? ’ 
pay sayden h e r  h y re  wat3 nawhere boun.
'G ot3  to  my vyne, 3emen 3onge,
And wyrke3 and dot3  p a t  a t  3e m oun.'

(11 . 529-536)

The r e tu rn  to  n a r r a t i v e ,  a f t e r  th e  f o u r - l in e  span o f d ia lo g u e , i s  sh a rp e r

fo r  i t s  symmetry o r co rresp o n d in g  d u ra t io n :

Sone pe w orlde bycom w el b ro u n j 
pe sunne wat3 doun and h i t  wex l a t e .
To ta k e  h e r  h y re  he mad sumoun; 
pe day wat3 a l  apassed  d a te .

(11 . 537-540)

When th e  P earl-m a id en  q u o tes  S c r ip tu r e  th ro u g h o u t S e c tio n s  IX and X,

th e  q u o ta t io n s ,  and th e  d ia lo g u e  w ith in  th e se  q u o ta t io n s ,  b reak  in to  fo u r

or e ig h t  l i n e  u n i t s ,  th e  f o u r - l in e  u n i t  depending upon th e  c o n te n t ,  change

of c h a r a c te r ,  mode, e t c .  f o r  i t s  boundary , and th e  e i g h t - l i n e  u n i t  depending

on th e  rhyme as i t s  c lo s e ;  even when th e  f i r s t  u n i t  i s  e ig h t  l i n e s ,  th e

change of modes can occu r when th e  rhyme scheme ta k e s  a d i f f e r e n t  tu rn ;  as

in  th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a  to  p re se n t a d i r e c t  c i t a t i o n  o f th e  g o sp e l:

'p e r  i s  no d a te  o f hys g o d n e s se , ' 
pen sayde to  me p a t  worpy w y3te,
'F o r  a l  i s  traw pe p a t  he con d re s s e ,
And he may do nopynk b o t r y 3 t .
As Mathew mele3 in  you r messe 
In  s o th f u l  g o sp e l o f God a lm y3 t,
In  sample he can f u l  g ray p e ly  gesse  
And lykne3 h i t  to  heuen ly 3 te .
"My re g n e ,"  he s a y t3 ,  " i s  ly k  on hy3t 
To a lo rd e  p a t  hade a uyne, I  w ate .
Of tyme of 3 ere  pe term e w at3 ty 3 t ,
To la b o r  vyne w at3 d e re  pe d a te .

(11. 493-504)

W hile th e  s ta n z a  above does have a s y n ta c t i c a l  b reak  in  i t s  f o u r th  l i n e ,  o r ,  

more p ro p e r ly ,  a  b reak  o c c u rrin g  between i t s  fo u r th  and f i f t h ,  th e re  i s  h e re  

a very  c le a r  and marked s e p a ra t io n  betw een th e  o c tav e  and th e  l a s t  q u a tr a in ;
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such a s e p a ra t io n  makes p e r f e c t  p o e t ic  sen se  in  th e  l i g h t  o f th e  c o n te x t 

in  t h a t ,  h e r e ,  th e  p o e t must be c e r t a in  th a t  h is  re a d e rs  p e rc e iv e  th e  change 

from dream -speaker and d re am -fig u re  to  New Testam ent c i t a t i o n .  M oreover, 

s in c e  th e  P ea rl-m a id en  i s  p re se n te d  as d iv in e ,  and in  com plete c o n tro l  o f h e r  

f a c u l ty  o f re a so n in g , th e  sm oothness and r e g u la r i ty  o f such d iv is io n s  on th e  

b a s is  o f e ig h t ,  o r  h a l f - e i g h t ,  in  c o n ju n c tio n  w ith  th e  sm oothly a l t e r n a t in g  

rhymes of th e  f i r s t  e ig h t  l in e s  in  each s ta n z a ,  lends to  h e r  n a r r a t io n  and 

polem ic a u n ity  which th e  in tro d u c t io n  o f d i f f e r e n t  and opposing sp eak e rs  

th re a te n s  to  f r a c tu r e .  The re a d e r  o r l i s t e n e r ,  th a t  i s ,  must be a b le  to  d i s ­

t in g u is h  Matthew from th e  owner o f th e  v in e y a rd , and th e  w orkers in  th e  v in e ­

y a rd  from th e  P ea rl-m a id en  h e r s e l f ,  y e t  th e  poem, P e a r l , cannot be allow ed  to  

d i s in t e g r a t e  in to  a p la y le t  on th e  model o f th e  Quern q u a e r i tu s  t ro p e .  By 

m atching  th e  c o n ce p tu a l and s y n ta c t i c a l  b reak s  w ith  th e  f l e x ib l e  rhyme-scheme 

b re a k s , th e  p o e t i s  a b le  to  keep th e  q u o ta tio n s  w ith in  q u o ta tio n s  from breaking 

away a l to g e th e r .  The very  sm oothness o f t h i s  match r e f l e c t s  th e  P ea rl-m aid en  

h e r s e l f ;  when the  dream er a tte m p ts  such c i t a t i o n ,  th e  change in  th e  d i s t r i b u ­

t io n  o f q u o ta tio n s  i s  rem arkab le :

Then more I  meled and sayde a p a r t :
'Me pynk py t a l e  v n reso u n ab le .
Godde3 ry 3 t i s  redy and euerm ore r e r t ,
Oper Holy Wryt i s  b o t a f a b le .
In  S a u te r  i s  sayd a v e rce  o u e r te  
p a t  speke3 a poynt d e term ynab le :
"pou quy te3  vchon as hys d e s s e r te ,  
pou hy3e kyng ay p re te rm y n a b le ."
Now he p a t  s to d  pe long  day s ta b le  
And pou to  payment com hym b y fo re , 
penne pe la s s e  in  w erke to  ta k e  more a b le ,
And eu e r  pe le n g e r  pe l a s s e ,  pe m o re .'

(11. 589-600)

The n a r r a t o r ,  in  what amounts to  a parody in  m in ia tu re  o f th e  m a id en 's  manner 

o f p re s e n tin g  th e  p a r a b le ,  f i r s t  q u o tes  h im s e lf ,  and th en  s p l i t s  h i s  s ta n z a  

down th e  c e n te r  by opening h i s  c i t a t i o n  o f a u th o r i ty  in  th e  sev en th  l i n e .  His
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" v e rc e  o u e r te ,"  th e  d rea m e r 's  te rm , must th en  rhyme w ith  a  word from th e  

s c r i p t u r a l  p assag e  c i t e d ,  " d e s s e r te ,"  and h i s  second p h rase  in  su p p o rt o f h is  

own th e o r ie s ,  a "poynt d e te rm y n a b le " ^  must th en  rhyme w ith  th e  s c r i p t u r a l  

" p re te rm y n a b le ."  The s i t u a t i o n  in  t h i s  v e rse  i s  one of "Who s a id  w hat?" an 

a p t r e f le x io n  of th e  d re am e r 's  somewhat muddled s t a t e  o f mind. I t  i s  n o t 

on ly  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  qu o te  b eg in s  in  l in e  7 o f th e  s ta n z a ,  b u t th a t  th e  

f i r s t  s ix  l in e s  b u i ld  up to  th e  q u o te ; th e  o rd e r  becomes s ix - tw o - fo u r  w hich 

d e s tro y s ,  as i t  sh o u ld , g iven  th e  p o e t ic  s i t u a t i o n ,  th e  b a la n c e  c re a te d  by 

th e  n in e  p rec ed in g  s ta n z a s  o f p a ra b le .

For th e  g r e a te r  p o r t io n  o f th e  poem, how ever, th e  a l t e r n a t in g  rhymes o f 

th e  f i r s t  e ig h t  l in e s  p ro p e l th e  n a r r a t iv e  and f a c i l i t a t e  th e  movement o f th e  

work from one mode to  th e  n ex t and th e  sp eak e r from  one c o n d it io n , i . e . ,  th e  

waking s t a t e ,  in to  th e  n e x t ,  th e  dream, and back.'*''*' The a l t e r n a t io n  o f rhymes 

in  a  poem o f t h i s  le n g th  c re a te s  i t s  own suspense  in  th e  form i t s e l f  f o r ,  un­

l i k e  th e  c o u p le t form , th e  re a d e r  o r l i s t e n e r  i s  fo rce d  to  go on to  th e  n e x t 

l i n e  in  o rd e r  to  s a t i s f y  th e  e a r ;  on th e  o th e r  hand , th e  c o n te n t o r connota­

t io n  of th e  rhyming words need n o t be as c lo s e ly  a s s o c ia te d  o r a n t i t h e t i c a l  as 

in  th e  c o u p le t form , ag a in  f a c i l i t a t i n g  movement in  th e  poem in  g e n e ra l:

'B l y s f u l , '  quod I ,  'may pys be trw e?
D ysples3 n o t i f  I  speke e r ro u r .
A rt pou pe quene o f heuene3 blw e, 
fia t a l  fiys w orlde s c h a l  do honour?
We leu n  on Marye fia t g race  of grew e, 
p a t  b e r  a b arn e  of vyrgyn f lo u r ;  
pe croune f ro  h y r  quo mo3t remwe 
Bot ho h i r  p assed  in  sum fauour?

(11 . 421-428)

Had some o f th e se  rhymes been  in c o rp o ra te d  in  c o u p le ts ,  t h e i r  c lo se n e ss  would

n o t only  impede th e  movement, b u t t r i v i a l i z e  th e  c o n te n t as w e ll :

'B l y s f u l , '  quod I ,  'may pys be trw e?
A rt pou pe quene of heuene3 blw e, 
p a t  a l  pys w orlde s c h a l  do honour?
D ysples3 n o t i f  I  speke e r ro u r .



- 140 -
We leu en  on Marye p a t  g race  o f grewe, 
fie croune f ro  h y r  quo mo3t remwe 
fia t b e r  a b a rn e  of vyrgyn f lo u r ;
Bot ho h i r  p assed  in  sum fauour?

The a l t e r n a t in g  rhyme scheme p e rm its  a g r e a te r  range o f a s s o c ia t io n s ,  th a t

i s ,  p e rm its  a s s o c ia t io n s  o f a l l  th o se  words lin k e d  by th e  same rhyme, " trw e -

blwe-grewe-rem we” and ”e r ro u r -h o n o u r - f lo u r - f a u o u r ." H ere , one i s  n o t fo rced

to  eq u a te  o r c o n t r a s t  a b s t r a c t  and co n c re te  term s s i m p l i s t i c a l l y . M oreover,

even i f  th e  same rhymes were u sed , b u t in  c o u p le t form , one would lo s e  th e

sen se  o f th e  s ta n z a 's  c o n t in u i ty .  John Crowe Ransom, in  p u z z lin g  over rhyme-

lin k a g e  in  a S p en se rian  so n n e t, o bserves th a t  th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f a rhyme in

two s e p a ra te  and d i s t i n c t  q u a tr a in s  fu n c tio n s  "as  a mnemonic d e v ic e ,"  and

12u n i f ie s  th e  q u a tr a in s  a g a in s t  th e  e n d -c o u p le t. The a l t e r n a t io n  in  P e a r l  

h o ld s  th e  e ig h t - l i n e  span to g e th e r  in  th a t  way, and le s s e n s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f 

an even-num bered group d iv id in g  in to  s u b -s ta n z a ic  v e r s e s .

The movement induced  by th e  f i r s t  e ig h t  l in e s  o f th e  s ta n z a  i s  o f  p a r t i ­

c u la r  im portance in  re fe re n c e  to  th e  number o f p assag es  in  which no a c t io n ,  in  

term s o f th e  p l o t ,  o r n a r r a t i v e ,  i s  ta k in g  p la c e .  The most d i f f i c u l t  o f th e s e ,  

from th e  p o in t  o f view o f th e  c ra ftsm a n , would be th e  v e r s i f i c a t i o n ,  w ith in  

th e  framework of a  long poem, of th e  v e rse  la p id a r y .  What th e  n a r r a to r  i s  made 

to  d e s c r ib e  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  w hat h e  can "sy3 wyth s y 3 t ,"  th a t  i s ,  a backdrop fo r  

th e  ta b le a u  o f th e  Lamb su rrounded  by in n o c e n ts ; th e  problem  i s  to  keep th e  

props from im peding th e  e n tra n c e  o f th e  p la y e r s ,  so to  speak . The p o e t fo re ­

s t a l l s  such an im passe by red u c in g  th e  s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f th e  rhym e-words, th u s  

making them as l i g h t  and tr a n s p a re n t  as p o s s ib le :

As John p is e  s to n e3  in  w r i t  con nemme,
I  knew fie name a f t e r  h i s  ta k e :
J a s p e r  hy3 t fie f y r s t  gemme
p a t  I  on pe f y r s t  b a s se  con w ale :
He g le n te  g rene in  pe low est hemme;
S a f fe r  h e ld e  pe secounde s t a l e ;
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pe calsydoyne penne w ythouten wemme 
In  pe pryd ta b le  con p u r ly  p a le ;

(11 . 998-1004)

The s ta n z a  fo llo w in g  a ls o  p re s e n ts  rhymes th e  c o n te n t o f which do n o t a s ­

tound in  t h e i r  a s s o c ia t io n s :  uc r y s o ly t - q u y t- ty 3 t - p ly t"  and "fu n d am en t-en d en t-

g e n t - b le n te ,"  (11. 1009-1016). And th e  s ta n z a  which in tro d u c e s  th e  l i s t i n g  

in c lu d e s  such u n o b tru s iv e  rhymes as " s y 3 t - d y 3 t - b r y 3 t - p y 3 t (11. 9 8 5 -991). In  

th e  f i n a l  s ta n z a  o f t h i s  g roup , th e  two i n i t i a l  rhymes a re  alm ost a l i k e ,  each 

l in e -e n d in g  b le n d in g  in to  th e  n e x t:

As John deuysed 3 e t sa3 I  p a re :
p is e  tw elue d eg res  wem  brode and s ta y r e ;
pe cy te  s to d  abof f u l  sw are ,
As longe as b rode  as hy3e f u l  f a y re ;  
pe s t r e t e 3  of go lde  as g la s s e  a l  b a re ,  
pe w al o f ja s p e r  p a t  g le n t  as g la y re ;  
pe wone3 w ythinne enum ed w are 
Wyth a l l e  kynne3 p e r re  p a t  mo3t re p a y re .

(11. 1021-1028)

W hile one ten d s  to  ag ree  w ith  th o se  who reco g n ize  t h i s  passage  fo r  i t s  im-

1 *3p re s s iv e n e s s  as a p o e t ic  to u r-d e  fo rc e ,  J sim ply  in  term s of th e  a s s im ila t io n  

o f so much g iven  m a te r ia l  to  th e  v e rse  form , one would be lo a th  to  c i t e  i t  

as one of th e  more e x c i t in g  or profound moments. But t h i s  p assag e  fu n c tio n s  

as  a k in d  of im a g is t ic  tu n n e l on th e  o th e r  s id e  o f which i s  th e  v is io n  of th e  

Lamb, and to  a r r e s t  re a d e r  o r l i s t e n e r  a t  t h i s  p o in t  would indeed  slow  down

th e  poem where a l l  i t s  ev en ts  a c c e le r a te  and th e  c l im a c tic  moment i s  n e a r .>
At moments o f em o tio n a l i n t e n s i t y ,  th e  a l t e r n a t in g  rhymes o f th e  o c tave  

can be r e s u s c i t a t e d ,  as i t  w ere , and a re  used fo r  em phasis and su g g e s tio n  in  

th e  co u rse  o f t h e i r  f a i r l y  le n g th y  p o e tic  p e r io d s .  S ec tio n  V II, fo r  exam ple, 

in c lu d e s  a s ta n z a  in  which each word in  th e  f i n a l  p o s i t io n  o f th e  o c tav e  has 

s ig n i f ic a n c e  in  th e  l i g h t  o f what th e  n a r r a to r  i s  r e l a t i n g  a t  th a t  p o in t ;  he 

i s  remembering h is  p a s t  h ap p in ess  and se n se  o f harmony, and r e g r e t t in g  h is  

s e p a ra t io n  from th e  p e a r l :
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'My b ly s s e ,  my b a le ,  3e han ben bope,
Bot much pe bygger 3 e t wat3 my mon;
Fro pou wat3 wroken f ro  vch a  wope,
I  w yste  n eu er quere  my p e r le  wat3 gon.
Now I  h i t  s e ,  now lep e3  my lo p e .
And, quen we d e p a r te d , we wern a t  on;
God fo rb ed e  we be now w rope,
We meten so se ld e n  by s to k  oper s to n .

(11 . 373-380)

T his s ta n z a  has a lre a d y  been quoted in  re fe re n c e  to  th e  r e v i t a l i z i n g  of 

th e  s to c k  p h ra se  in  l i n e  380. The very  heavy vowel a t  th e  lin e -e n d in g s  

u n d e r lin e s  th e  despondency of th e  d ream er, slow s down th e  r a p id ly  flow ing  

rhyme and , in  th e se  w ays, o n e 's  a t t e n t io n  comes to  r e s t  on l a s t  w ords.

Here a re  th e  c o n t r a s t s  betw een u n i ty ,  " a t  o n ,"  and s e p a ra t io n ,  "w at3 gon"; 

th e  a l t e r n a t io n  of th e  d rea m er 's  love f o r ,  and f e a r  f o r ,  th e  P e a r l ,  "wope," 

h is  g r i e f ,  " lo p e ,"  and t h e i r  b e in g  a t  odds, in  a m e tap h y sica l sen se  as  w e ll  

as a  tem peram ental, "w rope." In  e ig h t  l in e s  one moves from  in c lu s iv e n e s s ,  

"b o p e ,"  to  e x c lu s io n , "w ro p e ," ; from th e  l iv in g  c r e a t u r e 's  e x p re ss io n  of 

f e e l in g ,  "mon," to  the  s i l e n t  u n fe e lin g n e ss  o f " s to n ."

The P ea rl-m a id en , to o , has h e r  sh a re  o f speeches in  which th e  movement 

o f th e  f i r s t  e ig h t  l in e s  i s  a r r e s te d ;  e i t h e r  th e  th e o lo g ic a l  p o in ts  made th e r e ­

in  a re  o f p a r t i c u l a r  im portance in  c o n te x t o r  th e  movement of t h a t  s e c t io n  i s ,  

in  g e n e ra l ,  meant to  be slow and l y r i c a l .  An example o f th e  form er i s  th e  

i n i t i a l  s ta n z a  o f S e c tio n  XI, in  which each of th e  f i r s t  p a i r  o f rhymes i s  o f 

sem in al im portance in  th e  poem as a w hole, and in  which each rhyme word modi­

f i e s  o r c l a r i f i e s  th e  meaning of i t s  a l t e r n a t e :

'O f more and l a s s e  in  Gode3 ryche,*  
p a t  g e n ty l say d e , ' l y s  no jo p a rd e ,
For p e r  i s  vch mon payed in ly c h e ,
Wheper l y t t e l  oper much be hys rew arde;
For pe g e n ty l Cheuentayn i s  no chyche,
Q u ep er-so -eu er he d e le  nesch  oper h a rd e :
He laue3  hys g y f te 3  as w ate r o f dyche,
Oper go te3  of g o lf  p a t  n eu er ch ard e .

(11. 601-608)
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God’ s kingdom, " ry c h e ,"  i s ,  in  th e  h ig h e s t  s e n se , " in ly c h e ,"  th a t  which 

i s  s u i t in g  to  o n e 's  s e lfh o o d ; th a t  same d iv in e  decorum, o r j u s t i c e ,  con­

s t i t u t e s  th e  g e n e ro s ity  o f th e  d e i ty ,  h e re  d e f in e d  in  p ro p e r  n e g a tiv e  fa sh ­

io n ,  "no chyche."  And th e  g e n e ro s ity  of God i s  "as  w a te r  o f dyche" in  i t s  

in te rm in a b le  flo w in g , th e  p o in t  b e in g  " th a t  th e  so u rce  i s  in e x h a u s t ib le ." " ^  

H ere, th e  rhyme form a c tu a l ly  b eg in s  to  fu n c tio n  as a m etap h o ric  d e v ic e , th e  

c lo s e  b u t n o t o v e rly  c lo se  p lacem ents o f th e  words w orking th e  words to g e th e r  

in s te a d  of o r  in  a d d i t io n  to  " a s ."  The second s e t  o f  rhyming words a ls o  con­

s t i t u t e  a k in d  of m etaphoric  s ta te m e n t;  th e  "rew arde" i s  th a t  th e re  i s  "no 

jo p a rd e ,"  and, most i n t e r e s t i n g ly  in  view of th e  e x o rb i ta n t  number of d i f f i ­

c u l t i e s  which th e  p o e t has s e t  fo r  h im se lf  w ith in  th e  poem, such w a te r  as 

"n eu e r charde" ta k e s  on th e  q u a l i ty  o f s tre n u o u s  e x e r t io n  from th e  m odifying 

"h ard e" w hich i s  in te rp o s e d  between "rew arde" and "n eu er c h a rd e ."

In  S e c tio n  XIV, th e  m aiden’s lam ent fo r  h e r  "lemman" i s  a most in te n s e  

p assag e  w ith  a d ic t io n  a l l  i t s  own; th e  a l t e r n a t in g  rhymes from l i n e  805 to  

812 p ro v id e  a  d e s c r ip t io n  o f th e  scene in  v iv id  t e r n s ,  a c t iv e  and p a s s iv e ,  th e  

C h r is t  and th e  crowd:

'I n  Je ru sa lem  w at3 my lemman s la y n  
And r e n t  on rode wyth boye3 b o ld e .
Al oure b a le 3  to  b e re  f u l  bayn ,
He to k e  on hym self ou re  care3  c o ld e .
Wyth b o f fe te 3  wat3 hys face  f la y n  
fia t w at3 so  f a y r  on to  byho lde.
For synne he s e t  hym self in  vayn, 
fia t n eu er hade non hym self to  w olde.

(11. 805-812

W hile th e  sy n ta x , as in  much o f th e  poem, i s  q u i te  s t r a ig h t - f o r w a r d ,  and has 

a tw o - lin e  span , th e  rhymes them selves e la b o ra te  upon a  most com plica ted  id e a ,  

th e  paradox  of th e  c r u c i f i e d  god who s u f f e r s  w i l l in g ly .  The p o e t i s  a b le  to  

p re s e n t  th e  p h y s ic a l  a s p e c ts  o f  t h i s  e v e n t:  " s la y n ,"  " f la y n ,"  and " c o ld e ,"

r e f e r  to  th e  a c tu a l  body, th a t  which s u f f e r s  as a man; w hereas th e  l a s t  of
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th e s e ,  " c o ld e ,"  r e l a t e s  s y n ta c t i c a l l y  to  th e  "c a re 3 "  o f th e  crowd, by 

d in t  o f i t s  p o s i t io n  in  th e  l in e  and i t s  a s s o c ia t io n  th rough  rhyme w ith  

" b o ld e ,"  i t  a ls o  su g g e s ts  th e  l i f e l e s s  co rp se  which i s  c e n t r a l  to  th e  mys­

t e r y .  One does n o t lo s e  th e  s p i r i t u a l i t y  of th e  ev en t e i t h e r ,  f o r  " s la y n  

r e l a t e s  c lo s e ly  to  "b ay n ,"  an a t t i t u d e  o r  f e e l in g ,  and " f la y n "  l in k s  b o th  

to  " in  v ay n ,"  which g iv e  th e  v e rse  i t s  p o ig n an t i ro n y . J u s t  as th e  s y n ta c t i ­

c a l  arrangem ent d e s ig n a tin g  th e  crowd o f hum anity th e  s u b je c t  o f th e  tho u g h t 

can y ie ld  a s u g g e s tio n  or image p e r ta in in g  to  th e  C h r is t ,  th e  p ro c e ss  can be 

re v e rs e d : th u s ,  th e  l a s t  l in e  o f th o se  c i t e d  above, w hich , g iven  th e  sen se

of th e  s ta te m e n t, r e f e r s  to  C h r is t  and h is  la c k  of d eb t o r g u i l t ,  em phasizes 

th e  owing; one i s  rem inded th a t  th o se  who "byholde" do indeed  have som ething 

" to  w o ld e ,"  and th a t  n o t only  a re  t h e i r  "ca re3 "  "co ld e"  b u t th ey  them selves 

p a r ta k e  of t h a t  co ld n ess  in  bo th  t h e i r  b eh o ld in g  and t h e i r  owing.

S ince  th e  opening o c tav e  o f each  s ta n z a  w ith  i t s  a l t e r n a t in g  rhyme does 

seem in  and of i t s e l f  a v e rse -fo rm  f le x ib l e  and a d a p ta b le  to  th e  p o e t 's  many 

p u rp o se s , fo r  l y r i c a l  s ta te m e n t, fo r  s e p a ra t io n  of d ia lo g u e , f o r  th e  c l a r i f i ­

c a t io n  and e la b o ra t io n  of dogma, th e  n ex t s te p  of in q u iry  in to  th e  m ystery  o f 

t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  form must be how th o se  e ig h t  l in e s  r e l a t e  to  th e  n ex t fo u r .

Why, fo r  exam ple, sh o u ld  th e  p o e t n o t have co n tin u ed  w ith  a q u a tr a in  o r why 

sh o u ld  he n o t have co n tin u ed  to  a l t e r n a t e  th e  same rhymes fo r  th e  n e x t fo u r  

l in e s  o f each s tan z a ?  Why, in d e ed , does th e  tw e lv e - l in e  s ta n z a ,  r e g a rd le s s  

o f  i t s  numinous s u g g e s t iv i ty , work?

In  th e  f i r s t  p la c e ,  one cannot c a l l  too  much a t t t e n t i o n  to  th e  v a r ie ty  

o f  v o ic e s  w ith in  th e  work; from th e  f i r s t  su g g e s tio n  o f "so  sw ete a sange" 

which th e  dream er h e a rs  in  th e  second s ta n z a ,  and whose o r ig in  i s  am biguous, 

what th e  n a r ra to r -d re a m e r  h e a rs  i s  o f  eq u a l im portance w ith  what he s e e s ,  

and , in  th o se  s e c t io n s  in  w hich th e  maiden in s t r u c t s  him , of g r e a te r  im portance .
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A ll th e se  v o ic e s ,  p lu s  th e  v o ic e  o f th e  n a r r a to r  and th e  d re am -fig u re  him­

s e l f ,  must be d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  i f  they  a re  to  evoke th a t  sen se  o f drama o r 

c o n f l i c t  which marks th e  c o n f ro n ta t io n  betw een th e  human and th e  d iv in e .

The d is t in g u is h in g  f e a tu r e  o f t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  s ta n z a -fo rm , g iven  th e  f l e x i ­

b i l i t y  and le n g th  of th e  f i r s t  o c ta v e , i s  th e  doub ling  o f th e  b̂  rhyme in  

th e  n in th  l i n e ,  and i t s  reap p earan ce  in  th e  e le v e n th  betw een th e  ĉ  rhymes 

o f te n  and tw elv e . Whereas th e  o c ta v e , w ith  i t s  even number o f a l t e r n a t in g  

rhym es, can be used  to  c r e a te  and s u b s ta n t i a t e  s i t u a t i o n s ,  fram es o f m ind, 

and s id e s  o f argum ents, th e  l a s t  fo u r  l i n e s ,  w h ile  b e in g  in  and of them selves 

even and sy m m etrica l, p ro v id e  th e  o p p o rtu n ity  fo r  c o n tr a s t  and v a r ie ty  and 

c r e a te  th e  n e c e ssa ry  s u r p r i s e  and asymmetry in  th e  form. The e a r l i e s t  and 

m ost obvious example o f th e  way in  which th e  form works i s  in  th e  v iv id  

b reak  o c c u rr in g  betw een l i n e  e ig h t  and n in e  of th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a  in  th e  poem; 

h e re ,  one’s a t t e n t io n  i s  c a l le d  to  th e  s h i f t  in  v e rse  form by th e  double 

s t r e s s  on th e  ex c lam atio n  " A lla s ! " :

P e r le ,  p le sa u n te  to  p rynces paye 
To c la n ly  c lo s  in  go lde  so c l e r e ,
Oute o f o ry e n t, I  h a rd y ly  sa y e ,
Ne proued I n eu er h e r  p re c io s  p e re .
So rounde, so reken  in  vche a ra y e ,
So sm al, so sompe h e r  syde3 w ere ,
Q u ere -so -eu e r I  jugged  gemme3 gaye,
I  s e t t e  h y r sen g e ly  in  s y n g le re .
A lla s !  I  l e s t e  h y r  in  on e rb e re ;

(11. 1-9)

The f i r s t  e ig h t  l in e s  a re  concerned w ith ,  and r e c re a te  im a g i s t i c a l l y , th e  

o b je c t  i t s e l f  o r h e r s e l f ;  as th e  n a r r a to r  h e re  i s  l o s t  in  c o n te m p la tio n , in  

memory, o f h is  b e loved  p e a r l ,  th e  e x p e c ta tio n  o f th e  re a d e r  o r l i s t e n e r ,  by 

th e  e ig h th  l i n e ,  i s  o f a c o n t in u a tio n , b o th  o f th e  co n tem p la tiv e  mood, and 

o f th e  a l t e r n a t in g  rhym es. One n o te s ,  to o , th e  sm oothness o f th e  open ing , 

and th e  s e r i e s  of long  vow els: " T o . . .c lo s  in  g o ld e ,"  "So r o u n d e . . . /  So sm al,
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so smofie"; th e re  i s ,  b e s id e s ,  a p reponderance of s ib i l a n t s  conveying th e

id e a  o f th a t  sm oothness. The s ta c c a to  a c c e n ts  o f th e  n in th  l in e  em phasize

th e  n a r r a t o r 's  tu rn  away from th e  o b je c t ,  whose lo s s  he r e c a l l s  sudden ly ,

o r ,  more p ro p e r ly ,  whose r e c a l l  seems sudden as i t  appears  in  th e  l a s t  th i r d

o f th e  s ta n z a  and a f t e r  so many sm oothly flow ing  rhymes. L ines e ig h t  and

n in e  c o n s t i tu t e  a c o u p le t;  by doub ling  th e  rhyme a t  t h i s  p o in t ,  th e  p o e t

p re v e n ts  th e  c o n tr a s t in g  or exclam atory  u n i t  from form ing i t s  own s ta n z a .

I t  i s  ex trem ely  im p o rtan t t h a t  such c o n tr a d ic t io n s  in  th e  n a r r a t iv e  v o ice

do n o t appear u n re la te d .  The doub ling  o f th e  rhyme s e c u re s ,  as i t  w ere , o r ,

q u i te  s im p ly , t i e s  th e  d is p a ra te  th o u g h ts  or re sp o n ses  to g e th e r .  The n in th

l in e  a ls o  c re a te s  movement in  th a t  th e  u n i t  o f e ig h t  cannot s ta n d  by i t s e l f ,

e n t i r e  un to  i t s e l f .  The second s ta n z a  makes use o f th e  n in th  l in e  and th e

doubled la rhyme in  th e  same way, s e t t i n g  a model f o r  i t s  u se  in  most o f th e

n a r r a t o r 's  sp eech es:

O fte  h a f  I  way te d ,  wyschande fia t w e le , 
fia t wont wat3 whyle deuoyde my wrange 
And heuen my happe and a l  my h e le ,  
fia t do t3  b o t  firych my h e r t  firange 
My b r e s t e  in  b a le  b o t b o ln e  and b e le ;
3 e t fio3t me n eu er so sw ete a sange
As s t y l l e  stounde l e t  to  me s t e l e .
For sofie fier f l e t e n  to  me f e l e ,
To fienke h i r  c o lo r  so c la d  in  c l o t .

(11. 13-22)

A gain , th e  id e a t io n a l  c o n te n t o f th e  i n i t i a l  e ig h t  l in e s  i s  one o f contem­

p la t i o n ,  t h i s  tim e of th e  d re a m -n a r ra to r 's  p l i g h t ,  and th e  sounds he has 

h ea rd  in  t h i s  " s p o te " ;  once more, in  l in e  n in e ,  o r ,  r a t h e r ,  a t  th e  commence­

ment o f th e  n in th  l i n e ,  th e  p o e t em phasizes th e  tu rn  in  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  th o u g h t. 

One o b se rv e s , a l s o ,  th a t  in  u p s e t t in g  th e  b a lan ce  ach ieved  by th e  end o f th e  

e ig h th  l i n e ,  th e  p o e t n e c e s s i t a te s  s a t i s f a c t i o n  of th e  im balance in  th e  te n th  

l i n e ;  th e re  a re  tw elve l in e s  to  work w ith , n o t fo u r te e n ; b e s id e s ,  th e  so n n e t

form works b e s t  when a u n i t  to  i t s e l f ,  n o t as one o f th e  u n i t s  in  a lo n g e r
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poem w ith  a  n a r r a t iv e  e lem en t. What th a t  im p lie s  in  term s o f v e r s i f i c a t i o n  

i s  t h a t ,  by th e  l a t t e r  t h i r d  o f th e  s ta n z a ,  one must f e e l  t h a t  some k in d  of 

r e s o lu t io n  i s  in  s ig h t ,  b u t n o t too  much o r too  d e f in i t e  a r e s o lu t io n  s in c e  

th e re  must be movement in to  th e  n e x t v e r s e ;  th e re  w i l l  have to  be enough 

movement, o r  asymm etry, in  f a c t ,  to  o f f s e t  th e  f i n a l i t y  in h e re n t  in  th e  r e ­

f r a i n ,  a t  l e a s t ,  u n t i l  re a d e r  o r l i s t e n e r  i s  c o n d itio n e d  to  th a t  r e f r a i n .

Each doubled rhyme, in  each s ta n z a ,  i s  l i k e  a sm all c lim ax , o r s u r p r i s e ,

p e r f e c t ly  in  keep ing  w ith  th e  n a r r a t o r ’s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a s to n ish m en ts  and 

c o n t r a d ic t io n s .

One f in d s  th e  c o u p le t used fo r  t h i s  purpose in  a poem such as "Adam la y

I-bowndyn" whose sp eak e r i s  a n a iv e  p e rso n a :

Adam la y  I-bowndyn, bowndyn in  a bond,
fowre fowsand w ynter fiowt he n o t to  lo n g ;
And a l  was fo r  an a p p i l ,  an a p p i l  f a t  he to k ,
As c le r k i s  fyndyn w retyn  in  h e re  book.
Ne hadde f e  a p p i l  tak e  b e n , f e  a p p i l  tak en  b en ,
me hadde n ev er our lady  a ben hevene qwen;
B ly ss id  be fie tyme f a t  a p p i l  ta k e  w as, 
f e r - f o r e  we mown syngyn, "deo g ra c ia s  !"■*••>

T his l i t t l e  poem fu n c tio n s  th rough  i t s  c e n t r a l  p arad o x , and th e  c o u p le t form , 

u s u a lly  r a th e r  p r im i t iv e  in  s h o r t  w orks, a llow s th e  sp eak e r to  seem s t a r t l e d

by h is  own r e a l i z a t i o n s ;  y e t  i f  one looks c lo s e ly ,  th e  c o u p le ts  in  them selves

do n o t c r e a te  a n t i th e s e s — th e  a n t i th e s e s  a r e ,  r a th e r ,  embedded in  th e  l i n e s :

"ben/qwen" i s  n o t a n t i t h e t i c a l ,  b u t th e  id e a  o f th e  ap p le  hav ing  been taken

and th e  r e s u l t ,  "o u r la d y . . .hevene qwen" a re  ju x ta p o se d . In  P e a r l , in  th o se  

s ta n z a s  w holly  occup ied  by th e  v o ic e  o f th e  n a r r a to r ,  th e  c o u p le t which e ig h t  

and n in e  form a ls o  s u r p r i s e s  because of i t s  c o n tr a s t in g  c o n te n t and n o t be­

cause  th e  rhyme i s  a n t i t h e t i c a l .  The double rhyme does n o t c re a te  th e  con­

t r a d ic t i o n  o r c la s h ,  b u t u n d e rsco res  i t .  Thus, a t  l i n e  te n ,  one f in d s  th e  

b e g in n in g  o f a r e s o lu t io n  in  m in ia tu re ,  n o t so much a s o lu t io n  of th e  con­

t r a d ic t i o n  in  th o u g h t, as th e  s ta te m e n t in  f u l l  of th e  problem  and th e  be­
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g in n in g  o f an o th e r  move in  a d i f f e r e n t  d i r e c t io n .  A nother c o u p le t would 

be most u n s u i ta b le ,  n o t only  because  i t  would c re a te  a  s ta n z a  of b a s ic a l ly  

e lev e n  l i n e s ,  b u t a ls o  because a second c o u p le t would n o t p e rm it th e  modu­

la te d  c lo s in g  o f th e  s ta n z a .  The l y r i c  c i te d  above has an a b ru p t end ing  

which i s  s u i t a b le  to  th e  c o n te n t ,  th e  s o lu t io n  of th e  poem 's s in g le  problem . 

The n a r r a t iv e  s t r u c tu r e  in  P e a r l  needs th e  t h i r d  rhyme b u t  n o t a l l  a t  once, 

a t  i t  w ere. This w i l l  be d isc u sse d  s h o r t ly  b u t one may observe  h e re  th a t  

th e  doub ling  o f th e  rhyme in  e ig h t  and n in e  fu rn is h e s  th e  p o e t w ith  a th r e e -  

l i n e  p e r io d , an asym m etric p e r io d , which p re c lu d e s  a s e lf - c o n ta in e d  u n i t  in  

view o f th e  o c tav e .

The fu n c tio n  o f th e  double rhyme in  th e  speeches o f th e  Maiden i s  some­

what d i f f e r e n t  and r e f l e c t s  th e  i n t e g r i t y  o f th e  c h a r a c te r 's  co n cern s. As 

e x p la in ed  in  C hapter IV, th e  rhyme words in  th o se  s ta n z a s  devo ted  to  th e  

M aiden 's v o ic e  a re  more im p o rtan t in  c o n te n t ,  and ta k e  th e  p la c e ,  fo rm a lly , 

o f th e  th ic k e r  a l l i t e r a t i o n  in  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  p a ssa g e s . Because th e se  rhymes 

have a sh a rp e r  fo c u s , they  can be used by th e  p o e t to  summarize o r encapsu­

l a t e  th e  argum ents o f th e  M aiden, as in  th e  fo llo w in g  exam ples:

L ine 5 For fia t fiou le s te 3  w at3 b o t  a ro se
fia t flow red  and fa y le d  as  kynde h y t g e f .
Now fiur3 kynde of fie k y s te  f a t  h y t con c lo se  
To a p e r le  o f p ry s  h i t  i s  p u t in  p r e f .
And fo u  h a t3  c a l le d  fy  wyrde a f ie f ,

(11. 269-273)

L ine 1 ' J u e l e r , '  sayde f a t  gemme c le n e ,
'Wy borde 3e men? So madde 3e b e ! 
f r e  worde3 h a t3  fo u  spoken a t  ene :
Vnavysed, fo r  s o fe  w em  a l l e  f r e .
fo u  ne w oste  in  w orlde q u a t on dot3  mene;
fy  worde b y fo re  fy  w y tte  con f i e .
fo u  says fo u  traw e3 me in  f i s  dene,
Bycawse fo u  may wyth y3en me s e ;
A nofer fo u  s a y s , in  fy s  co u n tre  
f y s e l f  s c h a l  won wyth me ry 3 t  h e re ;  
f e  f ry d d e , to  p a sse  fy s  w a te r f r e -  
f a t  may no io y fu l  j u e l e r .

(11. 289-300)



- 149 -

In  th e  f i r s t  example c i t e d  above, th e  s in g le  words them selves embody 

th e  c o n c ep ts ; th e re  i s  what one m ight c a l l  a de layed  a n t i t h e s i s  in  th e  

rhyming o f "g e f"  and " t h e f , "  s in c e  b e in g  a " th e f "  o f co u rse  in v o lv e s  ta k in g  

away, th e  o p p o s ite  o f th e  t r u t h ,  o r o f what i s  "p u t in  p r e f . "  The second 

example a s s o c ia te s  p h ra se s  th rough  i t s  rhymes so t h a t  l in e s  e ig h t  and n in e  

draw o n e 's  a t t e n t io n  to  th e  s ta n z a 's  c e n t r a l  th o u g h t— th a t  " in  pys c o u n tre ,"  

w here, t h a t  i s ,  a b e a t i f i e d  s p i r i t  d w e lls , th e  "madde" dreamer cannot p e r­

c e iv e  th e  t r u th  "wyth y 3 en ,"  The m odulation  to  a co n c lu s io n  co n tin u es  th e  

f o r c e f u l  rhyme a s s o c ia t io n ,  and th e re  i s  no tu rn .  The n a r r a to r ,  by c o n t r a s t ,  

in  th e  same s ta n z a ic  group, p ro v id e s  an example o f a s h i f t  betw een l in e s  

e ig h t  and n in e  w ith  a co rresp o n d in g  lo o sen ess  in  th e  rhyme a s s o c ia t io n s :

L ine 2 'Iw y se , 'quod I , '  my b ly s f u l  b e s te ,
My g r e te  d y s tr e s s e  f>ou a l  todraw e3.
To be excused I  make r e q u e s te ;
I  traw ed my p e r le  don ou t of dawe3.
Now h a f  I  fonde h y t ,  I  s c h a l  ma f e s t e ,
And wony wyth h y t in  sch y r wod-schawe3.
And loue  my Lorde and a l  h is  lawe3 
f>at h a t3  me b ro 3 t pys  b ly s  n e r .
Now were I  a t  yow by3onde f iise  wawe3,
I  w ere a io y f u l  j u e l e r . '

(11. 279-288)

A s so c ia tio n  betw een "wod-schawe3" and th e  "law e3" o f th e  d e i ty  i s  n o t ex­

a c t ly  o rthodox— th e  d re am e r 's  th o u g h t p ro ce ss  i s  indeed  "vnavysed" as  he 

sk ip s  l i g h t l y  from h is  own p le a s u re  a t  th e  s ig h t  o f h i s  beloved  p e a r l  to  

love of God and back to  h is  own hopes and h a p p in e ss . One r e c a l l s ,  to o , th a t  

"w od-schaw e3," o r g ro v es , a re  th e  p la c e  of pagan w orsh ip  in  th e  Old T e s ta ­

ment and su sp e c ts  th a t  th e  p o e t i s  p la y in g  upon th a t  meaning h e re ,  s in c e  

th e se  g roves would have been th e  most un law fu l o f  a l l  p la c e s .  One n o te s ,  

to o , th e  c o n d i t io n a l  n a tu re  o f th e  s ta te m e n t a t  th e  tu rn :  I  w i l l  love God, 

and h is  law s, i f  I  can jo in  my b e lo v ed . Such a c o n d itio n  i s  q u i te  a change 

from h is  seem ingly  u n a d u lte ra te d  p le a s u re  a t  th e  opening of th e  s ta n z a . At
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th e  tu rn  in  th e  s ta n z a ,  th e n , one f in d s  th e  dream er abou t to  b a rg a in  w ith  

th e  M aiden, which c o n tr a d ic ts  h i s  opening d e c la r a t io n  o f r e s p e c t  fo r  h e r :

"A j u e l  to  me fe n  w at3 fy s  g e s t e , /  And iu e le 3  w em  h y r g e n ty l saw e3," (11. 

2 77-278).

Examples o f  th e  s u c c in c tn e s s  o f th e  doubled rhyme in  th e  M aiden 's

speeches abound, and , a t  t im e s , have th e  q u a l i ty  o f ep igram m atic  s ta te m e n t:

fy  c o rse  in  c lo t  mot c a ld e r  keue.
For h i t  wat3 f o rg a r te  a t  Paradys g reu e ;

(11 . 320-321)

Tyt s c h a l hem men f e  e a t3  vnpynne. 
f e r  i s  f e  b ly s s f a t  con n o t b lynne

(11. 728-729)

Among vus comme3 n o u fe r  s t r o t  ne s t r y f ;
Bot vchon en le  we wolde w ere f y f —

(11. 848-849)

Of on d e th e  f u l  oure hope i s  d r e s t .
f e  Lombe vus g lad e3 , oure c a re  i s  k e s t ;

( 11. 860-861)

T h is  epigram m atic q u a l i ty  seem s, a t  f i r s t ,  as though i t  could  cause s e r io u s  

problem s in  th e  f u l f i l lm e n t  o f th e  tw e lv e - l in e  s ta n z a  s in c e  th e  epigram m atic 

s ta te m e n t i s  one o f th e  d ev ices  f o r  c lo s u re .  As B arbara  H. Sm ith rem arks, 

in  P o e tic  C lo su re , "Epigram m atic v e rse  (and u t te ra n c e )  i s . . .m o r e  o r le s s  hy­

p e rd e te rm in ed ; th a t  i s ,  s t r u c t u r a l  and n o n s tr u c tu r a l  fo rc e s  o f  c lo su re  a re  

so s tro n g  th a t  e x p e c ta tio n  i s  n o t only f u l f i l l e d  b u t exceeded . T his e x c e ss ,

combined w ith  th e  economy of i t s  m eans, i s  p ro b ab ly  what we e x p e rien ce  as 

X6p o in te d n e s s ."  Now, one b eg in s  to  re co g n ize  th e  p o e t 's  s k i l l  in  em ploying

a rhyme scheme which in c lu d e s  a  doubled rhyme n o t in  th e  l a s t  two l in e s  of

th e  s ta n z a  nor in  th e  c e n te r  of th e  s ta n z a ; had he  done so , a t  e i t h e r  o f 

th e ^ e  p o in ts  o r a t  b o th , one would ex p e rie n ce  p rem ature  c lo s u re ,  which would 

have made an onerous ta sk  of re a d in g  th e  poem s in c e  each s ta n z a  would have 

been a new poem. H ap p ily , th e  p o e t does n o t do t h i s  b u t employs a form which 

u t i l i z e s  a t h i r d  rhyme th a t  u p se ts  th e  b a lan ce  enough to  s ig n a l ,  i f  n o t ,  in ­



- 151 -
deed, to  s ig n i f y ,  th a t  th e  s ta n z a  i s  n o t q u i te  over a t  th e  n in th  l i n e .

But th e  m a tte r  o f c lo su re  o f each in d iv id u a l  s ta n z a  and o f each s ta n z a  

group i s  co m plica ted  by th e  p resen ce  o f a r e f r a in  re p e a te d  th ro u g h o u t th e  

s ta n z a  g ro u p . The key word f o r  each group d ic t a t e s  th e  rhyme f o r  l i n e  

ten  in  ev e ry  s in g le  s ta n z a ,  so  th e re  i s  no p o s s i b i l i t y  o f any v e rse  " e s ­

cap ing" from i t s  group; th e  v e rse  form , however, a ls o  fo rb id s  th e  b reak in g  

away of th e  l a s t  th re e  l in e s  from th e  f i r s t  n in e  w h ile  p ro v id in g  enough 

te n s io n  to  keep th e  b a s ic  e ig h t  and fo u r i n t e r e s t i n g .  The in tro d u c t io n  

of a t h i r d  rhyme in  th e  te n th  l i n e ,  th a t  i s ,  p re se n ts  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 

an arrangem ent in  n in e  and th re e — a d i f f e r e n t  symmetry a l to g e th e r .  In  many 

c a s e s , th e  d iv is io n  in to  n in e  and th re e  i s  de-em phasized , and th e  l in k  of 

l in e  te n  to  th e  body o f th e  s ta n z a  r e in fo rc e d ,  by s y n ta c t i c a l  c o n n e c tiv e s , 

lo g ic a l  sequence o r ,  more r a r e l y ,  by t r u e  enjambement; a l l  th re e  dev ices  

a re  p r e s e n t  in  t h i s  s ta n z a  from S e c tio n  VI:

'Deme Dry3te n ,  e u e r  hym a d y te ,
Of f e  way a fo te  ne wyl he w ry fe . 
f e  mende3 mounte3 n o t a m yte, 
fa 3  fo u  fo r  so r3e  be n eu er b ly f e .
S ty n t of f  s t r o t  and fyne to  f l y t e ,
And sech  hys b ly fe  f u l  sw efte  and sw y fe ..
fy  p ra y e r  may hys p y te  b y te ,
f a t  mercy s c h a l h y r  c r a f te 3  k y fe .
Hys com forte may fy  lan g o u r ly fe  
And fy  lu re 3  of ly 3 t ly  flem e;
F o r , m arre o fe r  madde, mome and myfe,
Al ly s  in  hym to  dy3t and dem e.'

(11 . 349-360)

A l l i t e r a t i o n  a c ro ss  two l i n e s ,  in  th e  passage  c i te d  above, a ls o  connects 

th e  l a s t  rhyme of th e  s ta n z a  w ith  th e  f i r s t  p a i r ;  l in e  te n  does n o t c o n tr a s t  

w ith  th e  dom inant tone o r sen se  of th e  s ta n z a  b u t sums up and d r iv e s  home th e  

p o in ts  t h a t  th e  maiden has been making from th e  f i r s t  l i n e :  t h a t  only  th e

acc ep tan ce  o f G od's w i l l  w i l l  b a n ish  o r d is p e l  h is  " lu r e 3 ,"  h is  sorrow . The 

rhymes em phasize bo th  th e  s t a t e  of th e  dream er and th e  mercy of God, and 

th e se  two f a c to r s  a re  p re se n te d  in  th e  doubled rhyme of l in e s  e ig h t  and n in e .
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There i s  some sen se  of f i n a l i t y  in  many o f th e  s ta n z a s  a t  th e  te n th  l i n e  

f o r  th e  s im p le  reaso n  th a t  th e  rhyme word o f th e  te n th  l i n e ,  ex cep t in  

th e  i n i t i a l  s ta n z a s  of each group, rhymes w ith  o r r e f l e c t s  th e  key word 

in  l i n e  one of each s ta n z a . In  th e  s ta n z a  above, in  f a c t ,  a w onderfu l 

te n s io n  i s  c re a te d  by th e  p o s i t io n in g  of "Deme" in  th e  f i r s t  l i n e  and 

"flem e" in  l i n e  te n — two a s p e c ts  o f God, h is  jusgm ent and h i s  m ercy, p re ­

se n te d  on a d ia g o n a l a c ro ss  th e  s ta n z a  and lin k e d  by an i n t e r i o r ,  o r ,  r a th e r ,  

t r a n s v e r s e ,  rhyme. O ther rem arkable ju x ta p o s i t io n s  on th i s  o rd e r  a re  to  be 

found in  S e c tio n  XI: IMIno3e i s  knawen*"— " 'o n  rode so r o g h e ,1" (1 . 637 and

1. 6 4 6 ); " 'T h is  m akelle3  p e r l e " 1— " ' i n  token of p e s , '"  (1 . 733 and 1. 742); 

" ' I n  J e ru s a le m '" — " 'h e  con a l  c le m ,'"  (1 . 817 and 1. 826); " 'T h e  ry3tw ys m an '"— 

" i i f  §ou be w y 3 te , '"  (1 . 685 and 1. 694 ). These rhymes a re  much w i t t i e r  in  

th e  M aiden 's  speeches b e ca u se , as one would s u s p e c t ,  th e  j e w e l le r  h im se lf  i s  

more concerned w ith  p a r t i c u l a r s ,  w ith  th in g s ,  th roughou t th e  poem, and th e  

rhyme words a re  much more d e s c r ip t iv e  in  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  o r  d ream er's  v o ic e ;  

N o n e th e le ss , th e re  a re  some i n t e r e s t i n g  e f f e c t s :  one i s  in v i te d  to  l in k

"adubbem ente," th e  key word in  S e c tio n  I I ,  w ith  "a  sw ete a s e n t ,"  (1 . 94) and 

"gemme g e n te ,"  (1 . 118); " ' C o r ta y s e , '"  (1 . 469) w ith  " 'b ly s s e  to  b y y e , '"  (1 . 

478); and "An-vnder mone," (1 . 1081) w ith  "ab id en  fia t b o n e ,"  (1 . 1090). The 

l a s t  S e c tio n , XX, in  which th e  n a r r a to r  dem onstra tes  a somewhat f u l l e r  aware­

n ess  o f n o n -sen so ry  q u a l i t i e s  o r a t t r i b u t e s ,  in c lu d e s  th e se  i n t e r e s t i n g  and 

re v e a lin g  a s s o c ia t io n s  "fia t Prynce3 pay3"— "fia t la s te 3  a y e ,"  (1 . 1189 and 

1. 1198), and "To pay fie P rin c e "  (1 . 1201) p reced es  "vch a daye" (1 . 1210).

In  t h i s  way, th e  rhyme on th e  key word h e lp s  to  j u s t i f y  i t s  p resen ce  a t  th e  

b eg in n in g  and a t  th e  end of th e  s ta n z a ;  the  e x t r a  rhyme w ord, th a t  i s ,  can 

f i l l  ou t th e  sen se  o r su g g e s tio n  in h e re n t  in  th e  key-w ord. At th e  same tim e , 

to  r e tu rn  to  th e  q u e s tio n  o f c lo s u re ,  w h ile  th e  te n th  l in e  i s  n o t th e  l a s t ,
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i t  in tro d u c e s  th e  rhyme o f th e  l a s t  l i n e  in  th e  end p o s i t io n ,  th e reb y  

red u c in g  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f a sudden drop in  th e  r e f r a i n .  The ĉ  rhyme 

a ls o  in t e g r a te s  th e  r e f r a i n ,  which b e longs to  th e  group or s e c t io n  r a th e r  

th an  to  th e  s ta n z a ,  w ith  th e  c o n te n t o f th e  s ta n z a .  L a s t ly ,  i t  p e rm its ,  

when th e  p o e t ch o o ses, a k in d  o f coda to  be form ed, g iven  th e  r e p i t i t i o n  

o f th e  b_ rhyme in  l in e  e le v e n .

That a sp e c t of th e  p o e t ic  coda which i s  em phasized by B arbara  Smith

i s  i t s  fu n c tio n in g  as an " in d ep en d en t s t r u c tu r e  w ith  th e  same c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,

only  more c o n c e n tra te d , a s  any i n t e g r a l  p ie c e  o r movement"; she i s  n o t

w r i t in g ,  how ever, o f v e rse s  in  a n a r r a t iv e  s e q u e n c e .^  The p o in ts  she makes

in  re g a rd  to  p o e t ic  m arkers do, n o n e th e le s s ,  apply  to  th e  s ta n z a ic  scheme in

P e a r l . In  n o tin g  th e  '" c u t t in g - w o r d s '"  p re s e n t  in  h a ik u , words which mean

'" t h i s  poem ends h e r e , ’" and c o n s t i tu t e  a l i n g u i s t i c  Elem ent "n o t in  th e

language of o rd in a ry  d is c o u r s e ,"  she n o te s ,  to o , th a t  in  European l i t e r a t u r e ,

" th e  te rm in a l m o d if ic a tio n  of fo rm al p r in c ip le s  a r r e s t s  th e  r e a d e r ’ s e x p e c ta -

18t io n s  o f f u r th e r  developm ent and th u s  p re p a re s  him fo r  c e s s a t io n ."  At th e  

very  end of P e a r l , one d o es , o f  c o u rse , f in d  a m arker ak in  to  th e  " c u t t in g  

w ord ," th a t  b e in g  th e  term  "Amen." In  th e  in d iv id u a l  s ta n z a s ,  as su g g ested  

above, th e  doubled rhyme marks th e  clim ax  or tu rn in g  p o in t  of g r e a te s t  s t r e s s  

in  th e  s ta n z a ,  and th e  ĉ  rhyme, b ecause  i t  rhymes w ith  th e  l a s t  word in  each 

s ta n z a — in  many s ta n z a s  th e  key-word— s ig n a ls  i t s  te rm in a tio n . The p o e t 's  

use of th e  b̂  rhyme once more in  l i n e  e le v e n  o f each s ta n z a  draws th e  eye and 

th e  e a r ,  and , one assum es, th e  m ind, back ; l i n e  e lev en  a c tu a l ly  se rv e s  as an 

a n t i - c lo s u r a l  d ev ice  which p re v e n ts  a too  f i n a l  d e te rm in a tio n  of rhyme and 

sen se  as  w e l l .  As long as th e  n a r ra to r -d re a m e r ’s d o u b ts , f e a r s ,  je a lo u s ly  

and anguish  have n o t been re s o lv e d , such f i n a l i t y  in  form would i l l  b e f i t  a 

c e r ta in  la c k  of r e s o lu t io n  in  theme, ex cep t in  th e  M aiden 's sp eech es .
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On th e  o th e r  hand , l i n e  e lev en  does seem l ik e  a chord " c o n s tru c te d  a p a r t  

from th e  r ig o ro u s  r u le s "  s in c e  i t  i s  th e  only  unmatched l i n e  in  th e  s ta n z a ,  

w ith o u t a p a r tn e r ,  as i t  w ere , and in  th a t  sen se  p ro v id e s  th e  unexpected

19tu rn  which one needs in  o rd e r  to  f e e l  th a t  th e  s ta n z a  i s  coming to  an end.

The l a s t  th re e  l i n e s ,  tak en  as a u n i t ,  a re  o f p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  in  th e

speeches o th e  Maiden where t h e i r  a p p a ren t fu n c tio n  i s  m o d if ic a tio n  o f th e

p o in t  em phasized in  th e  c o u p le t:

'B o t innoghe of g race  h a t3  in n o c e n t.
As sone as pay a rn  b o rn e , by lyne 
In  pe w a te r  o f babtem  pay d y sse n te : 
pen am e  pay b o ro 3 t in to  pe vyne.
Anon pe day , wyth derk  en d e n te , 
pe n i3 t  of d e th  dot3  to  en c ly n e : 
p a t  w ro3t n eu er wrang e r  penne pay w en te , 
pe g e n ty le  Lorde penne paye3 hys hyne, 
pay dyden hys h e s te ,  pay w em  p e re in e ;
Why sch u ld e  he n o t h e r  lab o u r alow ,
3 y s , and pay hem a t  pe f y r s t  fyne?
For pe g race  o f God i s  g r e t  innoghe.

(11. 625-636)

The p o in t  o f th e  s ta n z a ,  summed up in  th e  e ig h th  and n in th  l i n e s ,  i s  th a t  

th e  Lord of th e  v in e y a rd , o r ,  n o n - a l le g o r i c a l ly , th e  Lord in  h eaven , rew ards 

th o s e ,  s im p ly , th a t  "dyden hys h e s te " ;  th e  te n th  l i n e  s ig n a ls  th e  r e tu r n  to  

th e  m ajor theme o f th e  e n t i r e  s e c t io n ,  b u t th e  r h e to r i c a l  q u e s tio n  r e f e r s  

back to  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  s i t u a t io n  as p re se n te d  in  th i s  s ta n z a . Whereas "alow" 

l in k s  b o th  w ith  "innoghe" in  th e  h e a d lin e  and "innoghe" in  th e  r e f r a i n ,  " fy n e ,"  

rhym ing, o f c o u rse , w ith  "vyne" and "h y n e ,"  in te rp o s e s  th a t  elem ent o f p a r t i ­

c u la r i ty  w hich , in  p o e try ,  c r e a te s  movement; th e  l in e  b e in g  unm atched, th e re ­

fo re  a ssy m m etrica l, a ls o  c r e a te s  th e  i l l u s i o n  o f s p o n ta n e ity ,  an i l l u s i o n  w hich 

th e  p o e t c u l t iv a te s  by th e  em phatic ex c lam atio n  "3ys" b eg in n in g  th e  l i n e ,  and 

th e  though t added as an a f te r th o u g h t  would b e . E.M. W rig h t's  re a d in g  o f l in e  

635 seems to  be th e  b e s t :  she su g g e s ts  th a t  " a t  pe f y r s t "  i s  an a d v e rb ia l

p h rase  and "fyne" an adverb so th a t  th e  g e n e ra l sen se  o f the  l in e  i s  th a t  th e
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20la b o u re rs  shou ld  be p a id  f i r s t  and in  f u l l .  P r e c is e ly  w hat " in  f u l l "  

would mean i s ,  n a tu r a l ly ,  beyond th e  d e s c r ip t iv e  powers o f  th e  p o e t ,  so 

th a t  th e  s ta n z a  c lo se s  w ith  an en ig m atic  re p ly  to  a r h e to r i c a l  q u e s tio n !

The more dogm atic and d id a c t ic  th e  M aiden’ s sp eech , th e  more declam a­

to ry  th e  r e f r a i n ,  th e  more en ig m a tic  l i n e  e le v e n  becom es; in  S e c tio n  X II, 

f o r  exam ple, th e  r e f r a i n  i s  a v a r ia n t  o f "fie in n o se n t i s  ay saue by ry 3 te "  

w hich, w h ile  n o t b e in g  t e r r i b l y  s p e c i f i c ,  i s  c e r ta in ly  ju d g em en ta l. The 

l a s t  th re e  l in e s  in  each s ta n z a  o f S e c tio n  XII p ro v id e  th e  m y s t i f ic a t io n  in  

th o se  s ta n z a s  th a t  approach  th e  o v e rly  dogm atic o r which have th e  r in g  of 

f i n a l i t y  about them; som etim es, t h i s  sen se  o f f i n a l i t y  i s  g e n e ra te d  by th e  

rhythm ic s t r u c tu r e  o f th e  s ta n z a ,  and th e  co n n o ta tio n s  o f th e  words employed. 

In  in s ta n c e s  where th e  rhythms a re  v ery  d e f i n i t e ,  i f  n o t s t r i d e n t ,  and th e  

sy n tax  of th e  e n c lo s in g  l in e s  en d -s to p p ed , i t  i s  enough fo r  l i n e  e lev en  to  

tak e  on th e  fu n c tio n  o f a r e s t  in  th e  m u sica l se n se :

Of pys ry3tw ys sa3  Salamon p layn  
How K oyntise  onoure con aquy ly ;
By waye3 f u l  s t r e 3 t  ho con hym s t r a y n ,
And scheued hym pe rengne o f God aw hyle,
As quo s a y s , "Lo, 3on lo u e ly  y le !  
pou may h i t  wynne i f  pou be w y 3 te ."
B o t, h a rd y ly , w ythoute p e ry le ,  
pe in n o sen t i s  ay saue by ry 3 te .

(11. 689-696)

The d e lay ed  s u b je c t  in  th e  l a s t  sen te n ce  o f th e  l in e s  c i te d  above i s  in d ic a ­

t iv e  o f th e  su sp en se-p ro v o k in g  p o te n t i a l  o f th e  unmatched rhyme whose sy n tax  

may be com pleted in  th e  r e f r a i n ;  t h i s  i s  an in o rd in a te ly  d i f f i c u l t  ta s k  to  

f u l f i l l  in  s ta n z a  a f t e r  s ta n z a ,  which even th e  P e a r l-p o e t  does n o t accom plish  

c o n s is te n t ly .  When th e  sen se  o f l in e  e le v en  i s  com pleted in  th e  tw e lf th  l i n e ,  

o r r e f r a i n ,  th e  e f f e c t  can be ex trem ely  s a t i s f y i n g ,  dangerously  so  fo r  a 

n a r r a t iv e  which m ust, u n lik e  a s h o r t  l y r i c ,  u n fo ld  g ra d u a lly ;  th e  p o e t a t  

tim es avo ids t h i s  danger by u s in g  o th e r  su sp en se-p ro v o k in g  d ev ices  as w e ll
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so th a t  th e  suspense  c re a te d  in  l in e  e le v e n  i s  n o t co m p le te ly  re so lv ed  in

l in e  tw e lv e . In  one o f th e  d re am e r's  sp eech es , he tu rn s  th e  r e f r a in  in to

a q u e s tio n :

'p y  co lo u r p asse3  fie f lo u r - d e - ly s ; 
fiyn angel-hauyng  so c le n e  c o r te 3 .
Breue me, b ry 3 t ,  qu a t kyn o ffy s  
Bere3 pe p e r le  so m a sk e lle 3 ? '

(11. 753-756)

The p o e t cannot u se  th e  q u e s tio n  in  th e  M aiden 's sp eech es , ex cep t i f  th e

q u e s tio n  be r h e t o r i c a l ,  because she i s  c e r ta in  in  h e r  th o u g h ts  and i s  n o t

l ik e ly  to  ask  h e r  m o rta l p a re n t to  so lv e  an y th in g  fo r  h e r ;  th u s ,  t ru e  en -

jambements in  h e r  speeches a re  more l ik e ly  to  ap p ear j u s t  b e fo re  an o th e r

s e r i e s  o f doub ting  o r q u e s tio n in g  rem arks from th e  dream er. At th e  end of

S ec tio n  V II , th e  maiden e x p la in s  how th e  Lamb has crowned h e r  queen, and

c lo se s  h e r  l e c tu r e  on th i s  to p ic  w ith  a more g e n e ra l comment:

And sesed  in  a l l e  hys h e ry ta g e  
Hys l y f . i s .  I  am h o ly  h y sse :
Hys p re s e ,  hys p ry s ,  and hys parage  
I s  r o te  and grounde o f  a l l e  my b ly s s e .

(11. 417-420)

T h is ends th e  s e c t io n ,  and th re a te n s  to  end th e  poem, ex cep t t h a t ,  im m ediately  

fo llo w in g , in  th e  n e x t s e c t io n ,  th e  dream er poses enough q u e s tio n s  to  keep 

th e  poem g o ing , and th e  Maiden an sw erin g , fo r  q u i te  a few s ta n z a s  beyond th a t  

p o in t :

'B l y s f u l , '  quod I ,  'may pys be trw e?
D ysplese3 n o t i f  I  speke e r ro u r .
A rt pou pe quene o f heuene3 blw e, 
p a t  a l  pys w orlde s c h a l do honour?
We leuen  on Mary3 p a t g race  of grew e, 
p a t  b e r  a  b arn e  of vyrgyn f lo u r ;  
pe croune f ro  h y r  quo mo3t remwe 
Bot ho h i r  passed  in  sum fau e r?

(11. 421-428)

In  S ec tio n  XVI, an enjambed e le v e n th  l in e  in  th e  m aid en 's  f i n a l  sermon c a l l s  

f o r th  n o t a q u e s tio n  from th e  dream er b u t an e n t r e a ty ;  th e  maiden i s  speak ing
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of Je ru sa lem :

'f ia t  i s  fie bor3  p a t  we to  p re s
Fro p a t  oure f le s c h  be layd  to  r o te ,
p e r  g lo ry  and b ly s s e  s c h a l  eu er en c re s  
To pe meyny p a t  i s  w ythouten m o te . '

(11 . 957-960)

The p o e t com pensates fo r  th e  f i n a l i t y  o f t h i s  d ictum  n o t by hav ing  th e

dream er re p ly — th e re  i s  no re p ly  one cou ld  make—b u t by h is  a sk in g  a "bone":

'M otele3  may so meke and m y ld e ,' 
pen sayde I  to  p a t  l u f ly  f l o r ,
'B ryng me to  p a t byg ly  by lde  
And l e t  me se  py b ly s f u l  b o r .

(11 . 961-964)

More o f te n ,  how ever, th e  degree  o f su sp en se  c re a te d  in  l in e  e le v en  i s  n o t

as ex trem e; th a t  p a r t  o f th e  sen te n c e  which i s  en c lo sed  by th e  l a s t  b̂  rhyme,

w h ile  f re q u e n tly  n o t th e  s u b je c t ,  does tend  to  be a gram m atical u n i t  to  be 

s e t  o f f  by commas, and th e  r e f r a in  p r im a r i ly  a r e f r a i n  and n o t th e  poem 's 

c lo s u re ;  f o r ,  w h ile  a r e f r a in  can be and has been  used as a c lo s in g  d e v ic e , 

i t s  purpose  and fu n c tio n  in  P e a r l  a re  d i f f e r e n t  and more i n t r i c a t e ,  g iven  th e  

le n g th  o f th e  poem and i t s  c i r c u l a r  r h e t o r i c a l  form .

The r e f r a i n  which th e  P e a r l -p o e t  employs i s  a m od ified  o r v a r ie d  l in e  

so t h a t ,  w h ile  i t  fu n c tio n s  fo rm a lly  th roughou t th e  poem as a m arker fo r  th e  

group o r s e c t io n ,  i t  i s  an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f th e  s ta n z a  as  w e ll ;  i f  r e f r a in  

l in e s  a re  " re p e a te d  e x a c t ly  from s ta n z a  to  s ta n z a ,  they  would u l t im a te ly  have 

more th e  e f f e c t  o f fo rm al th an  th em a tic  r e p e t i t i o n ,  which i s  to  say th a t  t h e i r  

m oral s ig n i f ic a n c e  would g ra d u a lly  f a d e ,"  B arbara  Smith n o te s ,  "even though 

each r e f r a in  i s  n ev er w ho lly  a s u r p r i s e ,  th e  v a r ia t io n s  p re v e n t us from p re -
O  *1

d ie t in g  i t s  e x a c t fo rm ." I t s  p o s i t io n  w ith in  th e  s ta n z a  i s  secu red  by rhyme 

in  th a t  i t s  rhyme-word i s  p a ire d  w ith  th e  rhyme-word in  th e  te n th  l in e  and th e  

key-w ord in  th e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f every  s ta n z a  ex cep t th e  f i r s t  in  each group.

The fu n c tio n  o f th e  r e f r a i n  as r e f r a in  w i l l  be co n s id e red  in  th e  n ex t c h a p te r ;
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a t  t h i s  p o in t ,  how ever, because  th e  r e f r a i n  i s  so w e ll-a d a p te d  to  th e  

s ta n z a , perhaps one shou ld  say  so w e l l - in te g r a te d  w ith  th e  c o n te n t ,  th e ­

m atic  and fo rm al, i t  w i l l  be c o n s id e re d  as th e  tw e lf th  and conclud ing  l in e  

in  each s ta n z a .

The p o e t ic  p o te n t i a l  o f  tw elve  i s  i t s  m u lt ip le  d i v i s i b i l i t y  as seen  in  

th e  use of th e  f i r s t  e ig h t  l in e s  as o c tav e  or two q u a t r a in s ,  and , more r a r e ly ,  

th e  d iv is io n  o f th e  poem a t  odd l in e s  o r in  th e  c e n te r .  The m u lt ip le  te n ­

s io n s  c re a te d  by th e  p u l l  o f sy n ta x  a c ro ss  l i n e  b o u n d aries  and rhyme c lu s te r s  

a re  a t  l a s t  determ ined  by th e  l a s t  l in e  in  th e  s ta n z a ;  in  o th e r  w ords, th e

tw e lf th  l i n e  as  used in  P e a r l  does n o t so much conclude what has come b e fo re

as  i t  in d ic a te s  where th e  b reak s  and emphases a re  in  th e  e lev en  l in e s  above
o

i t .  Many of th e  tw e lf th  l i n e s ,  in  f a c t ,  would s e r io u s ly  m is f i r e  as e n d - l in e s ,

w h ile  o th e r s ,  as c i t e d ,  must be made more ambiguous o r l e s s  d e te rm in a te  by th e

b̂  rhyme in  l in e  e le v e n ; i t  seems th a t  am bivalence i s  c u l t iv a te d  in  th e  tw e lf th

23l i n e s ,  even to  th e  punning th a t  tak e s  p la c e  w ith in  them. T his am bivalence i s  

a n t i - c lo s u r a l  and r e f e r s  th e  re a d e r  b ack , f i r s t  to  th e  te n th  l i n e ,  th en  to  th e  

appearance o f th e  key-word in  th e  f i r s t  l i n e ,  and th e n , perhaps in  se a rc h  of 

d e f in i t i o n ,  to  th e  reap p earan ce  of th e  key-word in  th e  h e a d lin e  o f th e  fo llo w ­

in g  v e rse :

'L a sse  o f b ly s s e  may non vus bryng
fiat b e ren  fiys p e r le  vpon oure b e r e s t e ,
For fiay of mote coufie n eu er mynge 
Of s p o tle 3  p e r le 3  fia t b e ren  f e  c r e s t e .
A lfa3 oure c o rse s  in  c lo t te 3  c ly n g e ,
And 3e remen fo r  r a u fe  w ythouten r e s t e ,
We fu r3 o u tly  hauen cnawyng;
Of on d e th e  f u l  oure hope i s  d r e s t .  
f e  Lombe vus g lad e3 , oure c a re  i s  k e s t ;
He m yrfe vus a l l e  a t  vch a  mes.
Vchone3 b ly s s e  i s  breme and b e s te ,
And n eu er one3 honour 3 e t n eu er f e  l e s .

(11. 853-864)

D. H. Hymes has  su g g ested  th a t  in  th e  co n clu d in g  l i n e  o f a  poem, a  word w i l l
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occur which b e a rs  a "summative" r e l a t io n  to  th e  poem, or o c tav e  o r s e s t e t ,

and which w i l l  a ls o  c o n ta in  th e  sounds which a re  dom inant th r o u g h o u t .^  This

p a r t i c u l a r  c o n d it io n , however, does n o t p r e v a i l  in  th e  s ta n z a  c i t e d  above; 

in s te a d ,  some of th e  dom inant sounds in  th e  s ta n z a ,  " b l ( y ) , M " b ( e ) r ( e ) , "  r e c u r  

in  th e  p e n u ltim a te  l i n e ,  and th e  h a rd  "c"  or "k" sounds c lu s t e r  ab o u t th e  cen­

t e r .  Even on th e  le v e l  o f sound, th e n , "neuer fie le s "  i s  more in d ic a t iv e  than  

sum m ative, and one i s  p ro p e lle d  in to  th e  n e x t s ta n z a  in  se a rc h  o f such summatior 

which i s ,  of c o u rse , n o t to  be found, fo r  much th e  same l i n g u i s t i c  and id e a ­

t i o n a l  am bivalence o ccu rs  o r i s  c re a te d  once more:

'L e s t  le s  fo u  leu e  my t a l e  fa ra n d e ,
In  Appocalyppece i s  w ryten in  wro:
" I  s e g h e ,"  says John , " f e  Loumbe hym s tan d e  
On f e  mount o f Syon f u l  f ry u en  and f r o ,
And wyth hym maydenne3 an hu n d refe  fow sande,
Anf fowre and f o r ty  fowsande mo.
On a l l e  h e r  fo rhede3  w ry ten  I  fande 
f e  Lombe3 nome, hys Fadere3 a l s o .
A hue from heuen I  h erd e  fo o ,
Lyk flo d e3  f e l e  laden  runnen on r e s s e ,
And as fu n d e r frow e in  to r r e 3  b io ,  
f a t  l o t e ,  I  le u e , wat3 n eu er f e  l e s .

(11. 865-876)

The dominant sounds in  th e  s ta n z a  above form what Kenneth Burke r e f e r s  to  as

25an " in v o lu n ta ry  a c r o s t i c " ;  th e se  sounds a re  th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n s  on " h ,"  " f , "  

and " f , "  supplem ented by some " r "  sounds, th e  l a t t e r  endowing th e  whole w ith  

th e  ru sh in g  f e e l in g  of a f lo o d . The l a s t  l i n e ,  however, i s  c le a r ly  n o t summa­

t iv e  in  th a t  i t s  im p o rtan t words do n o t b eg in  w ith  th e  dom inating sounds.

One m ust n o te ,  a l s o ,  t h a t  th e  c lo s e r  th e  s ta n z a  i s  to  th e  end of th e  s ta n z a ic  

group, th e  more dominant sounds a re  to  be found in  g r e a te r  number in  th e  

tw e lf th  l i n e :

'N euer f e  le s  l e t  be my f o n c , '
Quod I ,  'My p e r l e ,  fa3  I appose;
I  sch u ld e  n o ttem pte  fy  wyt so w lonc,
To K ryste3  chambre f a t t a r t  ic h o se .
I  am b o t mokke and mul among,
And fo u  so  ryche a  reken  ro s e ,
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Arid byde3 h e re  by pys b ly s f u l  bone 
p e r  lyue3 ly s t e  may n eu er lo s e .
Now, hynde, p a t  sym pelnesse cone3 e n c lo s e ,
I  wolde pe aske  a pynge e x p re s s e ,
And pa3 I  be  bustw ys as a b lo s e ,
L et my bond v a y l n e u e rp e le se .

(11 . 901-912)

The a l l i t e r a t i o n  on b̂  which i s  found in  th e  sev en th  l in e  re c u rs  in  th e  e le v e n th  

and co n tin u e s  in to  th e  tw e l f th ;  fu rth e rm o re , th e re  i s  th e  a s so n a n ta l  c lu s t e r  

"w o ld e-b lo se-b o n e"  in  th e  l a s t  th re e  l in e s  w hich , in  tu r n ,  c a r r i e s  ou t th e  

vowel o f b o th  of th e  dom inating  ji and b̂  rhymes. Even in  th o se  s ta n z a s  con­

c lu d in g  g ro u p s, how ever, th e  s y n ta c t i c a l  d iv is io n  need n o t be th e  same as th e  

d iv is io n  o f rhymes. In  th e  speeches of b o th  Maiden and dream er, one i s  p ro ­

h ib i t e d  from re g a rd in g  th e  c_ rhyme as one p a r t  o r  segment o f a d i f f e r e n t  s ta n z a  

w h ile  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f th e  b re ak  rem ains:

For po3 pou daunce as any do,
Braundysch and b ray  py b rape3  brem e,
When pou no f y r r e  may, to  ne f r o ,  
pou m oste abyde p a t  he s c h a l  deme.

(11 . 346-349)

Now, fo r  s y n g le r ty  o h y r  dousour,
We c a l l e  h y r Fenyx of A rraby , 
p a t  f r e l e s  f le 3 e  of h y r f a s o r ,
Lyk to  pe Quen o f c o r ta y s y e . 1

(11 . 429-432)

In  o th e r  c a s e s ,  th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f th e  sen te n ce  does n o t ta k e  up fo u r  l in e s  b u t

th e  more common two; even in  th e  l a t t e r  in s ta n c e s ,  how ever, th e  s y n ta c t i c a l

s t r u c tu r e  does n o t c o in c id e ,  in  th e  l a s t  fo u r l in e s  o f each s ta n z a ,  w ith  th e

rhyme b re a k s . At c e r ta in  p o in t s ,  f o r  exam ple, th e  sen te n ce  which b eg in s  in

th e  e ig h th  l i n e ,  on th e  ]? rhyme as one h a l f  o f th e  c o u p le t in  m id -s ta n z a , i s

c a r r ie d  over in to  th e  j: rhyme o f l i n e  n in e :

Aboute p a t  w a te r a m  t r e s  f u l  schym,
p a t tw elue f ry te 3  o f ly f  con b e re  f u l  sone;
Twelue sype3 on 3er pay b e ren  f u l  frym,
And renow le3 nwe in  vche a mone.

(11 . 1077-1080)
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Vtwyth to  se  fia t c le n e  c lo y s  t e r  
fo u  may, b o t inw yth n o t a f o te ;
To s t r e c h  in  f e  s t r e t e  fo u  h a t3  no vygour,
Bot fo u  wer c le n e  w ythouten mote.

(11. 969-972)

f e  Lompe f e r  w ythouten s p o tte 3  b la k e  
Hat3 fe ry e d  fy d e r  hys fa y re  f l o t e ;
And as hys f l o t e  i s  w ythouten f la k e ,
So i s  hys mote w ythouten m oote.

(11. 945-948)

The p o e t i s  a p p a re n tly  s t r i v i n g  fo r  a te n s io n  betw een th e  two f a c t o r s ,  sy n ta x  

and rhyme, th e  sy n ta x  b e in g  most im p o rtan t as a check a g a in s t  th e  p o s s ib le  a u to ­

nomy of rhyming p a i r s .  The assem blage o f t h i s  s ta n z a  has a double im p lic a t io n .  

W hile t h i s  s ta n z a  form i s  ex trem ely  f l e x ib l e ,  a llo w in g  fo r  d i f f e r e n t  v o ic e s ,  

moods and c h a r a c te r s ,  f o r  a n a r r a t iv e  v o ice  earthbound  enough to  rhyme "merwayle 

( 1 . 1081) w ith  "q u ay le"  (1 . 1085) and a b e a t i f i e d  s p i r i t  se v e re  enough to  rhyme 

"d e th  vus drounde" (1 . 656) w ith  " f e  w orlde  ro u n d e ,"  (1 . 65 7 ), i t  a ls o  co n ta in s  

w ith in  i t s e l f  th e  p o t e n t i a l  fo r  s p l i t t i n g  up in to  i t s  component p a r t s .  In  th e  

words o f S c h le g e l,  " I f  a medium i s  to  be s u i t a b le  fo r  im i ta t io n ,  i t  must possess 

th a t  q u a l i ty  in  r e s p e c t  to  w hich I  in te n d  to  im i ta te  th e  o r ig in a l .  In  a d d i t io n ,  

i t  must be ab le  to  rep ro d u ce  th e  same r e la t io n s  among i t s  p a r t s  th a t  e x i s t

among th o se  of th e  o r i g i n a l . T h u s ,  th e  P e a r l -p o e t ,  in  w r i t in g  a poem which

d e a ls  w ith  d i s in t e g r a t i o n ,  in  b o th  th e  l i t e r a l  and s p i r i t u a l  sen ses  o f th e  word, 

u ses  a  form which em phasizes th e  p re c a r io u s  and i n t r i c a t e  n a tu re  o f tem p o ra l cor

s t r u c t s  and in  which even th e  number tw elve cannot escape such te n s io n .
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CHAPTER VI -  THE REFRAIN: MUSIC AND LITURGY

Does th e  dream er in  P e a r l  f i n a l l y  prove r e c e p tiv e  to  th e  te a ch in g s  

o f th e  Maiden? One f in d s  him , in  th e  l a s t  s e c t io n ,  and in  th o se  v e rse s

d e s c r ip t iv e  o f th e  "avysyoun" i t s e l f ,  as h ead s tro n g  and as  uncomprehend­

ing  o f th e  a b s o lu te  as he appeared  a t  th e  opening o f th e  dream:

I  f>o3t fiat nofjyng my3t me dere  
To fech  me b u r and ta k e  me h a l t e ,
And to  s t a r t  in  pe  s trem  sch u ld e  non me s t e r e ,
To swymme fie rem naunt, f>a3 I  fier s w a lte .

(11. 1157-1160)

This m e tap h y sica l g au ch e rie  tak es  p la c e  a f t e r  h is  hav ing  w itn e sse d  C h r is t  

in  H is g lo ry  su rrounded  by th e  in n o c e n ts . C le a r ly ,  th i s  dream er i s  an 

u n te ac h a b le  who no sooner le a rn s  th an  f o rg e ts  h is  le s s o n . Then, one 

m ight a sk , what i s  th e  p o in t ,  o r ,  more p ro p e r ly ,  what i s  th e  c e n te r  o f 

t h i s  c i r c u l a r  poem?

F i r s t  of a l l ,  th e  dream er i s  n o t th e  n a r r a to r ,  j u s t  as th e  n a r r a to r  

i s  n o t th e  p o e t h im s e lf ;  th e  n a r r a to r  as n a r r a to r  i s  as s k i l l e d ,  i t  ap­

p e a r s ,  as an ad ep t n o v e l i s t ,  fo r  th e  dream i s  re p o r te d  in  s t r a i g h t  f i r s t -  

p e rso n  l im ite d  fa sh io n  w ith  no d isc rep an cy  in  p o in t-o f -v ie w . The ex­

c lam atio n s  of d e s p a ir  in  th e  opening s e c t io n  a re  n o t th o se  of an a c tu a l  

p re s e n t  b u t of a  v iv id ,  l i t e r a r y  p re s e n t ;  th e  n a r r a t o r ,  soon a f t e r  th o se  

e x c lam a tio n s , r e p o r ts  th e  tim e and p la c e  of h is  v is io n  and even h in t s  a t  

th e  e v e n tu a l su c co r g lean ed  from th e  v is io n .  As an e x t r a o r d in a r i ly  s e n s i ­

t i v e  c ra f tsm a n , th e  P e a r1 -p o e t a p p a ra n tly  reco g n ized  th e  n e c e s s i ty  fo r  an 

opening f o r t i s s im o . A r e c o l le c t io n  of th e  scene o f h is  anguish  summons 

f o r th  a re p ro d u c tio n  of th a t  s t a t e :

Syfien in  fia t sp o te  h i t  f ro  me sp ran g e ,
O fte  h a f  I  way te d ,  wyschande fiat w ele , 
p a t  wont wat3 whyle deuoyde my wrange
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And heuen my happe and a l  my h e le .  
fia t dot3  b o t firych my h e r t  g range 
My b r e s t e  in  b a le  b o t b o ln e  and b e le ;
3 e t  f>o3t me n eu e r so sw ete a sange 
As s t y l i e  sto u n d e  l e t  to  me s t e l e .
For sofie p e r  f i e  te n  to  me f e l e ,
To fjenke h i r  c o lo r  so c la d  in  c l o t .
0 raoul, fiou m arre3 a myry i u l e ,
My p r iu y  p e r le  w ythouten  s p o t te .

(11. 13-24)

The ap o stro p h e  to  th e  e a r th  in  th e  l a s t  two l in e s  r e p re s e n ts  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  

s t a t e  a t  th e  tim e im m ediately  b e fo re  th e  dream tak es  p la c e  f o r ,  one s ta n z a  

l a t e r ,  one i s  inform ed of th e  p r e c is e  d e t a i l s  o f th e  e x p e rien ce  in  a tone 

w hich , i f  n o t e x a c t ly  b u o y an t, i s  one of r e l a t i v e  calm:

To fia t sp o t fia t I  in  speche expoun
1 e n tre d  in  fia t e rb e r  g ren e ,
In  A ugoste in  a hy3 seysoun ,
Quen corne i s  couen wyth croke3 kene.

(11. 37-40)

The p a s t  te n se  i s  m a in ta in ed  from th i s  p o in t  u n t i l  th e  l a s t  s e c t io n  of th e  

poem e x c e p t, of c o u rse , when th e  n a r r a to r  i s  r e p o r t in g  h is  own words in  

th e  d ia lo g u e  of th e  dream. Thus, th e  v e ry  l a s t  segment o f th e  poem, a f t e r  

th e  r e p o r t  of how th e  p e rso n a  " ra x le d ,  and f e l  in  g r e t  a f f r a y ,"  (1 . 1174), 

and th e  very  l a s t  segment a lo n e , e n lig h te n s  th e  re a d e r  o r l i s t e n e r  as  to  

th e  n a r r a t o r 's  s t a t e  o f mind in  th e  p r e s e n t .  While th e  dream er, in  th e  

dream , le a rn s  v i r t u a l l y  n o th in g , so u n re c e p tiv e  i s  he to  th e  M aiden 's 

p r e c e p ts ,  th e  n a r r a to r ,  on th e  c o n tr a ry ,  has le a rn e d  a  g re a t  d e a l— a l l  a 

m o rta l b e in g  can le a r n ,  th a t  i s ,  to  a cc ep t th e  unfathom able and incom pre­

h e n s ib le  w i l l  o f God. How he le a rn s  t h i s ,  and what e f f e c t  such re s o lu ­

t io n  has upon th e  r e a d e r ,  i s  a problem  in  which th e  r e l a t io n  of re v e la ­

t io n  to  p o e try  and p o e try  to  e x p e rien ce  m a n ife s ts  i t s  m u lt i - f a c e te d  s e l f .  

The n a r r a to r  i s  p re se n te d  as le a rn in g ,  n o t from th e  te a c h in g s  o f th e  

M aiden, n o r  from e m p ir ic a l  ex p e rie n ce  in  th e  " r e a l "  w o rld , b u t from th e
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r e v e la t io n  o f th e  dream. So, to o , th e  re a d e r  g a in s  knowledge from th e  

r e v e la t io n  w hich i s  none o th e r  than  th e  poem— i t s  b e in g , i t s  e f f e c t s  

o f rhythm  and sound, i t s  w orkings on le v e ls  o r  w ith  a scope f a r  g r e a te r  

th an  th a t  o f r a t io n a l  tho u g h t o r c o g n itio n .

Among a l l  th e  d e v ic e s  which th e  p o e t em ploys, and th e re  a re  few 

w hich he does n o t employ in  one way o r a n o th e r , none i s  as a l lu s iv e  in  

i t s  e f f e c t s ,  n o r as s i g n i f i c a n t ,  as th e  r e f r a i n .  I t  i s  r e f e r r e d  to  by 

com m entators as a s ta n z a - l in k in g  d ev ice  b u t i t  i s  much more th an  t h a t . ^

As th e  tw e lf th  l i n e  in  each s ta n z a ,  i t  i s  s u b je c t  to  th e  demands o f th a t  

s ta n z a ,  in  term s o f rhythm  and sy n ta x , w h ile , from th e  appearance of th e  

key-word in  th e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f every  s ta n z a ,  i t  e x e r ts  i t s  own in f lu e n c e  

upon th e  s ta n z a  and i s  indeed  th e  dom inant f a c to r  in  th e  s ta n z a ic  group.

It*  m ight w e ll  be c a l le d  a s ta n z a -s h a p in g  d e v ic e , r a th e r  than  m erely  a 

l in k  among d is p a r a te  tw e lv e - l in e  poems. In  term s o f p ro so d y , th e n , i t  i s  

a  f a r  from n e g l ig ib le  fo rc e  s in c e  i t  d i c t a t e s  th e  rhymes o f l in e s  tw elve 

and ten  over a f iv e - s ta n z a  span . The r e f r a i n  b in d s  each group to g e th e r  

an d , th rough  th e  in t ro d u c t io n  of th e  key-w ord o f one group in  th e  f i r s t  

s ta n z a  o f th e  n e x t ,  p e rm its  th e  n a r r a t iv e  to  move on, e n fo rc in g  a thema­

t i c  co n n ec tio n  betw een g ro u p s. On a r h e t o r i c a l  l e v e l ,  th e  m o d ified  r e ­

f r a i n  i s  th e  p e r f e c t  v e h ic le  f o r  c o n ce p tu a l s t r e s s ,  r e i t e r a t i n g ,  shou ld  

th e  p o e t choose to  employ i t  to  t h i s  end , im p o rtan t id e a s .

L a s t ly ,  th e  problem  of how th e  r e f r a i n  fu n c tio n s  w ith in  th e  work 

le a d s  to  th e  e s th e t i c  is s u e  of e x p e c ta tio n  and s u r p r i s e  and to  th e  con­

s id e r a t io n  o f r e p e t i t i o n  as an e s th e t i c  p r in c ip le .  Max W ertheim er, f o r  

one , in  "Laws o f O rg a n iza tio n  in  P e rc e p tu a l Form s," has d e fin e d  th e  q u a l i -
2

t i e s  b in d in g  o b je c ts  o f p e rc e p tio n  as s im i l a r i t y ,  p ro x im ity , and c o n t ig u i ty .
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The r e f r a i n  s a t i s f i e s  a l l  th re e  c o n d it io n s ,  y e t  th e re  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  

v a r i a t io n  to  p re v e n t th e  o n se t o f d u lln e s s  and to  f u l f i l l  c o n s ta n t ex­

p e c ta t io n .  I t  i s  th e  v ery  s t r e n g th  o f th e  e x p e c ta t io n ,  how ever, th a t  

c o n tr ib u te s  power to  a  poem whose s iz e  i s  l ik e  a m in ia tu re  p a in t in g .  As 

in  th e  p a in t in g  o f sm a ll c an v a se s , and as in  th e  w r i t in g  o f s h o r t ,  l y r i c  

poems, power i s  th e  r e s u l t  o f em otion c o n s tra in e d  by form , and th e  c re a ­

t io n  o f rhythm ic n e c e s s i ty  th e re b y . In  th e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  of t h i s  rhythm ic 

n e c e s s i ty  l i e s  th e  i l l u s i o n  o f p eace . The P e a r l-p o e t  c r e a te s  and f u l f i l l s  

t h i s  k in d  o f e x p e c ta t io n ,  and in  th e  cou rse  o f 101 tw e lv e - l in e  s ta n z a s ,  

i s  a b le  to  b u i ld  up a fo rm id ab le  amount of su sp en se . The q u e s tio n  of 

w hether o r n o t  th e  poem has a clim ax  rem ains. One s u s p e c ts ,  how ever, th a t  

th e  poem 's c i r c u l a r  c o n te n t and form , r e in fo rc e d  by th e  r e f r a i n  l i n e s ,  

e l im in a te s  th e  n e c e s s i ty  fo r  such a moment; b u t  more o f t h a t  a t  a n o th e r  

p o in t .

In  th a t  c o n tin u a l te n s io n  betw een th e  b eau ty  o f sound and th e  b eau ty
■3

o f sen se  w hich i s  p o e try ,  th e  r e f r a i n ,  i f  i t  i s  to  be s u c c e s s fu l ly  em­

p lo y ed , i s  b a s ic a l ly  on th e  s id e  o f sound. I t s  meaning i s  seco n d ary . 

Sound, o f c o u rse , has m eanings o f  i t s  own. One does n o t mean to  im ply 

th a t  th e  r e f r a i n  lo s e s  d ig n i ty  as a  d ev ice  when i t  s e rv e s  sound f i r s t  b u t ,  

on th e  c o n tr a ry ,  b r in g s  th e  d ig n i ty  o f th e  a b s t r a c t ,  o f m u sic , in to  th e  

w ork .^  P erhaps i t  i s  t h i s  m u sica l elem ent o f p o e try  which th e  n a r r a to r  

r e f e r s  to  in  th e  f i r s t  s e c t io n  of P e a r l . In  th e  m iddle o f h i s  p l a i n t ,  

w h ile  overcome w ith  g r i e f ,  he can y e t  rem ark th e  sw eetness o f c e r ta in  

m y ste rio u s  sounds:

3 e t f>o3t me n eu er so sw ete a sange
As s t y l l e  stounde  l e t  to  me s t e l e .

(11 . 19-20)
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Such a "songe" i s  n o t r e f e r r e d  to  ag a in  in  th e  co u rse  o f th e  poem; could

t h i s  n o t be a su g g e s tio n  o f what F. W. S te m f e ld ,  in  "P o e try  and Music—

J o y c e 's  U ly s se s ,"  has c a l le d  "w andering m e lo d ie s" :

th a t  i s  to  sa y , th e  tu n es  t h a t  hover in  a p o e t 's  
e a r  b e fo re  he f e e l s  im p e lled  to  c r e a te  a new 
te x t  to  an o ld  song. There may e x i s t  a mood, an 
atm osphere th a t  i s  im p a tie n t f o r  e x p re s s io n , b u t 
i t s  c r y s t a l l i z a t i o n  in to  v e rb a l  form has n o t 
tak en  p la c e .  Not u n t i l  th e  p o e t h e a rs  a tu n e , one 
t h a t  i s  e x a c t ly  r i g h t ,  i t s  l i l t  and s in g -so n g  th e  
in e v i ta b le  c a r r i e r  f o r  what needs s a y in g , does th e  
poem ta k e  d e f i n i t e  sh ap e . The melody which b r in g s  
i t  to  l i f e  has "wandered" from i t s  o ld  t e x t  and 
i t s  p a s t  a s s o c ia t io n s  in to  a  new c o n te x t to  which 
i t  conveys n o t only  i t s  p r o p e r t ie s  o f rhythm  and
p i tc h  b u t a ls o  some a s p e c ts  o f  i t s  o r ig in a l  mood
and c o n te n t .  I n e v i ta b ly ,  th e  new c r e a t io n  i s  
h au n ted  by elem en ts o f th e  p o e t ic  model: i t  may
be a s in g le  word o r ,  more l i k e l y ,  a p h ra se — 
sometim es an e n t i r e  r e f r a i n ,  a f e e l in g ,  an em otion , 
a p a s s i o n ; . . . a  though t o r an a c t io n . 5

In  th e  t r a n s p o s i t io n  of th e se  " tu n e s ,"  which need n o t be tu n e s ,  in to  

w ords, th e  "use  o f r e p e t i t i o n  in  p o e t ic  c r e a t io n  i s  t i l l  a n o th e r  e x e rc is e  

o f m u sica l p ro ced u re— r e p e t i t i o n  th a t  f re q u e n tly  does n o t make much sen se  

b u t th a t  does make superb  so u n d ."  H ap p ily , much of th e  m u sica l r e p e t i ­

t io n  does indeed  make sen se  as w e l l ,  in  P e a r l , b u t th a t  i s  n o t i t s  p r i ­

mary fu n c tio n  and p u rp o se . I t s  p rim ary  fu n c tio n  i s  to  c r e a te  and th en  to

re so lv e  a problem  in  sound and form , in  such a  way as to  c o n s tru c t  an 

e s th e t i c  s o lu t io n  to  an e s th e t i c  dilemma. Thus, th e  c lo s in g  of th e  

id e a t io n a l  c i r c l e  in  th e  f i n a l  s ta n z a s  becomes a m a n ife s ta t io n  of harmony 

r a th e r  th an  f u t i l i t y  and f r u s t a t io n .

Simple " w o rd - r e p e t i t io n ,  found in  Old E n g lis h , W elsh, I r i s h ,  and 

many o th e r  p o e tic  t r a d i t i o n s  re p e a ts  th e  same u n v aried  word as a prim ary 

s t r u c t u r a l  f a c to r  w ith  th e  same d e to n a tio n a l  sem an tic  spectrum  b u t w ith  

c o n n o ta tio n a l  s p e c t r a  fo rc e d  on i t  by i t s  c o n te x tu a l en v iro n m en t."^  When
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t h i s  w o rd - r e p e t i t io n  ta k e s  p la c e ,  n o t in  l in e s  a d jo in in g  b u t w here " in ­

cep t and coda r e i t e r a t e  t h e i r  w o r d - r e p e t i t i o n s t h i s  w i l l  "produce an 

o r b ic u la r  s t r u c t u r e ." ^ 3 In  term s of s t r u c t u r e ,  th e n , each s ta n z a  i s  a 

m in ia tu re  of th e  w hole, opening and c lo s in g  on th e  same w ord, sometimes 

on th e  same p h ra se . I t s  c o n te x t ,  how ever, changes, and th e  use  o f each 

key-word o r p h ra se  a t  l e a s t  n in e  tim es in  each s ta n z a ic  group b eg in s  to  

have an e f f e c t  upon th e  words them selves as i f ,  l i k e  a p e a r l ,  t h e i r  t i n t s  

shou ld  be v a r io u s .  In  th o se  p assag es  in  which th e  dream er o r  n a r r a to r  

dom inates th e  d ic t io n  and v o c ab u la ry , th e  key word p e r ta in s  more c le a r ly  

to  a sen so ry  r e a l i t y ,  as we saw in  C hapter I I ,  and th u s  c o lo rs  o r  su g g e s ts  

th e  e n t i r e  s ta n z a ic  g roup . But in  th o se  p assag es  in  which th e  v o ic e  o f 

th e  Maiden dom inates th e  d ic t io n  and v o c a b u la ry , and which h av e , th e r e f o r e ,  

a much more a b s t r a c t ,  m y s t ic a l ,  l e g a l  o r  l i t u r g i c a l  r e f r a i n ,  th e  re v e rs e  

o c c u rs ; in  th e  r e f r a in s  o f S e c tio n s  IX, X, and X I, fo r  exam ple, th e  key­

words a re  v i r t u a l l y  m ean in g le ss , in  term s o f human p e rc e p tio n , o r p e r­

haps one sh o u ld  c a l l  th e se  w ords, and th e  p h ra se s  which a re  made from them, 

t r a n s p a re n t .  The f i r s t  u ses  o f each r e f r a i n ,  and i t s  key-w ord, a re  as f o l ­

lows :

Sec. Key-word F i r s t  R e fra in

IX d a te  Bot a quene! H it i s  to  d e re  a  d a te .
X more vus fiynk vus o3e to  ta k e  more
XI g r e t  innoghe For f>e g race  o f God i s  g r e t  inoghe.

At f i r s t ,  one would assume th a t  fo r  a p o e t to  e x t r a c t  p o e t ic  meaning from 

words as a b s t r a c t  as th e se  key-w ords would be l i k e  g e t t in g  w a te r from a 

s to n e . Even when f i r s t  seen  in  t h e i r  l i n e s ,  they  a re  d i s t i n c t  only  in  

th a t  th e se  l in e s  seem unrem arkable in  c o n n o ta tiv e  v a lu e  a lth o u g h , one 

m ight n o te ,  e s p e c ia l ly  in  view o f th e  r e f r a i n  in  S ec tio n  X I, th ey  a re
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rh y th m ic a lly  d e f i n i t e  w ith  a minimum number o f u n s tre s s e d  s y l l a b l e s .  The 

p ro c e ss  i s  one in  w hich each key-w ord g a th e rs  c o n n o ta tiv e  fo rc e  th rough  

i t s  u ses  in  th e  s ta n z a ic  group. To b eg in  w ith  S e c tio n  IX, in  w hich , as 

Gordon p o in ts  o u t ,  th e  key-word i s  used a t  no le s s  th an  te n  p o in ts  in  th e  

s ta n z a  and w ith  th e  p o e t ,  acco rd in g  to  him , " s t r a in in g "  th e  meaning a t
Q

t im e s , th e  r e f r a i n  i s  in tro d u c e d  in  a  j e s t .  The dream er speaks h e re :

Of c o u n te s , dam ysel, p a r ma fa y ,
Wer f a y r  in  heuen to  h a ld e  a s s t a t e ,
Oper e l l e 3  a  lady  o f la s s e  a ra y ;
Bot a  quene! H it  i s  to  d ere  a  d a t e . '

(11. 489-492)

B efore t h i s  p o in t ,  th e  re a d e r  does n o t know which of th e se  words i s  to  be 

th e  key-w ord, s in c e  th e  s ta n z a  i s  th e  f i r s t  in  i t s  group and th u s  i t s  

f i r s t  l i n e  c o n ta in s  th e  key-word o f S e c tio n  V II, " c o r ta y s y e ."  In  t h i s  

s ta n z a , th e n , th e re  has been a m etaphoric  d e f la t io n  of th e  M aiden’ s term s— 

p e r f e c t ly  in  k eep ing  w ith  th e  d re a m e r's  c o n d itio n — b u t a d e f la t io n  none­

t h e l e s s ,  f o r ,  in  L ine 492, " d a te "  canno t evoke much. I t  has a c o l lo q u ia l  

meaning on th e  o rd e r  o f "W ell, i s n ' t  th a t  th e  l im i t ! "  b u t ,  in  th e  same 

se n se , " l i m i t , "  a l s o ,  in  th e  e q u iv a le n t e x p re ss io n  i s  t r u ly  u n re a l iz e d . 

P o e tic  meaning b eg in s  to  accru e  to  i t  when th e  Maiden p la c e s  th e  word in  

th e  c o n te x t of a speech  on th e  goodness o f God:

'p e r  i s  no d a te  o f hys g o d n e s se , ' 
pen sayde to  me p a t  worpy w y3te,
'F o r  a l  i s  traw pe p a t  he con d r e s s e ,
And he may do nopynk b o t r y 3 t .

(11. 493-496)

W hile th e re  i s  no d e f in i t io n  o f e i t h e r  term  in  l i n e  493, th e re  i s  an 

a s s o c ia t io n  of "no d a te "  w ith  "hys g o d n esse ,"  A s e r i e s  o f su g g e s tio n s  

commences h e re .  S ince  th e  r e p e t i t i o n  of th e  key-word o r th e  r e f r a i n  i s  

n ev er s e p a ra te d  by more than  e lev en  l i n e s ,  t h e i r  p ro x im ity  f a c i l i t a t e s
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a s s o c ia t io n ;  and , s in c e  th e  r e f r a in s  resem ble each  o th e r ,  th e  e f f e c t  of 

such r e p e t i t i o n  on a p assag e  which in v o lv e s  d i s t i n c t  v o ic e s  i s  u n i f i c a t io n :

HD 1. 493 'p e r  i s  no d a te  o f hys g o d n e s se , ' —Maiden
RFN 1. 504 To la b o r  vyne w at3 d e re  pe d a te . —Matthew
HD 1. 505 '" p a t  d a te  o f 3 e re  w el knawe pys hyne. —Matthew
RFN 1. 516 'Ne knawe 3e of p is  day no d a te ? ' —Lord of
HD 1. 517 '" E r  d a te  o f daye h id e r  a rn  we w onne,' —Workers
RFN 1. 528 Welne3 wyl day w at3 p assed  d a te . —Matthew
HD 1. 529 '" A t pe d a te  o f day of euensonge, —Matthew
RFN 1. 540 pe day w at3 a l  ap assed  d a te . —Matthew

The f i r s t  s ta n z a  in  th e  group concludes w ith  a comment by th e  dream er 

which b r in g s  th e  number o f v o ice s  in  th e  one s ta n z a ic  group to  f iv e .

W hile th e  p ro x im ity  o f th e  r e p e t i t i o n  b in d s  a l l  th e  u ses o f " d a te "  to ­

g e th e r ,  th e  d is p a r a te  v o ic e s  q u a l i fy  th e  te rm , modify i t  and employ i t  to  

in d ic a te  d i f f e r e n t  k in d s  o f tim e . The e f f e c t  i s  n o t u n lik e  th a t  o f  a 

c o n so rt o f in s tru m e n ts  whose d i f f e r e n t  t o n a l i t i e s  b r in g  a  s c o re  to  l i f e .  

The s ta n z a ic  group en d s; th e  re a d e r  has re c e iv e d  no c le a r  d e f in i t io n  of 

" d a te ,"  fo r  exam ple, b u t i s  im pressed  w ith  i t s  m u lt i fo ld  m eanings in s te a d .  

Such m u lt ip le  meanings of words p o in t  toward th e  i n f i n i t e ;  in  e a r ly  

e x e g e s is ,  f o r  exam ple, t h i s  use of language su p p o rts  th e  e x e g e t ic a l  p ro ­

cess  i t s e l f ,  in d ic a t in g  th a t  w h ile  words have m yriad  im p l ic a t io n s ,  th e  

t r u t h  i s  one.

On th e  o th e r  hand , one le a v e s  th e se  s ta n z a s  w ith  a sen se  of how im­

p o r ta n t  l im i t a t io n s  in  them selves a re  in  human l i f e ,  how a l l - p e r v a s iv e ;  

se a rc h in g  fo r  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  on an id e a t io n a l  p la n e , one i s  p ro p e lle d  in to  

th e  n e x t s e c t io n :

Sec. IX , 1. 540:
fie day wat3 a l  ap assed  d a te .

Sec. X, 11. 541-552:
'"T he d a te  o f fie day fie lo rd e  con knaw,
C a lled  to  fie re u e : 'L ed e , pay fie meyny.
Gyf hem fie h y re  fia t I hem owe,
And f y r r e ,  p a t  non me may re p re n e ,
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S et hem a l l e  vpon a rawe 
And gyf vchon in ly c h e  a peny.
Bygyn a t  pe l a s t e  p a t  s tan d e3  lowe,
Tyl to  pe f y r s t e  p a t  pou a t t e n y . '
And penne pe f y r s t e  bygonne to  p leny  
And sayden p a t  pay hade tra u a y le d  s o re :
'p e s e  b o t on oure hem con s tr e n y ;  
vus pynk vus o3e to  ta k e  more.

One moves from S e c tio n  IX to  S e c tio n  X on th e  im petus g e n e ra ted  by th e  

v a r io u s  a s s o c ia t io n s  o f " d a te "  — th e  p o e t ,  th a t  i s ,  u t i l i z e s  th e  p o ten ­

t i a l  o f words fo r  m ystery , fo r  am bigu ity . On a l i t e r a l  l e v e l ,  th e  s ig n i ­

f ic a n c e  of "d a te "  w ith in  th e  c o n te x t of th e  n a r r a t iv e  i s  r a th e r  c l e a r ;  in  

term s of th e  p a r a b le ,  i t  i s  th a t  day on which each s h a l l  be judged  and 

rew arded acco rd in g  to  h is  w o rth . But because th e  word has been used  by 

so many sp eak ers  o r v o ic e s ,  in  so many d i f f e r e n t  c o n te x ts ,  one f e e l s  th a t  

th e re  i s  more to  i t  than  th e  o rthodox  th e o lo g ic a l  a l le g o ry  when p a ra ­

p h ra sed . A d e l ib e r a te  c r e a t io n  o f m ystery  o r am bigu ity  i s  n o t unknown 

as  a p o e tic  te c h n iq u e . M allarm e, fo r  exam ple, in  a more s e lf - c o n s c io u s  

a g e , e ra se d  a l l  e x p o s it io n ,  in d e e d , a l l  lo g ic a l  c o n n e c tiv e s , in  o rd e r  to
Q

ach iev e  h is  e f f e c t s  o f v e i le d  t r u th s  and u n d isco v ered  r e a l i t i e s .  And, 

w h ile  th e  Maiden i s  c le a r  enough in  h e r  s p e c i f ic  d i r e c t iv e s ,  o f m ed ic in a l 

sh a rp n e ss , to  th e  d ream er, th e  poem must rem ain a poem and n o t become 

o v e rly  e x e g e t ic a l .  Thus, in  th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a  o f S e c tio n  X I, c i t e d  above, 

th e  im m ediate e x p e c ta tio n  i s  o f some s o r t  o f f i n a l  re a d in g  o r i n t e r p r e t a ­

t io n  of th e  sym bolic s ig n i f ic a n c e ,  r a th e r  than  th e  l i t u r g i c a l  s ig n i f ic a n c e ,  

o f " d a te  w hich f i n a l  read in g  n e v e r , o f c o u rse , o c c u rs . The poem must 

c o n tin u e .

A c e r t a in  amount of suspense  i s  g en e ra ted  by sh e e r  tech n iq u e  in  

a d d i t io n  to  th a t  which comes from th e  sea rch  fo r  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  of a 

sym bolic word or p h ra se . At S e c tio n  X, fo r  exam ple, th e  f o r ty - s ix th
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s ta n z a  of th e  poem b e g in s ;  by th i s  tim e , th e  re a d e r  o r l i s t e n e r  has 

g lean ed  what th e  fo rm al p a t t e r n  must b e , and a lso  has some sen se  o f th e  

manner o f r e s o lu t io n .  I t  i s  l ik e  w atch ing  a famous m agician  perfo rm  a 

com plica ted  t r i c k  o r o b se rv in g  a s k i l l e d  a th l e t e  accom plish  a f e a t  of 

p h y s ic a l  prow ess; one e x p e c ts  su c c e ss , and y e t  th e re  rem ains a c e r t a in  

amount o f s u r p r i s e  in  th e  c o n c lu s io n  o r accom plishm ent o f th e  a c t  as 

w e ll  as a s a t i s f a c t i o n  in  s e e in g  i t  done, tim e and a g a in , w ith  th e  v a r ia ­

t io n s  of th e  moment. U n like  a romance, o r a com plete ly  schem atized  and 

c o n s is te n t  a l le g o r y ,  P e a r l  does n o t have " n a tu ra l"  movement based  upon 

th e  a c t io n s  o f c h a ra c te r s  in  th e  e x te r n a l  w orld  o r on an a l l e g o r i c a l  

p lan e  resem bling  th e  w orld  in  th e  c o n f ro n ta t io n ,  by th e  c h a r a c te r s ,  o f 

o b s ta c le s  e x i s t e n t  in  space  o r in  tim e. The in t e r n a l  movement o f th e  

poem i s  s u b t le .  The work ta k e s  th e  microcosm as  i t s  p ro p e r  s u b je c t ,  and 

th e  p ro c e sse s  which ta k e  p la c e  do n o t a f f e c t  th e  u n iv e rse  o r even th e  

n a tu r a l  w o rld . When th e  dream er w akes, in  o th e r  w ords, th e  n a tu r a l  w orld  

has n o t changed a t  a l l .  A ll  movement in  th e  a c tu a l  sp h ere  has b een , in  

r e a l i t y ,  b u t  th e  i l l u s i o n  of a dream. The n a r r a to r  even makes th e  p o in t  

o f hav ing  l e f t  h i s  body by th e  grave b e fo re  he commences th e  "avysyoun":

Fro sp o t my sp y ry t p e r  sp range in  sp ace ;
My body on b a lk e  p e r  bod in  sweuen.
My g o s te  i s  gon in  Gode3 g race
In  a u e n tu re  p e r  m eruayle3 meuen.

(11 . 61-64)

Such " a u e n tu re ,"  in  th e  framework of th e  dream v is io n ,  c o n tr a s ts  s tro n g ly  

w ith  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  im m o b ility  and p a s s iv i ty  a f t e r  he has " s lo d e  vpon a 

s lepyng  s l a 3 t e . "  The te c h n ic a l  f e a t s  which a re  accom plished  in  every  

s ta n z a  and , a g a in , from s ta n z a ic  group to  s ta n z a ic  g roup , c r e a t  and main­

t a i n  a suspense  of t h e i r  own w hich , to  some d eg re e , s u b s t i tu te s  fo r  th e  

suspense  in h e re n t  in  deed s . When th e  re a d e r  a r r iv e s  a t  l i n e  10 of th e
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f i r s t  s ta n z a  in  each  s e c t io n ,  th e  e x p e c ta tio n  o f th e  key-word in  th a t

s e c t io n  a r i s e s ,  s in c e  th e  rhyme o f l i n e  10 m atches t h a t  of 12. The

n e x t fo u r s ta n z a s  w i l l  a ls o  have to  p re s e n t  l i k e  r e s o lu t io n s ,  and th e

a u r a l  s a t i s f a c t i o n  p ro v id ed  by s u c c e s s fu l  c ra ftsm a n sh ip  r e s to r e s  th e

n e c e ssa ry  elem ent of e x t e r n a l i ty  in  th e  medium. H uizinga n o te s  th a t

th e  c lo se  co n n ec tio n s  betw een p o e try  and th e  
r id d le  a re  n ev er l o s t .  In  th e  I c e la n d ic  sk a ld s  
too  much c l a r i t y  i s  c o n s id e red  a te c h n ic a l  f a u l t .
The Greeks a ls o  re q u ire d  th e  p o e t ’s word to  be 
d a rk . Among th e  tro u b a d o u rs , in  whose a r t  th e  p lay  
fu n c tio n  i s  more in  ev id en ce  than  in  any o th e r ,  
s p e c ia l  m e r it  was a t t r i b u t e d  to  th e  t r o b a r c lu s — 
th e  making of r e c o n d ite  p o e try .

Not only  does th e  d e l ib e r a te  m y s t i f ic a t io n  which H uizinga speaks o f 

show i t s e l f  in  th e  r e f r a in s  o f P e a r l , b u t ,  a l s o ,  th a t  one elem ent o f th e  

r id d le  w hich H uizinga does n o t em phasize: a r id d le  i s  a p u z z le , and in ­

v o lv es  th e  e n e rg ie s  and e f f o r t  o f th e  re a d e r  or th e  l i s t e n e r .  U nlike an

in v a r ia b le  r e f r a i n ,  th e  m o d ified  r e f r a i n  o f P e a r l , w h ile  p ro v id in g  an in -  

c a n ta to ry  e f f e c t ,  a lso  e x e r ts  an e f f e c t ,  perhaps s u b lim in a l,  o f a c h a lle n g e  

to  th e  re a d e r  as  w e ll  as  to  th e  p o e t.  The p o e t 's  g r a c e fu l  s o lu t io n s  th en  

may become a cause  fo r  wonder, as  in  S e c tio n  X:

1. 552: Vus fiynk vus o3e to  ta k e  more.
1. 553: '"M ore h a f  we s e ru e d , vus fiynk so ,

The v e ry  vagueness o f th e  te rm , "m ore ,"  in  and o f i t s e l f ,  f a c i l i t a t e s  th e

s o lu t io n s  w h ile  i t  adm its  o f v a r io u s  a s s o c ia t io n s ,  good and bad , of e a r th

and heaven . When th e  w orkers in  th e  v in ey a rd  employ i t ,  as they  do above,

th e  term  r e f l e c t s  th e  dilemma of th e  dream er who i s  i n t e n t  upon m easuring

th e  im m easurable. One wonders how th e  p o e t w i l l  make th e  term  connote

an y th in g  b u t th e  human d e s ir e  fo r  a c q u is i t io n .  I t  i s  seen  n e x t in  th e

re p ly  of th e  owner o f th e  v in ey a rd  who i s  s t i l l  u s in g  th e  word in  th e  same

sen se  as h is  w orkers:
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Quy bygynne3 pou now to  p re te ?
Wat3 n o t a pene py couenaunt pore?
F y rre  pen couenaunde i s  n o 3 t to  p l e t e .
Wy s c h a l te  pou penne ask more?

(11. 561-564)

What m ore, as i t  w ere , can th e  p o e t do w ith  "more1'? I t s  f i r s t  meaning 

i s  a lre a d y  p la in .  W ill th e  p o e t r e i t e r a t e ?  No; in  L ine 565, i t  i s  used 

as  a te c h n ic a l  p iv o t by which th e  p o e t can make a t r a n s i t i o n  from th e

language of men to  th a t  o f  n o n - q u a n t i ta t iv e  b e in g s . T ension i s  c u l t iv a te d

f i r s t :

'"M ore, w eper lo u y ly  i s  me my g y f te ,
To do wyth myn q u a t-so  me lyke3?
Oper e l l e 3  pyn y3e to  ly p e r  i s  l y f t e
For I  am goude and non besw yke3?'

(11. 565-568)

The sen se  of r id d le  i s  r e in fo rc e d  in  t h i s  s ta n z a  because th e  i d e n t i t y  of

th e  sp eak e r i s  re v e a le d  only  in  l i n e  5:

pus s c h a l  I ,  "quod K ry s te ,"  h i t  s k y f te :
pe l a s t e  s c h a l  be pe f y r s t  p a t s try k e 3 ,

(11. 569-570)

I t  i s  th e  "M ore," s ig n i fy in g  "m oreover,"  in  l i n e  565 which one assumes 

Gordon i s  r e f e r r in g  to  when he c i t e s  some s t r a in in g  of th e  key-w ord; one 

must b e a r  in  mind th a t  P e a r l  i s  a poem, n o t a t r a c t ,  and t h a t ,  as a  poem, 

and n o t a to p ic a l  one l ik e  P ie r s  Plowman, P e a r l  s u s ta in s  a good d e a l o f 

p la y fu ln e s s — in d e ed , th e  r ig o r s  o f i t s  form , p lay  in  th e  h ig h e s t  s e n se , 

a re  n e c e ssa ry  because  of th e  in h e re n t  s e r io u s n e s s  o f i t s  co n cern s. The 

le s so n  in  t h i s  s e c t io n ,  s t r ip p e d  of th e  b eau ty  o f i t s  lan g u ag e , th e  work­

in g  o u t o f th e  rhyme scheme, and th e  r e s o lu t io n  o f th e  r e f r a i n s ,  i s ,  in ­

deed, a  h a rsh  one, f o r ,  w h ile  C h r is t  r e v e a ls  th a t

pus p o re  men h e r  p a r t  ay phye3, 
pa3 pay com l a t e  and l y t t e l  w ore,
And pa3 h e r  sweng wyth l y t t e l  a ts ly k e 3 , 
pe m erci o f God i s  much pe more,

(11. 573-576)
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t h i s  has always seemed a l i t t l e  p e c u l ia r  in  human te rm s. M oreover, one

i s  n ev er p e rm itte d  to  fo rg e t  th e  em otional v a l i d i t y  of what i s  human—

th e  l a s t  two s ta n z a s  o f S e c tio n  X p re se n t th e  M aiden’ s "more" w ith  th e

"more" o f th e  dream er, o r ,  r a t h e r ,  in  c o n tr a s t  to  i t ;  one moves from

th e  a b s o lu te  y e t  m y stify in g  s ta te m e n t o f th e  C h r is t ,  l in e  576, to  th a t

o f th e  M aiden, a more q u a l i f i e d  s ta te m e n t, somewhat n a rro w er, y e t  only

s l i g h t l y  l e s s  s tra n g e :

'More h a f  I  o f io y e  and b ly s s e  h e re in n e ,
Of ladyschyp g r e t  and Iyue3 blom,
fe n  a l l e  f e  wy3e3 in  f e  w orlde my3t wynne
By f e  way o f ry 3 t to  aske dome.
Whefer welnygh now I con bygonne—
In euen tyde in to  f e  vyne come—
F y rs t o f my hyre my Lorde con mynne:
I  wat3 payed anon of a l  and sum.
3 e t o f e r  f e r  w em e f a t  toke more tom, 
f a t  swang and swat fo r  long 3 o re , 
f a t  3 e t o f h y re  nofynk fa y  nom,
P a ra u n te r  no3 t s c h a l to -3 e re  m o re .'

(11. 577-588)

The p o e t does n o t g lo ss  over th a t  is s u e  w hich , one would assum e, has 

tu rn ed  many a j u s t  man away from o rthodox  q u e s tio n s  and answ ers: Why do

th e  j u s t  s u f f e r  w ith o u t recompense? The v e rb s  "swange" and " sw a t,"  in  

th e  s ta n z a  above, convey in  b r i e f ,  and w ith  f o r c e ,  th e  heavy t o l l  o f  th e  

la b o re rs  in  th e  v in e y a rd , th a t  i s ,  o f a l l  men on e a r th .  These a re  n o t 

th e  words of a p o e t i n d i f f e r e n t  to  human h a rd sh ip — in  a d d i t io n ,  th e  p re ­

s e n ta t io n  o f th e  p a ra b le  in  term s of th e  day and th e  on-coming "euen tyde" 

r e in fo r c e  th e  more m elancholy a s p e c t o f th e  M aiden 's t r u t h - t e l l i n g .  Her 

f i n a l  "m ore," rhyming w ith  " Io n  3ore" i s ,  th e n , a n o te  of sad n ess which 

th e  dream er tu rn s  in to  one s ig n ify in g  h is  e x a s p e ra tio n  and i r r i t a t i o n :

Then more I  meled and sayde a p e r t :
'My fynk  fy  t a l e  v n reso u n ab le .

(11. 589-590)
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F in a l ly ,  one r e tu rn s  to  th e  human "more" o f q u a n ti ty  and m easurem ent:

Now he fia t s to d  fie long day s t a b l e ,
And fiou to  payment com hym b y fo re
fienne fie la s s e  in  werke to  tak e  more a b le ,
And eu e r fie le n g e r  fie l a s s e ,  fie m o re .'

(11 . 593-600)

In  h e r  e x c e l le n t  d is c u s s io n  of th e  c e n t r a l  p o r t io n  o f th e  poem, th e  

s o - c a l le d  d e b a te , o r ,  as  she r e f e r s  to  i t ,  th e  en c o u n te r , Kean rem arks 

th a t  th e  "whole p assag e  i s  f u l l  of term s o f com parison and d eg ree . The 

a c tu a l  words ' l e s s '  and 'm o re’ a re  tw ice  used  in  a  r e f r a i n  p h ra se  so 

c a r e fu l ly  p laced  and b a lan ced  as to  su g g e s t very  d e l ib e r a te  p la n n in g .

In  s e c t io n  x 'm ore ' i s  th e  r e f r a in  w ord, combined w ith  ' l e s s '  in  th e  

l a s t  v e rse  o f th e  s ta n z a .  In  s e c t io n  xv ' l e s s '  i s  used fo r  th e  r e f r a i n ,  

and i s  combined w ith  'm o re ' in  th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a . In  a scheme of tw enty 

s e c t io n s  th e  p o s i t io n in g  of key-w ords i s  s i g n i f i c a n t . " ^  She n o te s ,  

m oreover, th a t  th e  " id e a s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  law in  a c t io n ,  of th e  t r i a l  of 

a c a u se , th e  w eighing up of r ig h t  and wrong and th e  p a ss in g  of judgm ent

betw een p a r t i e s ,  a re  n e c e s s a r i ly  n o t f a r  from  th e  id e a s  o f com parison and

12d eg ree" :

I t  i s  n o t ,  th e r e f o r e ,  s u rp r is in g  th a t  th e  p o e t works 
ou t h i s  argum ent in  l e g a l  te rm s, as  w e l l  as in  term s of 
' l e s s  and m o re .' M oreover, in  doing so , he i s  a b le  to  
develop th e  same paradox : j u s t  as degree v an ish e s  in  th e
superabundance of heavan , so th e  em phasis on e x a c t m easure­
ment o f m e r i t ,  which i s  an in e sc a p a b le  p a r t  o f human j u s t i c e ,  
v a n ish e s  in  th e  p le n i tu d e  of G od's j u s t i c e  and m ercy. ^3

The p o e t evokes t h i s  sen se  o f " p le n itu d e "  and "superabundance" in  th e

r e f r a i n s ;  in  p re s e n tin g  th e  key-w ords v a r io u s ly  co lo re d  by t h e i r  sp e a k e rs ,

and by t h e i r  c o n te x ts ,  th e se  y ie ld  th e  i l l u s i o n  o f b e in g , w h ile  rem ain ing

u n d e fin ed , th e r e f o r e ,  num inous. One of th e  most rem arkable  r e f r a in s  in

th e  poem i s  th a t  o f S e c tio n  XI: "For fie g race  of God i s  g r e t  in o g h e ."
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The in h e re n t  am biguity  o f t h i s  s ta te m e n t i s  u t i l i z e d  by th e  p o e t in  th e  

e v o c a tio n  of th e  i n f i n i t e ;  th e  q u a l i fy in g  " inno3e!l tem pers each s t a t e ­

ment concern ing  th e  n a tu re  of th e  d e i ty .  Had th e  p o e t w ith h e ld  th e  

q u a l i fy in g  word, G od's n a tu re  would have been l im ite d  by i t s  a t t r i b u t e s .

The " g re a tn e s s "  of God would have seemed m anageable, w hereas th e  a d d it io n  

of " innoghe" rem inds th e  re a d e r  o f th e  im p o s s ib i l i ty  o f measurement when 

th e  numinous i s  th e  o b je c t  o f d is c u s s io n . T his use o f th e  q u a l i fy in g  

word d i f f e r s  from i t s  use in  S i r  Gawain in  which M arie B o rro ff  n o te s  

" f re q u e n t use o f a d je c t iv e s  im plying  l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e  q u a l i t i e s — o f ex­

c e l le n c e  and sp le n d o r , jo y  and g r i e f ,  c o u rte sy  and p ro w ess ,"  e t c .  M oreover, 

i n  th e  a d j e c t iv a l  l i s t s  B o rro ff  rep roduces from B rin k , " g re t"  appear as  

an " a d je c t iv e  o f low ra n k ."  In  d e s c r ib in g  human e x c e lle n c e , th e n , th e  

p o e t m ight have f e l t  f r e e r  to  engage in  h y p erb o le  th an  in  p r a is in g  th e  

C re a to r .  The very  n o n -a s s e r t iv e n e s s  o f such p r a is e  s t im u la te s  th e  r e l i g i ­

ous im ag in a tio n  or f a c u l ty .  As in  th e  in s ta n c e s  o f w a te r-im a g e ry , in  

S e c tio n  X I, th e  p o e t shuns o n e -to -o n e  e q u a tio n s . The words a re  used p r i ­

m a rily  to  c r e a te  an a u ra  o f  m ystery  and l im i t le s s n e s s ,  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  

th ro u g h  th e  h ig h  s t y l e .

The Maiden does n o t eq u a te  G od's g race  w ith  w a te r , b u t m erely  su g g es ts  

t h a t  i t  i s ,  in  c e r t a in  w ays, l i k e  w a te r . The term s of th e  analogy work 

a g a in s t  com plete i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f one w ith  th e  o th e r .  F i r s t ,  she inform s 

th e  dream er th a t  "fie g e n ty l Cheuentayn i s  no chyche":

He laue3  hys g y f te 3  a s  w a te r o f dyche,
Ofier go te3  of g o lf  f>at n eu er ch ard e .

(11. 607-608)

The p o e t i s ,  however, c a r e fu l  abou t th e  verb  " to  b e ,"  u s in g  i t  only  in  

n e g a tiv e  o r ambiguous l i n e s .  The am biguity  in  t h i s  s e c t io n  o f th e  poem 

and in  th e  work in  g e n e ra l ,  seems n o t so much Empson's m uch-heralded
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m u ltip le s  o f m eaning, b u t  a d ev ice  which e x i s t s  to  one s id e  o f m eaning,

as  i t  w ere. The second s ta n z a ,  fo r  exam ple, in  whose i n i t i a l  l i n e  one

ex p e c ts  some v a r ia n t  on th e  concep t o f " in n o g h e ,"  p la y s  upon th e  sound

o f "innoghe" r a th e r  than  i t s  m eaning:

'B o t now pou mote3 me fo r  to  m ate , 
p a t  I  my peny h a f  wrang ta n  h e re ;

(11 . 613-614)

Gordon, who i s ,  in  g e n e ra l ,  r a th e r  c o n s e rv a tiv e  on th e  s u b je c t  o f th e  

p o e t 's  w o rd -p lay , rem arks in  h is  n o te  to  l in e  613 th a t  " 'n o w ' echoes 

'in o g h e ' o f th e  p receed in g  s ta n z a ,  showing th a t  th e  p o e t in  l in k in g  h is  

s ta n z a s  aimed p r im a r i ly  a t  an echo o f sound, n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  a r e p e t i t i o n  

of th e  same word. I t  i s  e v id e n t a ls o  th a t  th e  s y l l a b l e  '- n o g h - ' was 

e q u iv a le n t  in  sound to  'now ' ( th e n  pronounced ' n u : ' ) . " ^  And even o f th e  

l e g a l  language em ployed, Miss Kean n o te s  th a t  "some o f th e se  w ords, i t  

i s  t r u e ,  a re  am biguous: they  can have a  g e n e ra l as w e ll  as a more te c h ­

n i c a l  m eaning, and th e  p o e t c e r t a in ly  p la y s  on more than  one s e n se . N ever­

th e l e s s ,  th e  id e a  of law , in  th e  w id e s t s e n se , has been invoked , and th e

16id e a  o f r ig h t  and le g a l  l im i t a t i o n  i s  b e in g  g ra d u a lly  s tre n g th e n e d ."

So, to o , th e  id e a  of God's g e n e ro s ity  and g race  i s  s tre n g th e n e d  w h ile  th e  

r e i t e r a t i o n  o f th e  key p h ra se s  superim pose a p a t te r n  upon th e  w hole. The 

k ind  o f am bigu ity  which works i t s  e f f e c t s  so w e ll  in  t h i s  s e c t io n  resem bles 

t h a t  o f  l i t u r g i c a l  r e f r a i n s ,  and p a r t i c u la r l y  th o se  in to n e d  in  a language 

o th e r  than  th e  language of d a i ly  l i f e .  F o r, as s e v e ra l  r e l ig io n s  have 

found th e  s e p a ra t io n s  o f th e  sp h e re s  o f common l i f e  and speech and r e l i ­

g io u s  l i f e  and e x p re ss io n  conducive to  th e  r e l ig io u s  s e n t im e n t ,^  s o , to o , 

th e  p o e t employs th e  r e f r a in  to  c r e a te  a s e p a ra te  sp h e re , and a t  tim es to  

make s u re  th a t  one does n o t "u n d e rs tan d "  in  a  c e r e b r a l ,  l o g i c a l ,  o r
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com m onsensical fa sh io n . Of e s th e t i c  c o n te m p la tio n , S a r t r e  w r i te s  th a t  

he i s ,  f o r  exam ple, "co n fro n te d  by th e  Seventh Symphony b u t on th e  ex­

p re s s  c o n d itio n  of u n d e rs tan d in g  n o th in g  abou t i t , th a t  I  do n o t th in k  

o f th e  ev en t a s  an a c tu a l i t y  and d a te d , and on c o n d itio n  th a t  I  l i s t e n  

to  th e  s u c c e ss io n  o f themes as an a b s o lu te  s u c c e ss io n  and n o t as a r e a l  

s u c c e s s i o n ." ^  The work of a r t  i s  com plete ly  beyond th e  r e a l .  I t  has

i t s  own tim e , th a t  i s ,  i t  p o sse s se s  an in n e r  tim e , which runs from th e

19f i r s t  tone of th e  a l le g r o  to  th e  l a s t  tone of th e  f i n a l e . "  Yet th i s

u n re a l  tim e "can  m a n ife s t i t s e l f  on ly  th rough  analogues which a re  d a ted

and which u n r o l l  in  our t i m e . . . t h e  r e a l  sounds m ust be apprehended as 

20a n a lo g u e s ."  The dream fram e, a l s o ,  in  P e a r l , i s  conducive to  t h i s  

n e c e ssa ry  rem oval from one sp h e re , th e  r e a l ,  in to  th a t  o f th e  im ag in a tio n  

w h eth er th a t  im ag in a tio n  i s  a p p lie d  to  e s th e t i c  o r r e l ig io u s  co n tem p la tio n ; 

one e n te r s  a  church and i t  i s  th e re  th a t  one i s  f r e e  to  in to n e  p h ra se s  of 

a  l i t u r g y  in  a  s p e c ia l  language . The dream -fram e f a c i l i t a t e s  th e  rem oval 

in  th a t  th e  c o n d itio n s  o f o rd in a ry  r e a l i t y  a re  a b ro g a te d : " E s th e t ic  con­

te m p la tio n  i s  an induced  dream and th e  p a s s in g  in to  th e  r e a l  i s  an a c tu a l  

21waking u p ."

Except f o r  th e  h e a d lin e s  in  each s ta n z a ic  g roup , th e  fram ing e f f e c t ,  

from f i r s t  to  l a s t ,  i s  c o n s ta n t.  I t  i s ,  how ever, i n t e n s i f i e d  in  th o se  

p assag es  which p a rap h ra se  a p a r t i c u l a r  p o r t io n  o f S c r ip tu r e  o r w hich r e ­

p e a t  a  l i t u r g i c a l l y  im p o rtan t word in  th e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f each s ta n z a  and 

in  th e  l a s t  l i n e .  In  th e  e a r l i e r  p a r t  o f th e  poem, th e  n a r r a t o r 's  r e tu rn  

to  th e  r e f r a i n  word has a  somewhat obsessed  q u a l i t y ,  as  in  S ec tio n  I I I :

1. 132 H ytte3  to  haue ay more and more.
1. 144 And e u e r  me longed ay more and more.
1. 156 p a t  meued my mynde ay more and more.
1. 188 pe le n g e r , I  knew h y r more and m ore.
1. 180 And e u e r  pe le n g e r ,  pe more and more.
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Once th e  d ia lo g u e  betw een Maiden and dream er i s  f u l l y  underway, how ever, 

th e  r e p e t i t i o n  of c e r t a in  key-w ords i s  as s ig n i f i c a n t  as a ch an t o r th e  

t o l l i n g  o r a  church b e l l :

Sec. VI 1 . 312 Bot fia t hys one sk y l may dem.
1. 313 'Deme now p y s e lf  i f  pou con dayly 
1. 324 Er ouer pys dam hym D ry3ten deme,
1. 325 'Deme3 pou me, 'quod I ,*  my sw ete ,
1. 336 Bot durande d o e l what may men deme?'
1. 337 'Thow dme3 n o 3 t b o t  d o e l-d y s tr e s s e  
1. 348 pou m oste abyde p a t  he s c h a l  deme.
1. 349 'Deme D ry3ten , e u e r  hym a d y te ,
1. 360 Al ly s  in  hym to  dy3t and dem e.'

S ec. XIV 1. 792 pe nwe cy te  o Je ru sa le m .
1. 793 'O f Je ru sa lem  I  in  speche s p e l l e .
1 . 804 Quen Jue3 hym iugged in  Je ru sa le m ."
1. 805 In  Je ru sa lem  w at3 my lemman s la y n  
1. 816 For vus he sw a lt in  Je ru sa lem .
1. 817 'I n  Je ru sa lem , J o rd a n , and G a la ly e ,
1. 828 p a t  dy3ed f o r  vus in  Jeru sa lem ?"
1. 829 ' I n  Ie ru sa lem  pus my lemman sw ete 
1. 840 In  h e l l e ,  in  e rp e ,  and Je ru sa lem .

22The a ll-e n co m p ass in g  genre o f th e  P e a r l  i s  a c o n s o la tio n . But

w hat can th i s  mean? I t  i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  a  work which i s  based  upon th e  

assum ption  th a t  Judgment Day, th e  th e o lo g ic a l  c o n s o la tio n  f o r  mankind, 

has n o t  y e t  come. The Maiden in fo rm s th e  dream er t h a t ,  a lth o u g h  he d e a r ly  

w ishes "o u er pys w a te r  to  w eue," (1 . 31 8 ), he must " c e u e r  to  oper c o u n sa y le ,"

(1 . 319):

py co rse  in  c lo t  mot c a ld e r  k eu e .
For h i t  w at3 f o r g a r te  a t  P aradys g re u e ; 
Oure 3 o re fa d e r  h i t  con mysse3eme. 
pur3 drwry d e th  bo3 vch man d reu e  
E r ouer pys dam hym D ry3ten deme.

(11 . 320-324)

Her i n s t r u c t io n s  a re :

'Deme Dry3te n ,  eu e r hym a d y te ,
Of pe way a f o te  ne wyl he w rype, 
pe mende3 mounte3 n o t a m yte, 
pa3 pou fo r  so r3 e  be n eu er b ly p e .
S ty n t o f py s t r o t  and fyne to  f l y t e  
And sech  hys b ly p e  f u l  sw efte  and swype.
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py p ra y e r  may hys p y te  b y te ,  
fia t mercy s c h a l hyr c r a f te 3  kyfie.
Hys com forte may fiy lan g o u r lyfie 
And fiy lu re 3  o f ly 3 t ly  flem e;

(11. 349-358)

T his i s  co ld  com fort in d eed ; b u t w ith  th e  a d d i t io n  o f th e  l a s t  two l i n e s ,

th e  "m essage" changes:

F o r, m arre oper madde, morne and myfie,
Al ly s  in  hym to  dy3t and dem e.'

(11 . 359-360)

The M aiden 's d e s c r ip t io n s  o f a c tu a l  p ro c e ss  in  S ec tio n  XI a re  a lso

c o m fo rtle s s :

Anon fie day , wyth derk  en d e n te ,
pe n iy 3 t  o f d e th  dot3  to  en c ly n e ;
fia t w ro3t n eu er wrang e r  fienne fiay w ente,

(11. 629-631)

Al wer we dampned fo r  fia t mete 
To dy3e in  d o e l o u t o f d e ly t  
And syfien wende to  h e l l e  h e te ,  
f ie rin n e  to  won w ythoute re s p y t .

(11. 641-643)

Nor cou ld  th e  l i t e r a l  s o lu t io n s  to  th e se  human dilemmas con so le  any b u t

th e  l e a s t  s k e p t ic a l  to  whom, o b v io u s ly , th e  M aiden 's  speeches a re  n o t

a d d ressed . The c o n s o la tio n  which does evo lve  in  th e  cou rse  o f th e se

s ta n z a s  has to  do w ith  th e  n a tu re  of b e a u ty , "a  v a lu e ,"  says S a r t r e

a p p lic a b le  only  to  th e  im aginary  and which means th e  n e g a tio n  o f the

w orld  in  i t s  e s s e n t i a l  s t r u c tu r e " :

'Innoghe  fier wex ou t o f fia t w e l le ,
Blod and w a te r  o f b rode  wounde. 
fie b lo d  vus b o 3 t f ro  b a le  o f h e l l e  
And d e ly u e red  vus o f fie d e th  secounde; 
fie w a te r  i s  baptem , fie sofie to  t e l l e ,  
fia t fo l3 e d  pe g layue so grymly grounde 
p a t wasche3 away pe g y lte 3  f e l l e  
p a t  Adam wyth in n e  d e th  vus drounde 
Now i s  p e r  no3 t in  pe w orlde rounde 
Bytwene vus and b ly s s e  b o t  p a t  he w ythdro3,
And p a t  i s  r e s to r e d  in  s e ly  s to u n d e ;
And pe g race  of God i s  g r e t  innogh .

(11 . 649-660)
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The In fo rm a tio n  conveyed in  th e  s ta n z a  c i t e d  above would n o t have 

s u rp r is e d  a m ed ieval r e a d e r  b e lo n g in g  to  th e  l a i t y  o r th e  p r ie s th o o d .

Nor does th e  poem seem to  be a ca tech ism  in  th e  more l im ite d  sen se  o f 

th e  word; in  a b ro a d e r  se n se , how ever, i t  i s  in d e ed , f o r ,  in  view o f th e  

dogm atic c o n te n t ,  th e  e v e r -p re s e n t  re so u rc e  of th e  s t a b i l i t y  and s a t i s ­

f a c t io n  of form , as in  th e  u n q u e s tio n a b le  r e tu rn  to  th e  r e f r a i n ,  p roves 

th e  id e a s  d e s p ite  o r  a s id e  from th e  id e a s  th em selv es . The r e f r a in  se v e rs  

th e  poem from r e a l i t y ,  e n c lo se s  i t  f i n a l l y  and s e c u re ly  in  p o e t ic  tim e , 

and so en ab les  th e  p o e t to  avoid  r e s o lv in g  is s u e s  which e x i s t  in  r e a l i t y ,  

and to  c r e a te  a  work which even in  th e  s k e p t ic a l  c o n te x t o f th e  tw e n tie th  

c e n tu ry , rem ains sub lim e.

The cu r io u s  doub ling  o f c o n ju n c tio n s  in  th e  s ta n z a  above i s  r h e to r i ­

c a l ly  e f f e c t iv e ;  one p e rc ie v e s ,  how ever, th a t  w h ile  such s ta te m e n ts  

sound " r i g h t , "  l in e s  e lev e n  and tw elve r e a l ly  do n o t e x p la in  much, even i f  

one assumes th a t  fo r  b e l ie v e r s  th e re  a re  no q u e s tio n s .  Why th e  l in e s  

sound c o n c lu s iv e  has to  do w ith  th e  p o e t 's  rhythm ic s e n s i t i v i t y .  This i s  

a d i f f i c u l t ,  p e rhaps an im p o ss ib le , s u b je c t  to  ad d ress  w ith o u t what would 

become an undue dependence upon p re - e s ta b l is h e d  c r i t e r i a .  The re c u rre n c e , 

however, a t  d e f i n i t e  i n t e r v a l s ,  o f p h ra se s  s im i la r  enough to  each o th e r  

to  be remembered by th e  e a r ,  s e t s  up rhythms of i t s  own, and th e re fo re  

e s ta b l i s h e s  an em otional p u l l  a l l  to  i t s e l f .  The te n s io n  betw een meaning 

and sound i s  in c re a se d  an d , as th e  r e f r a i n  words and p h ra se s  a re  re p e a te d , 

th e  e f f e c t  i s  a k in  to  th a t  of th e  L a tin  r e f r a in s  o r  p h ra se s  in  m edieval 

m acaronic v e r s e ,  p ra y e r  in  a language re se rv e d  fo r  r i t u a l  p u rp o ses , r e l i ­

g io u s  a r t i f a c t s  such as r o s a r i e s ,  and th e  co ro n a . This s e t t i n g  a s id e  fo r  

s p e c ia l  p u rp o se s , t h i s  d e l ib e r a te  m arking of m a te r ia l  fo r  r i t u a l  use o n ly ,
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I s  more im p o rtan t when th e  m a te r ia l  so used i s  language—no m a te r ia l  i s ,

and, one may assum e, w as, so commonly used fo r  purposes o u ts id e  o f a r t

o r r e l ig io n .  N o tes , o r m u sica l to n e s , and in s tru m e n ts  a re  re se rv e d  fo r

m u sica l u se , p a in ts  fo r  th e  p a in t e r ,  and so f o r t h ,  b u t  words a re  employed

fo r  v a r io u s  pu rposes by ev eryone , d a i ly ,  and a r e ,  c o n seq u en tly , demeaned
o /

as a medium o f e x p re s s io n , a r t i s t i c  or r e l ig io u s .  The p o e t knows how

to  re sc u e  th e se  words from t h e i r  enslavem ent to  u t i l i t y ,  n e c e s s i ty  and

th e  u rg e n c ie s  of everyday com m unication. The P e a r1 -p o e t,  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,

by em ploying such a r t i f i c e  as he does , i s  a b le  to  d i s s o c ia te  th e  words

in  th e  r e f r a in s  from t h e i r  u t i l i t a r i a n  a s s o c ia t io n s ,  and i s  a b le ,  th e n ,

to  use them in  th e  c re a t io n  of a m ystery ; th e  d i a l e c t  o f th e  North-W est

M idlands becomes a "ho ly" tongue.

No le s s  a  f ig u re  than  S t.  B ernard  could  use t h i s  d ev ice  in  serm ons:

M ag n ifica t anima mea Dominum. M ag n ifica t voce 
m a g n if ic a t o p e re , m a g n if ic a t a f f e c tu .  M ag n ifica t 
laudando , amando, p raed ican d o . M a g n if ic a t, la u d a n d i, 
amandi e t  m ag n ifican d i formam sim ul e t  m ateriam  dando.
M ag n ifica t anima mea Dominum: q u ia  m ag n ifice  a mag-
n i f i c o  Domino m ag n ifica  e s t .  In  p r im is  ad imaginem 
e t  s im ilitu d in e m  Dei anima mea m i r a b i l i t e r  a Domino 
c r e a ta  e s t ;  sed  p o s te a  in  Adam m is e r a b i l i t e r  d e fo r­
m ate, nunc m ir a b i l iu s ,  g lo r io s iu s  e t  m a g n if ic e n tiu s  
a Domino re n o v a ta  e s t .  M ag n ifica t anima mea Dominum.
e t c . 25

Of t h i s  p a ssa g e , C h arles  Baldwin w r i te s  th a t  th e  "v ery  in s is te n c e  e x h ib i ts

s t r i k in g ly  th e  v a lu e  of cum ula tive  p ro g re s s  fo r  ch arg in g  e x p o s it io n  w ith  
9 ftem o tio n ."  S im ila r ly ,  even th e  most dogm atic p o r tio n s  o f P e a r l  p a r ta k e  

of th e  em o tio n a l te n o r  g en e ra ted  by th e  i t e r a t i o n .  The r e f r a in s  a re  

f in a l l y  n o t used so much to  convey meaning as to  e x p re s s , in  sound, and 

em phasize, by r e p e t i t i o n ,  a c e r ta in  k in d  o f e x p e r ie n c e . J u s t  a s ,  in  P e a r l , 

th e  d re a m -n a rra to r  i s  made to  undergo a dream e x p e rie n c e  which proves 

c i r c u l a r  in  c o n te n t ,  th e  re a d e r  must fo llo w  him in to  h is  s p e c ia l  w orld
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and ex p e rien ce  th e  c y c le . What th e  re a d e r  tak es  p le a s u re  i n ,  how ever, i s  

th e  f a c t  th a t  a human a r t i f i c e r  i s  in  c o n tro l  o f th e  m a te r ia ls .  One’s 

sen se  of f i n a l i t y ,  com pletion  o r s a t i s f a c t i o n  i s  based  upon a l i n g u i s t i c  

harmony and o rd e r , th e  l i n g u i s t i c  com pletion  of a c i r c l e  e x i s t e n t  in  

w ords. The e x p e rien ce  which th e  dreamer undergoes i s  one of " r e v e la t io n ,"  

th a t  i s ,  an e x p e rien ce  j u s t i f i e d  by i t s  v ery  e x is te n c e  in  tim e; y e t  i t  i s  

an e x p e rien ce  o u ts id e  of o rd in a ry  e x p e r ie n c e , o u ts id e  o f o rd in a ry  tim e 

and o u ts id e  o f one’s common c r i t e r i a  f o r  th e  p e rc e p tio n  o f t r u th  and 

fa lseh o o d . There can be no argum ent a g a in s t  r e v e la t io n ,  f o r  i t  i s  be­

yond lo g ic ;  when th e  dream er w akes, he leav es  argum ent and j u s t i f i c a t i o n  

o f b e l i e f  beh ind  him in  th e  dream -w orld where he had indeed  n o t been him­

s e l f ,  y e t  where he had found h im se lf :

fien wakned I  in  fia t e rb e r  wlonk;
My hede vpon fia t h y l le  wat3 layde 
fier as my p e r le  to  grounde s t r a y d ,
I  r a x le d ,  and f e l  in  g r e t  a f f r a y ,
And, sykyng, to  m yself I  sayd ,
’Now a l  be to  fia t Prynce3 p a y e . '

(11. 1170-1176)

In  th e  f i n a l  a c t io n  o f th e  poem, th a t  i s ,  one com pletes a c i r c l e ,  b u t i t

i s  th e  manner o f com pletion  which r e f l e c t s  what has come b e fo re . The

n a r r a t o r ’s dungeon has n o t d is s o lv e d  in to  a i r — on th e  c o n tr a ry ,  th e

n a r r a to r  f i r s t  r e a l i z e s  i t s  n a tu re  a f t e r  th e  r e v e la t io n :

I f  h i t  be ueray  and so th  sermoun 
fia t fiou so s ty k e3  in  g a rlan d e  gay,
So w el i s  me in  fiys doel-doungoun 
fia t fiou a r t  to  fia t Prynce3 p a y e . '

(11. 1185-1188)

Having l e f t  th e  " r e a l"  te m p o ra rily  and th rough  th e  g race  o f God, th e  

n a r r a to r  i s  cap ab le  o f a c c e p tin g , n o t co m p le te ly , b u t  to  a g r e a te r  degree 

than  b e fo re :
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To f a t  Prynce3 paye hade I  ay b e n te ,
And 3em ed  no more fien wat3 me gyuen,
And h a ld en  me f e r  in  trw e e n te n t ,
As f e  p e r le  me p rayed  p a t  wat3 so f ry u e n ,

(11 . 1189-1192)

What i s  perhaps more im p o rtan t th an  com plete a c c e p ta n c e , w hich i s  beyond

th e  e a r th ly  man, i s  h i s  aw areness o f h im se lf  and a sen se  of p o rp o rtio n

in  co n tem p la tio n  of h i s  own d e s i r e s :

As h e ld e ,  drawen to  Gode3 p r e s e n t ,
To mo o f h i s  m ysterys I  hade ben dryuen;
Bot ay wolde man o f happe more h en te  
fe n  mo3te by ry 3 t vpon hem c ly u en . 
f  e r f  o re  my io y e  wat3 sone to r iu e n ,
And I  k a s t  o f ky the3  f a t  la s te 3  aye.
L orde, mad h i t  a m  f a t  agayn f e  s ty u e n ,
O fer p ro fe re n  f e  o3 t agayn fy  paye.

(11 . 1193-1200)

The n a r r a to r ,  ex p re ss in g  h i s  g r a t i tu d e  in  th e  poem 's p r e s e n t ,  i s  n o t

th a n k fu l so much fo r  any p a r t i c u l a r  p o in t  o f lo g ic ,  n o r f o r  any p a r t i c u la r

in s ig h t  which s ta y s  w ith  him a f t e r  th e  dream b u t i s  in s te a d  th a n k fu l fo r

th e  r e v e la t io n  i t s e l f  as  a m a n ife s ta t io n  of God's lo v e . L itu rg y  as such

i s  a k in d  of d a i ly  r e v e la t io n ;  th u s ,  th e  poem ends w ith  a re fe re n c e  to  th e

d a i ly  m ira c le  w hich , w h ile  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  m u ta tin g  one p a r t i c l e  of m a tte r ,

changes th e  w orld  as a  sym bolic and r e v e la to ry  a c t io n :

To pay f e  P r in c e  o fe r  s e te  s a 3 te  
H it i s  f u l  fyn to  f e  god K ry s ty in ;
For I  h a f  founden hym, b o fe  day and n a 3 te ,
A God, a L orde, a fre n d e  f u l  fy in .
Ouer f i s  b y u l f i s  lo t e  I  l a 3 te ,
For p y ty  of my p e r le  e n c ly in ,
And sy fen  to  God I  h i t  b y ta 3 te  
In  K ryste3  d e re  b le ssy n g  and myn, 
f a t  in  f e  forme of b re d  and wyn 
f e  p r e s te  vus schewe3 vch a daye.
He gef vus to  be h i s  homly hyne 
Ande p re c io u s  p e r le 3  v n to  h i s  pay.

( 11 . 1200- 1212)

So, to o , th e  s p e c ia l iz e d  language of th e  poem, and i t s  uncommon form , made

f i n a l ,  as i t  w ere , by th e  r e f r a i n s ,  sym bolizes o r r i t u a l i z e s ,  on a p o e tic
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l e v e l ,  "fie forme of b red  and wyn" and which "vus schewe3" how th e  c i r c u la r  

c o n c a te n a tio n  o f ex p e rie n ce  does n o t p re c lu d e  such r e v e la t io n  as th e  p o e t 

b r in g s  in  h is  m astery  over th e  co n ten t of th a t  e x p e rien c e  through  h is  use 

o f form s.
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C onclusion

In  l i t e r a r y  te rm s, th e  poem, P e a r l , i s  an enigm a; in  th e  co u rse  o f 

i t s  s ta n z a s ,  much happens, and n o th in g  happens. I t  i s  a poem abou t human 

g r i e f ,  among o th e r  th in g s ,  and y e t  i t s  c o lo rs  a re  n o t the  browns and grays 

o f sorrow  o r m ourning— th e  work i s  as lum inous as i t s  P ea rl-m a id en . I t  

s ta n d s  as one o f th e  m ost h ig h ly  wrought and ard u o u sly  c r a f te d  c r e a t io n s  

in  th e  E n g lish  language; y e t  i t s  c o n tin u a l s u rp r is e s  len d  a q u a l i ty  o f 

sp o n ta n e ity  to  th e  w hole. I t  r a i s e s  q u e s tio n s ,  and re fu s e s  to  answer them. 

R ely ing  on concep ts  o f God's j u s t i c e  and goodness, th e  p o e t avo ids th e  

f a c i l e  d e f in i t io n s  o f th e s e .  S e t in  one " s p o t ,"  th e  poem n e v e r th e le s s  

employs th e  p ro c e sse s  o f p h y s ic a l  la b o r ,  law , government and h i s to r y  w ith ­

o u t,  even fo r  a  moment, s l ip p in g  in to  o v e r-s ta te m e n t o r  c o n c e it .  W hile 

th e  l im i t a t i o n s ,  th em a tic  and fo rm al, in  language and in  m etaphor, a re  

num erous, one n ev er f e e l s  th a t  th e  concerns o f i t s  maker a re  narrow  o r 

c o n s t r i c te d .  Depending upon th e  B ib le  as much as any p o e t of th e  p e r io d , 

th e  P e a r l -p o e t  i s  n e i th e r  p a ro c h ia l  n o r e v a n g e l ic a l .  How have th e se  th in g s  

come to  pass?

The P e a r l -p o e t ,  w h ile ,  of c o u rse , a  C h r is t ia n  p o e t ,  i s  above a l l ,  in ­

te n s e ly  h u m a n is tic ; th e  f i n a l  su ccess  o f a l l  th e  d ev ices  depends upon t h i s .  

For where does th e  poem occur? From f i r s t  to  l a s t ,  in  a "mane3 mynde," in  

th e  f i r s t  person  l im ite d  o f th e  p u re s t  l y r i c  form s. The Maiden i s  a p a r t  o f 

th e  n a r r a to r  and dream er; and th e  p e a r l  o f g re a t  p r ic e  i s  none o th e r  than  

th e  human so u l which th e  Maiden d e s c r ib e s  in  th e  most glow ing and generous 

of te rm s :

'T h is  m akelle3  p e r l e ,  p a t  b o 3 t i s  d e re ,  
fie jo u e le r  gef fo re  a l l  hys god,
I s  lyke  pe reme of h euenesse  c le r e :
So sayde pe Fader o f fo ld e  and f lo d e ;
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For h i t  i s  wemle3, c le n e , and c l e r e ,
And endele3  rounde, and b ly fe  o f mode,
And commune to  a l l e  fia t ry3tw ys w ere.
Lo, euen inmydde3 my b r e s t e  h i t  s to d e .
My Lorde fie Lombe, fia t schede hys b lo d e ,
He py3 t h i t  f e r e  in  token of p e s .
I  red e  f e  fo rsa k e  f e  w orlde  wode 
And porchace fy  p e r le  m ask e lle3 .

(11. 733-744)

P e a r l  p o sse sse s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  which a re  d e riv ed  from th e  l y r i c  im pulse 

and which i t  sh a re s  w ith  s h o r te r  l y r i c  w orks. The f i r s t  o f th e se  c h a ra c te r ­

i s t i c s  i s  th e  poem 's f i n a l  a s s e r t io n  of in d iv id u a l i ty ,  th e  p o e t ic  occasio n  

b e in g  th e  only  tim e , i t  has been  s a id ,  in  which to  say " I "  does n o t p o s i t  

c ra s s  egotism.-^- P e a r l  i s  a c e le b ra t io n  o f l i f e  even in  th e  d e s p a ir  and 

s u f f e r in g  which i t  d e s c r ib e s .  The re fe re n c e s  t o ,  and q u o ta tio n s  from , th e  

Psalm s a re  thus of i t s  e sse n c e : The P s a lm is t ,  to o , a f f irm s  by c a l l in g  "de

p ro fu n d is ."  The p o e t ic  " I "  i s  p u r i f i e d  by i t s  b e in g  made "commune to  a l l e  

f a t  ry3tw ys w ere ."  Through language and m e te r, th e  in d iv id u a l  b e in g  con­

q u ers  tim e by c r e a t in g  h is  own; in  t h i s  s e n se , th e  c o n s o la tio n  i s  th e  

form  o f th e  poem i t s e l f .

In  r e l a t io n  to  such c o n s o la tio n , and to  what would o th e rw ise  be th e  

h u b r is  o f a p e rv a s iv e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t io n ,  th e  id e a s  o f co u r te sy  and 

g race  become doubly im p o rta n t. W hile c o u r te sy , in  P e a r l , does indeed  have 

"wide c o n n o ta tio n s ,"  as Kean p u ts  i t ,  and can s ta n d  " fo r  n o b i l i ty  and 

g e n e ro s ity  o f co n d u c t,"  c o u r te sy  sh o u ld  n o t be subsumed in  " g e n e ro s i ty — 

freedom  from l im i t a t i o n ,  abundance in  goodness and in  lo v in g -k in d n e s s ." 

D is s o c ia t io n  o f co u r te sy  from i t s  ro o ts  n o t in  f e e l in g  b u t in  b eh av io r 

b lu r s  th e  d i s t i n c t io n  betw een c o u rte sy  and g ra c e , th e  two b e in g  r e la te d  

b u t n o t by any means th e  same. M oreover, th e re  i s  a d e f in i t e  r e la t io n s h ip  

betw een d e l ib e r a te  s o c ia l  co n d u c t, o r  m anners, and d e l ib e r a te  p o e t ic  "con -
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d u c t ,"  o r form. Manners and form , in  l i f e  and a r t ,  a r e  sim ply n o t th e

same as fe llo w  f e e l in g  i s ,  in  th e  one c a se , n o r as s e l f - e x p re s s io n  i s  in

th e  o th e r .  John Crowe Ransom em phasizes th e  a r t i f i c e  in v o lv ed  in  th e

c re a t io n  of b o th  manners and p o e t ic  form , th e  co n n ec tio n  o f each w ith

r e l ig io u s  v a lu es  and, e v e n tu a l ly ,  w ith  r e l ig io n  i t s e l f :  ;

I t  i s  in  th e  e s th e t i c  e f f e c t s ,  i f  secu red  in  
th o se  e x p e rien ce s  th a t  re c o rd  them selves pub­
l i c l y  as " a r t , "  o r  f o r  th a t  m a tte r  as manners 
and r e l i g i o n ,  th a t  th e  g iven  forms a re  b o th  
more and le s s  th an  they  seem ...T h e  e s th e t i c  
forms a re  a tech n iq u e  of r e s t r a i n t ,  n o t of 
e f f i c ie n c y .  They do n o t b u t t e r  ou r b re a d , and 
they  d e lay  th e  e a t in g  o f i t .  They s ta n d  between 
th e  in d iv id u a l  and h is  n a tu r a l  o b je c t  and impose 
a check upon h is  a c t i o n ; . . .T o  th e  concept of 
d i r e c t  a c t io n  th e  o ld  s o c ie ty — th e  d ire c te d  
and h ie r a r c h ic a l  one— opposed th e  concept of 
e s th e t i c  e x p e r ie n c e , as a t r u e  o p p o s ite ,  and 
checked th e  one in  o rd e r  to  induce th e  o th e r . 3

C ourtesy  i s  d e l ib e r a te  and b e h a v io u ra l;  as Brewer w r i te s  fo r  th e  P e a r l -

p o e t,  t h i s  " q u a l i ty  can on ly  be r e a l iz e d  in  b en ev o len t a c tio n s  o r a t

l e a s t  speech tow ards o th e r  p e o p le ." ^  These a c t io n s  may em anate from th e

C h r is t ,  from th e  Queen o f Heaven o r from man h im se lf :

Bot my Lady o f quom Je su  con sp ry n g ,
Ho halde3  pe  empyre ouer vus f u l  hy3e;
And p a t  d y sp lese3  non of oure gyng,
For ho i s  Quene o f c o r ta y sy e .

(11. 453-456)

'O f c o u rta y sy e , as sa y t3  Saynt P o u le ,
Al a m  we membre3 of J e su  K ry s t:
As heued and arme and legg  and n a u le  
Temen to  hys body f u l  trw e and t r y s t e ,
Ry3t so  i s  vch a K rysten  saw le 
A longande lym to  pe  M ayster o f m yste.

(11. 457-462)

C ourtesy  i s ,  th e n , th e  p h y s ic a l  m a n ife s ta t io n  o f g ra c e . L ike th e  f e e l in g s  

and a t t i t u d e s  of th e  in d iv id u a l ,  g race  i t s e l f  i s  an in n e r  q u a l i ty ,  and 

i s  made m an ife s t only th rough  th e  im p o s itio n  of demands o f  a c e r t a in  k in d :
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Bot innoghe o f g race  h a t 3 in n o c e n t.
As sone as pay arn  b o rn e , by lyne 
In  pe w ate r o f babtem  pay d y sse n te : 
pen am e  pay b o ro 3 t in to  pe vyne.

(11. 625-628)

Grace i s  an in h e re n t  q u a l i ty :

'G race  innogh pe mon may haue
p a t synne3 penne new, 3 i f  hym re p e n te ,
Bot wyth so r3  and s y t  he mot h i t  c ra u e ,
And byde pe payne p e r to  i s  b e n t .

(11. 661-664)

In  P e a r l , i t  i s  on ly  th e  tra n sm u ta tio n  o f g race  th rough th e  s a c r i f i c e ,  

o r ,  as i t  i s  c a l l e d ,  th e  "co u rta y sy e "  of C h r is t  (1 . 457) which redeems 

hum anity . The n o tio n  o f c o u r te sy  in v o lv e s  n o t only a c t io n  on b e h a lf  o f 

th e  O ther, b u t o f s a c r i f i c e ,  th e  g iv in g  up o f a c e r ta in  k in d  of freedom , 

w hether in  b eh av io u r o r in  p o e try . T h e re fo re , shou ld  th e  in d iv id u a l  w ish 

to  em ulate th e  d e i ty ,  th e  d i r e c t io n  o f h is  e f f o r t s  must be tow ards cour­

te sy  and r e s t r a i n t ,  r a th e r  than  tow ards g ra c e , over which he has no con­

t r o l .

For th e  p o e t beh in d  th e  n a r r a t iv e  p e rso n a , th e  c o n s t r a in t s  o f  h is  

form , th e  s a c r i f i c e  o f a b s o lu te  freedom  in  h is  ch o ice  o f w ords, th e  volun­

ta ry  la b o rs  imposed upon th e  s e l f ,  p ro v id e  a fo rm al c o r r e l a t iv e  o f c o u r te ­

ous a c t io n .  The employment o f words in  th e  poem i s  sym bolic a c t io n ;  th e re  

i s  an a s p e c t o f covenant in v o lv ed  in  th e  com pletion  o f th e  w ork, a cove­

n an t in  which th e  v o lu n ta ry  subm ission  of th e  p o e t to  h is  form becomes a 

g e s tu re  s ig n ify in g  h i s  freedom . Kean has rem arked t h a t ,  a t  th e  end of 

th e  poem,

th e  p o e t re fo c u se s  a t t e n t io n  on th e  b a s ic  
m oral problem — th a t  of th e  in d iv id u a l  w i l l  
in  c o n f l i c t  w ith  r e a s o n . . .These l i n e s ,  to o , 
e l im in a te  th e  D ream er's r e b e l l io u s n e s s ;  the 
com pulsion of 'L o rd e , mad h i t  a rn  p a t  agayn 
pe s t r y u e n , ' becomes a  f r e e  subm ission  in  a
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t r e a ty  o f peace ( s e te  s a 3 te ) . T his im p lie s  
th e  co n sen t o f b o th  p a r t i e s ,  and i t  i s ,  
m oreover, a t r e a ty  made w ith  a f r ie n d  as w e ll  
as w ith  an a ll-p o w e rfu l  lo rd .g

There i s  n o th in g , o f c o u rse , i n t r i n s i c a l l y  re a so n ab le  about P e a r l ’s

rhyme scheme o r s ta n z a ic  g roup ing . The n a r r a to r  does n o t r e tu rn  to

reaso n  as much as to  subm ission  to  th e  w i l l  o f God. I t  i s  th e  subm ission

i t s e l f  w hich , in  c o n te x t,  d e f in e s  reaso n  s in c e  any o th e r  a t t i t u d e  i s  seen

as m adness. The p o e t has dem o n stra ted , in  P e a r l , th a t  a r t ,  to o , and th e

c e le b ra t io n  of l i f e  in h e re n t in  i t ,  i s  a t  once s a c r i f i c e  and v ic to r y ,

c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d  to  p ra y e r . The p o e t can th e re fo re  c lo se  h is  poem on th e

n o te  o f "Amen."
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