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Editorial 

 
The sixteenth volume of MARGINALIA is the Yearbook for 2011–12. As is customary, the 
Yearbook presents two student essays from last year’s MPhil course. For the Cambridge 
MPhil in Medieval and Renaissance Literature students receive training in palaeography 
and codicology, as well as in the literary analysis of early English texts. They are 
required to write two essays as well as a more substantial dissertation. Annually, the 
convenors of the course select two essays from the best student work of that year for 
publication in MARGINALIA. This year’s contributors are Naomi Geraghty and Hetta 
Howes.   

In ‘“A Record of Treuthe”: Redeeming Words in Langland’s Piers Plowman’, 
Naomi Geraghty explores Langland’s always searching use of the vernacular for the 
pursuit of a perplexing and elusive theological truth. In an essay that is in thoughtful 
dialogue with the work of Mary Carruthers and Maureen Quilligan, among others, 
Geraghty examines the C-text’s grammatical metaphors to argue that for Langland it is 
the very ‘limitations’ of human language that ‘provide a productive way of imagining 
God’. Far from seeking to transcend the intractable materiality of written expression, 
Geraghty argues, Langland insistently exploits it. ‘It is precisely when we are most 
conscious of his words as words that they seem most capable of revealing the divine’.   

The volume’s second essay nicely complements the first, in so far as it is focused 
on a nearly contemporary poem from a similar alliterative tradition. In ‘“Sowrede” eyes 
and obscured meaning: Wynnere and Wastoure as spiritual challenge’ Hetta Howes 
explores Wynnere’s visual metaphors to argue for a reading that does justice to the 
poem’s soteriological concerns. She also considers the poem’s inconclusive nature, its 
demand for ‘moral attentiveness’ from its reader, and the implications of its manuscript 
context in Robert Thornton’s ‘London’ miscellany. Her essay seeks to move beyond the 
political and economic contexts in which the poem is often understood in order to read it 
not only as ‘a spiritual challenge to which the reader must rise’ but as a work that to 
some extent ‘shares the same anxieties’ as the better-known Piers Plowman.   

As usual, this issue also contains reviews of some recent publications in the field 
of medieval studies. These include a new translation of Augustine’s City of God, a book 
on the origins of Tolkein’s Hobbit, and a study of sanctity and pornography in medieval 
culture. 

*          *          * 

Thanks are owed to the authors, reviewers and editors who have contributed to this 
issue of MARGINALIA, and to all those others who have given help and advice over the 
past year. These include not only members of the advisory board and the journal 
committee but also the English Faculty in Cambridge, which has always generously 
supported MARGINALIA and the Medieval Reading Group. We would also like to thank 
all the members of the Reading Group itself, and especially its visiting speakers, for their 
stimulating papers and lively participation throughout the year. 
 

Phil Robins 
TRINITY HALL, CAMBRIDGE 
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‘A Record of Treuthe’: Redeeming Words 

in Langland’s Piers Plowman 

 
Naomi Geraghty 

UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE 

 
“In Englissh,” quod Pacience, “it is wel hard, wel to expounen, 

Ac somdeel I shal seyen it, by so thow understonde.”1 

 

At the heart of Piers Plowman lies the dreamer’s desire for a language through which he 

can imagine and signify truth. To fulfil this wish would require an impossible act of 

translation, a conversion of the divine Word into the inadequate terms of a post-

lapsarian tongue. The language of men is doubly compromised, at once too empty and 

too full of meaning; for although they are unable to express the full complexity of an 

infinite God, the polysemic nature of fallen words leaves them vulnerable to 

misinterpretation and misuse, leading their users even further astray. While God may 

condescend to accept ‘the homage of the human voice’, St. Augustine concluded that the 

inescapable gulf between an unstable human signifier and a transcendental referent 

could never be resolved ‘disputatiously’ but must instead be ‘evade[d] ... silently’.2 As 

Kathleen Hewett-Smith has observed, this semantic gap is made particularly prominent 

in the allegorical mode, the ‘very need’ to mediate meaning and figure abstract concepts 

in concrete terms affirming the ‘irrecoverable rupture within [the sign]’.3 However, 

critics such as Mary Carruthers and Maureen Quilligan have argued that Langland’s 

poem strives for and even achieves a verbal resolution for the very difficulties which its 

problematic form reveals: ‘Piers Plowman is an allegory which devotes its primary 

energies to redeeming its own littera’.4 Distinguishing between ‘two different kinds of 

wordplay’ – the disingenuous ‘bad sort’ as practised by Mede and its ‘good’ equivalent 

which ‘points toward truth’ – Quilligan describes what she calls ‘the purging of puns’, a 

process which in the B-Text reaches its climax during Passus 18.5  In the joust with Death 

and the Harrowing of Hell, ‘man’s language and therefore the language of the poem’ are 

‘redeemed’ by the verbal games of the incarnate Christ.6 Yet a close reading of 

                                                           
1 WILLIAM LANGLAND, The Vision of Piers Plowman: A Critical Edition of the B-text based on Trinity College 

Cambridge MS B.15.17, ed. A. V. C. Schmidt, 2nd edition (London: Dent/Everyman, 1995), 14.278–79.  All 

further line references to the B-Text (hereafter ‘B’) will be to this edition and will be given in the text. 
2 ST. AUGUSTINE, On Christian Doctrine, trans. R. P. H. Green (Oxford: Oxford Univeristy Press, 1999), 11, 10. 
3 KATHLEEN M. HEWETT-SMITH, ‘“Nede ne hath no lawe”: Poverty and the De-stabilization of Allegory in the 

Final Visions of Piers Plowman’ in William Langland’s Piers Plowman: A Book of Essays ed. Kathleen M. 

Hewett-Smith (New York: Routledge, 2001), 233–53: 235. 
4 MARY CARRUTHERS, The Search for St. Truth: A Study of Meaning in Piers Plowman (Evanston: Northwestern 

University Press, 1973), 4. 
5 MAUREEN QUILLIGAN, The Language of Allegory: Defining The Genre (New York: Cornell University Press, 

1979), 63. 
6 QUILLIGAN, Language of Allegory, 79. 
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Langland’s grammar reveals a less assured approach to the redemption of the written 

word than Quilligan’s argument would suggest. Even in this moment of triumph, the 

poet foregrounds the failings of human language and deliberately blurs the distinction 

between morally good and misleading puns. If Langland redeems his poetic idiom at all, 

it is a redemption achieved not by purging language of its problems but rather by 

suggesting how its limitations may themselves provide a productive way of imagining 

God. Paradoxically, it is precisely when we are most conscious of his words as words 

that they seem most capable of revealing the divine. 

 
I 

 

In Piers the Plowman’s Crede, the protagonist’s search for salvation takes the form of a 

quest to learn the basic statement of Christian faith. Although clearly indebted to Piers 

Plowman, this unflinchingly anti-fraternal satire is more instructive than meditative in 

mood and does not truly engage with Langland’s Augustinian anxieties. Nevertheless, 

this anonymous text provides an illuminating contrast with Piers Plowman’s linguistic 

ambivalence, both because of its confident association of spiritual rectitude with textual 

literacy and also because of the later poet’s schematic juxtaposition of ethical and 

unethical forms of speech. Unlike Will, whose struggle to grasp the Dowel trinity is 

fraught with epistemological anxiety, the Crede narrator is always certain of the object of 

his search and the spiritual improvements it will provide for him. Within the first twenty 

lines, learning the Creed and learning how to be truly faithful become conceptually and 

syntactically elided. Concluding his description of the ‘kare’ his ignorance of the text will 

bring, the speaker resolves to ‘lerne the byleve’.7 ‘[B]yleve’ is a noun which could refer 

either to faith as an abstraction or to a specific body of doctrine, and it provides an 

obvious pun on the meaning of credo. When the Creed itself is finally spoken, Piers’s 

translation transforms the opening declaration of personal faith into the imperative 

‘[l]eve thou on oure Louerd God’ (PPC, 795), affirming the text’s utility. Where Will often 

despairs of ever turning the ambiguous guidance he receives into material action, this 

grammatical shift makes the Crede into a practical guide. The connection between good 

words and good living is thus clarified in a way never seen in Langland’s Piers, the later 

poem’s language both redeeming and redeemed. 

 More revealing, however, is the Crede poet’s opposition of ‘the graith’ (PPC, 34) 

and ‘the glose’ (PPC, 515), a binary not unlike Quilligan’s notion of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 

puns. In his comprehensive survey of the trope’s history, John Alford has detailed the 

medieval fondness for deploying grammatical metaphors in order to map moral or 

religious ideas.8  Here, the goodness of Piers is figured linguistically through his plain 

and logical speech, while the wickedness of the degenerate friars is conflated with their 

serpentine syntax and habit of excessive glossing. (The essential simplicity of divine 

truth was a commonplace in Wycliffite texts such as this.) Yet although an extended and 

more scholarly version of this kind of analogy appears in the Piers Plowman C-Text, 

unlike the Crede example it is resistant to straightforward interpretation and cannot be 
                                                           
7 Piers the Plowman’s Crede, in Six Ecclesiastical Satires, ed. James M. Dean (Michigan: Medieval Institute 

Publications, 1991), l. 8; l. 16. All further line references to the Crede (hereafter ‘PPC’) will be given in the text. 
8 JOHN A. ALFORD, ‘The Grammatical Metaphor: A Survey of Its Use in the Middle Ages’, Speculum 57.4 

(1982), 728–60. 
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used to resolve the poem’s moral ambiguities (a fact which casts an interesting light on 

the more word-conscious passages of the B Version):9 
 

Thus is mede and mercede as two maner relacions, 

Rect and indirect, reninde bothe 

On a sad and a siker semblable to hemsuluen, 

As adiectif and sustantif vnite asken [...] 

 

Any attempt to gauge the difficulty which a text may have posed to its original readers 

several hundred years after the time of its writing must inevitably be flawed.  

Nevertheless, this grammatical metaphor seems comparatively complex even to the 

characters themselves. Unlike the clear demarcation of ‘graith’ and ‘glose’, the basis of 

these antitheses is far from clear, the differences between the concepts both specific and 

small; evidently perplexed, the king asks Conscience to explain his terminology ‘for 

Englisch was it neuere’ (C.3.342). While this passage may indeed ‘testify to Langland’s 

deep interest in language’ it is by no means self-evident that it also ‘proves his faith in its 

validity as a guide to truth’.10 The argument certainly does little to alter the king’s 

opinions about the marriage of Mede. 

 Although language here is of course not the subject but the simile, Langland’s 

decision to use syntax to illustrate the proper relationship between human beings and 

God does provide some insight into his thinking about the morality of grammar.  

Conscience’s analogy (C.3.343) opposes the ‘record of treuthe’ created by the syntactic 

unity of ‘[r]elacioun rect’ with the chaos and disruption produced when a sentence’s 

components conflict in number, gender or case. Broadly speaking, this contrast is itself 

analogous to a juxtaposition of monosemic and polysemic constructions. Direct relation 

occurs when parts of speech work co-operatively to communicate a single sense and so 

reflect the truth – the figure is dependable ‘[q]uia ante late rei recordatiuum est’ (C.3.343a) – 

just as a person is ‘rihte trewe’ (C.3.354) if she or he ‘acordeth’ (C.3.355) and submits in 

all respects to the will of God, the ‘graciouse antecedent’ (C.3.353). Conversely, 

discordant indirect relations are semantically promiscuous, taking the good with the bad 

and forming phrases heedless of grammatical or moral propriety: 
 

As relacoynes indirect recceth thei neuere 

Of the cours of case so thei cache suluer. (C.3.387–88) 

 

Notoriously ‘vnstedefast’ (C.3.386), an ‘[i]ndirect thyng’ (C.3.362) actively and 

unrighteously pursues multiple connections without care for the integrity of either 

sentence or society; it will ‘cache to and come to bothe nombres’ (C.3.364) even though 

‘the kyng and the comune al the coest hadde’ (C.3.384). Given the position of this 

discussion in the sequence of dreams, it is interesting to note that this kind of 

promiscuity is chief amongst Conscience’s objections to the conduct of Mede. However, 

his attempt to construct a moralised grammatical binary is hampered by Conscience’s 

own recognition that an indirect relation can sometimes be correct, a fact which for him 

makes the figure even more despicable. As Priscilla Martin observes, the potential 

                                                           
9 Piers Plowman by William Langland: An edition of the C-Text ed. Derek Pearsall (London: Edward Arnold, 

1978), 3.331–35.  All further line references to the C-Text (hereafter C) will be to this edition and will be given 

in the text. 
10 ALFORD, ‘Grammatical Metaphor’, 755–56. 
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mixing of proper and improper forms ‘further befogs the dense moral confusion of life’.11  

The ease with which these supposedly opposing categories might intermingle is implicit 

from the very beginning of the argument in the phonetic similarities of ‘mede’ and 

‘mercede’ (C.3.290), the obvious audible and etymological relation of the words 

impeding Conscience’s efforts to distinguish between them. The latter term, a coinage 

unique to the C-Text ironically derived from Mede’s own name, is a futile attempt to 

clarify and strengthen the B Version’s parallel claim that ‘[t]her are two manere of 

medes’ (B.3.231). Ultimately its inclusion only emphasizes the limitations of Conscience’s 

metaphorical apparatus and the difficulty of separating good and bad terms.  

Curiously, even Conscience himself seems unable consistently to maintain his 

own analogy. In his summary of this section Pearsall notes that ‘it does not always seem 

possible to identify mede with indirect, mercede with direct relation, or vice versa’.12 

Conscience’s moral point is thus lost in the confusion of his rhetoric; despite Alford’s 

claim that ‘[g]rammar was certain’, the struggle to navigate these unwieldy similes only 

impedes our attempts to grasp the distinction between just and unjust forms of reward.13  

Along similar lines, God is initially described as a noun with which humans should 

agree like a concordant adjective; but only a few lines later he is himself given the role of 

an ‘adiectyf’ to be sought out by the noun: ‘hic et hec homo’(C.3.403). If human syntax 

were truly a reliable reflection of the divine order it seems unlikely that there could be 

such fluidity in its terms, especially in light of the fact that nouns may be meaningful 

alone while adjectives are semantically dependent upon them. The point here is not only 

to illustrate that a grammatical metaphor cannot adequately map man’s relationship 

with the divine but also to suggest that any notion of an inherently good or bad 

syntactical construction is fundamentally flawed. Conscience’s ‘blueprint’ is ‘too simple 

and too static’ to be of use as a ‘guide to truth’.14 Even when he is explicitly discussing 

the virtues and failings of the written word, then, Langland makes no attempt to present 

any particular mode as the ‘truly Christian rhetoric’ which both Will and he seem to 

desire.15 Where the Crede poet first identifies and then contrasts ethical and unethical 

syntactical structures, Langland himself seems reluctant to establish the very binary on 

which so many descriptions of his redemption of language have been based.  

 
II 
 

Linguistically, the Harrowing of Hell represents a moment of great triumph and of 

profound anxiety.  When Will states that ‘I drow me in that derknesse to descendit ad 

inferna’ (B.18.111) he is moving not only downwards into Hell but also inside the 

language of the Apostle’s Creed, a doubleness emphasized by the conflict between the 

dreamer’s ‘I’ and the third-person verb ‘descendit’. Through this text he sees ‘secundum 

scripturas’ and ‘soothly’ (B.18.112), the latter a term which serves punningly as both an 

                                                           
11 PRISCILLA MARTIN, ‘Piers Plowman: Indirect Relations and the Record of Truth’ in Suche Werkis to Werche: 

Essays on Piers Plowman In Honor of David C. Fowler ed. Míceál F. Vaughan (East Lansing: Colleagues Press, 

1993), 169–90: 178. 
12 PEARSALL, C-Text, 79, note to lines 332–405. 
13 ALFORD, ‘Grammatical Metaphor’, 759. 
14 MARTIN, ‘Indirect Relations’, 78; Alford, ‘Grammatical Metaphor’, 756. 
15 CARRUTHERS, Search for St. Truth, 19.  
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asseveration and an adjective. Even Truth herself undergoes an epiphany and becomes 

true to her name, the transformation from false confidence to genuine understanding 

mapped by the corrective echo of an ironic pun; ‘I, Truthe, woot the sothe’ (B.18.147) 

becomes ‘“thow tellest us sooth, by Jesus!”’ (B.18.418). However, although Carruthers 

and Quilligan have both argued convincingly that this dream sees Will at the height of 

his perspicacity and that one of Passus 18’s ‘major achievements’ is the ‘purging of 

puns’, the language of revelation remains overtly problematic and resists being 

redeemed of its flaws.16 Initially, Christ’s victory over Death and the devil is figured 

through and made synonymous with his reclaiming of words: 
 

Thow, Lucifer, in liknesse of a luther addere 

Gete bi gile thyng that God lovede; 

And I, in liknesse of a leode, that Lord am of hevene, 

Graciousliche thi gile have quyt – go gile ayein gile! 

And as Adam and alle thorugh a tree deyden, 

Adam and alle thorugh a tree shal turne to lyve.  (B.18.355–60) 

 

Throughout this extended dialogue, each of Christ’s antitheses features a series of 

grammatical inversions which embody the change to the New Law even as the careful 

repetitions ensure a feeling of congruence with the Old, reminding us that ‘[n]on veni 

solvere legem set adimplere’ (B.18.350a). The past-tense ‘deyden’ gives way to the assertive 

future-tense ‘shal turne’ while the active ‘gilours’ are shifted into the passive voice and 

become themselves ‘bigiled’ (B.18.340). The preponderance of these highly schematized 

phrases suggests the supreme clarity of the divine plan; the system of commensurate 

retribution is itself mirrored in the new order of commensurate love. Developing the 

verbal patterns of the Old Testament – ‘Dentem pro dente et oculum pro oculo’ (B.18.339a) – 

Christ’s speech is dominated by syntactical symmetry and often pivots on a medial 

caesura, giving his words a distinctly performative quality: ‘And that Deeth in hem 

fordide, my deeth shal releve’ (B.18.346). So powerful is Christ’s ability to re-signify 

language that his presence even inverts the words spoken by Satan, turning the devil’s 

false claim that the ‘lawe nyl noght lete hym the leeste’ (B.18.284) into the truth. For 

Davlin, this punning constitutes a redemption of the polysemic language whose faults 

were embodied by Mede. Reversing the more usual association of truth with monosemy, 

she argues that the multiplication of meanings gives ‘the freeing effect of wordplay [...] 

definitive value’ and enables it to become a route to ‘revelation’.17 When removed from 

the mouths of ‘gilours’, the pun thus becomes the perfect embodiment of Christ’s true 

essence; as three persons contained in the singular Word, the Holy Trinity is perhaps the 

ultimate polyseme.  

 By its very nature, however, this kind of wordplay leaves the reader acutely 

aware of the limits of the human tongue. Conventional puns like the ones made on 

‘amendes’ (B.18.328) and ‘quyyte’ (B.18.341) play on the often productive potential for 

confusion available within the extant vocabulary of Middle English. By combining 

separate but equally legitimate meanings, this figure successfully reconciles the 

seemingly contradictory demands of justice and mercy into a single term in a way which 

is immediately apprehensible to the eye.  Yet this kind of pun is not representative of the 

passus as a whole. The majority of the verbal games played by Christ and the Four 

                                                           
16 CARRUTHERS, Search for St. Truth, 139,144; QUILLIGAN, Language of Allegory, 63.   
17 MARY CLEMENTE DAVLIN, O. P., A Game of Heuene: Word Play and the Meaning of Piers Plowman B 

(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1989), 90. 
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Daughters of God actively work against human ideas of sense, revealing a vast and 

impassable semantic gulf between the fallen signifiers and the meanings available to the 

transcendental divine. As Carruthers observes, the words’ ‘ordinary connotative range is 

cut out from under them and replaced by one entirely contrary’.18 For example, Christ’s 

re-appropriation of the word ‘gile’ completely overturns its familiar earthly definition, 

the very word used to describe Lucifer’s deceit also representing the incarnation, the 

source of ultimate grace. Such a reversal is not entirely atypical of this highly 

paradoxical passus and might well have been contained by a chiasmic structure like ‘that 

was tynt thorugh tree, tree shal it wynne’ (B.18.140). However, Langland deliberately 

emphasizes the interpretative difficulty by placing a dense build-up of cognate forms 

within a single line, an effect compounded by the alliteration: ‘[a]nd gile is bigiled, and 

in his gile fallen’ (B.18.361). As in line 358 quoted above (‘Graciousliche thi gile have 

quyt – go gile ayein gile!’), the oscillation of meaning within this concentrated repetition 

calls attention to the strain the word is under, the difficulty of extricating the various 

forms of ‘gile’ from one another emphasizing the inadequacy of the sign. Throughout 

this speech, ‘gile’ is alternately opposed to and equated with grace, producing an 

unsettling indeterminacy of meaning which underlies and undermines the triumphant 

tone.  When combined with Langland’s auditory patterns, this semantic slippage ensures 

that we are always conscious of the verbal medium and the partialness of any 

understanding we may achieve through it.                          

 It is significant, too, that there is no grammatical difference between the punning 

of Passus 18 and the duplicity ascribed to Mede. Quilligan’s ‘good’ and ‘bad’ wordplay 

can thus only by distinguished on the basis of the speaker’s moral character, a notion 

hampered by Langland’s fondness for ethically problematic characters like Haukyn and 

the error-prone Truth. As a result, the words seemingly conquered by Christ are never 

fully liberated from their potential for misuse, nor can they be purged of their negative 

or quotidian associations. Though the Harrowing of Hell ends with the harmony of 

voices raised in praise and the reconciliation of the antithetical Daughters of God, 

Langland’s language remains unresolved and unredeemed. 

 
III 
 

Returning to Augustine, it seems evident that any attempt to purge language so that it 

might signify truth is inevitably doomed to fail; ‘God is unspeakable. But what I have 

spoken would not have been spoken if it were unspeakable’.19 Words will always prove 

inadequate because the divine is by its very nature extra-lingual. Having often affirmed 

that Piers Plowman ‘redeems language by redefining it through the Word’, Carruthers 

herself acknowledges this limitation when she concludes that ‘Passus 18 provides Will 

with a redeemed language, but not an expressible one’, a ‘solution’ which ultimately 

makes the gulf between humanity and God even ‘more apparent.’20 An inexpressible 

language, of course, is not a language at all, nor can it be considered truly ‘redeemed’. 

Yet Langland does not abandon his search for a ‘truly Christian rhetoric’ in which he can 

                                                           
18 CARRUTHERS, Search for St. Truth, 146. 
19 AUGUSTINE, On Christian Teaching, 10. 
20 CARRUTHERS, Search for St. Truth, 143, 147. 
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think about, if not quite signify, his God.21 Through the figure of Peace, the poet pursues 

an alternative method of linguistic redemption, crafting an idiom whose non-

referentiality is its principal strength. 

 In her study of the poem’s form, Quilligan argues that Langland constructs a 

‘literal’ or ‘letteral’ allegory, frustrating our desire to follow the ‘imaginary action’ so that 

we ‘must look at the words on the page’.22 This model could equally describe the poet’s 

approach to language itself. Just as the discontinuity of the plot prevents absorption in 

the metaphorical scenes, so the proliferation of visual and audible wordplay disrupts the 

narrative flow and foregrounds the verbal medium, ensuring that readers are always 

aware of language as the glass through which they see, however darkly. This cultivation 

of self-consciousness encourages active thinking about the way words mean and deters 

overconfidence. For time and again, Piers Plowman illustrates how the confusion of 

material and transcendental referents can lead the unwary away from the road to St. 

Truth: 
 

 ‘And so boweth forth by a brook, “Beeth-buxom-of-speche”, 

 [Forto] ye fynden a ford, “Youre-fadres honoureth”: 

 Honora patrem et matrem...  (B.5.566–67a) 

 

Despite the brisk confidence of his anaphorically paratactical syntax – ‘And leve hem [...] 

And hold wel’ (B.V.578-9) – Piers’s map confuses the field of folk precisely because his 

mode of speech is deceptively referential; the cutpurse’s rather bathetic observation that 

‘I have no kyn there’ (B.V.630) is as much a product of the ploughman’s idiom as his 

own spiritual inadequacies. By converting verbs into nouns and even into mundane 

objects like the ‘stokkes’ (B.V.576) and the ‘croft’ (B.V.573), Piers gives these moral 

principles a materiality which implies that they may be sought out as objects rather than 

performed as deeds. This effect is compounded by the deictic quality of his specific 

imperatives and realistically detailed directions such as ‘leve hem on thi lift half’ 

(B.V.578). Though this particular journey never comes to pass, the confusion of terms 

anticipates Will’s own bewilderment during the search for Dowel, a term which he 

continues to treat as a noun, the object of his spiritual journey rather than a route to 

salvation. For Anne Middleton, the significance of this all important structural trinity is 

‘purely formal’, an ‘explanatory instrument’ intended to allow thought ‘free [...] from the 

merely contingent’.23 

 If it is this habit of material thought which leads us away from truth, then Peace’s 

speech in Passus 18 offers a brief glimpse of how this fault might partly be purged.  

Defining each of her terms as the absence or opposite of another, Peace weaves a 

tapestry of negation in which nothing is affirmed. Effectively non-referential, these fluid 

signifiers enable her to craft an epistemological scheme which reflects the polysemous 

nature of the divine, opposites reconciled as two sides of a single coin. By making us 

conscious of the flimsiness of these words as signs, Peace allows us to move beyond the 

binary thinking which they instil. For Langland, then, the redemption of the written 

word could never be achieved by purging its ambiguities; only by working through the 

limitations of his language could he begin to write a ‘record of treuthe’ (C.3.343). 

                                                           
21 CARRUTHERS, Search for St. Truth, 19. 
22 QUILLIGAN, Language of Allegory, 67, 68. 
23 ANNE MIDDLETON, ‘Two Infinites: Grammatical Metaphor in Piers Plowman’, ELH 39.2 (1972), 169–88: 171. 
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‘Sowrede’ Eyes and Obscured  

Meaning: Wynnere and Wastoure 

as Spiritual Challenge 

 
                 Hetta Howes 

UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE 
 

Many scholars writing on Wynnere and Wastoure, a fourteenth-century alliterative poem, 

have noted a critical tendency to focus on one aspect of the poem’s multiplicity of 

possible perspectives, to the exclusion of all others.1 It is curious that after noting such 

tendencies, the majority of these critics either dismiss or marginalise in their own 

readings of the poem the Christian perspective of individual salvation, and the very real 

disjunction between it and the fourteenth-century economy. Such marginalisation occurs 

usually, but not exclusively, in favour of political or economic readings. This paper, at 

the outset, recognises the importance of these readings, which include those of A.C. 

Spearing and Thomas Bestul. Nevertheless, it also suggests that Wynnere urges moral 

attentiveness throughout, offering a spiritual perspective which is just as important as 

the political, social and economic. Numerous significant moments in the text demand 

that the spiritual consequences of the economy, consequences made conspicuous by 

their absence from the king’s judgement of the debate, are given attention. An 

interpretation neglectful of such soteriological concerns, one which reads Wynnere as 

predominantly concerned with the temporal, runs the risk of ignoring the spiritual 

challenge implicit in the poem. 

 Bestul does concede in his monograph on Wynnere that ‘the moral or religious 

consequences of thrift or extravagance’ are ‘touched upon’ in the poem, but he 

understands the primary concern of the debate to be ‘the larger social [...] consequences’ 

of these economic concerns.2 Spearing reaches a similar conclusion: ‘The poem’s 

religious implications are not finally brought to bear on its political and economic 

meaning.’3 Such selective interpretations merit revision, if we are to recognise the 

importance given by the poet to the vexed question of Christian salvation. Evidence for 

such a reading lies not only in the wealth of metaphorical language in the poem but also 

in its context – both the alliterative tradition itself and the manuscript in which the only 

                                                      
1 STEPHANIE TRIGG, for example, observes that Gollancz’s exclusively political reading dominated criticism 

for much of the twentieth-century, leading to critical neglect of Wynnere’s language. See her essay ‘Israel 

Gollanz’s Wynnere and Wastoure: Political Satire or Editorial Politics?’ in Medieval English Religious and Ethical 

Literature: Essays in Honour of G.H. Russell, ed. Gregory Kratzmann and James Simpson (Cambridge: D.S. 

Brewer, 1986), 115–27. THOMAS  H. BESTUL likewise notes that exclusively economic and political readings 

have led to critical neglect of genre and literary tradition in the poem. See his monograph Satire and Allegory 

in ‘Wynnere and Wastoure’ (Lincoln, University of Nebraska Press, 1974). 
2 BESTUL, Satire and Allegory, 43–44. 
3 A.C. SPEARING, Medieval Dream Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 134. 
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surviving copy of the poem is found (British Museum Additional MS 31042). 

Recognition of spiritual anxieties in Wynnere will lead to an understanding of one of its 

central concerns: the disjunction and even incompatibility between an efficient economy 

and the kind of good Christian practice that ensures individual salvation.  

 John Gardner stands alone of Wynnere’s critics in arguing that ‘[u]ltimately, for 

this poet, the question is religious’.4 Although I agree with this observation, my 

argument diverges with regard to one significant point. He argues that the poet realises 

that ‘the Christian standard is ideal, impossible perfectly to achieve in a fallen world’, 

and that winning and wasting are two unavoidable characteristics of human life, 

necessary for an efficient economy and therefore to be accepted rather than lamented. 5  I 

would argue that this compromise – ‘One need not have “good” men to have a good 

society’ – jars irreconcilably with Wynnere’s satirical tone.6 The suggestion that the poet 

uses a neat symbiosis of winning and wasting to solve the spiritual anxieties he has 

raised in the poem is further problematized if the inconclusive nature of the poem is 

taken into account. For, as David Harrington has shown, the poem opens up questions 

but does not offer solutions.7 Wynnere recognises two incompatible facts: that both 

winning and wasting are necessary to the economy but that, simultaneously, such an 

economic system may have serious, specifically spiritual, implications. The poem’s 

readers are urged to lament rather than benignly accept this potentially insoluble 

disjunction.  

 A certain amount of vigilance is required if the reader is to recognise and grapple 

with the anxieties raised here, and I would suggest that the poem subtly encourages this. 

Harrington has already argued that the apocalyptic language of the prologue, presaging 

Judgement Day, ‘arouse[s] moral attentiveness’ in the reader.8 However, there is another 

important aspect of Wynnere which functions in a similar way, and which deserves more 

critical attention: its emphasis on sight and vision. The herald, for example, threatens to 

blind the two armies if they dare to continue in battle, for the king has ordered ‘That no 

beryn be so bolde one bothe his two eghne / Ones to strike one stroke’.9 Another example 

comes at the end of Fitt I, when the narrator drinks so deep that both his eyes are 

‘sowrede’ (WW, 215). And Wynnere accuses Wastoure of frequenting taverns and 

similarly blearing his eyes: ‘Iche beryne redy with a bolle to blerren thyn eghne’ (WW, 

278). In a poem of some 500 lines, these three instances may seem incidental rather than 

significant. Nevertheless, it is important to note that line 215 is especially important since 

it is the only line in which the dreamer becomes an active participant; he is ‘elsewhere no 

more than an observer of the events’.10 His only action in the poem involves impairing 

his own vision – figuratively as well as literally, I hope to suggest. 

                                                      
4 The Alliterative Morte Arthure, The Owl and the Nightingale and Five Other Middle English Poems, ed. and trans. 

John Gardner (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1971), 257. 
5 GARDNER, Alliterative Morte Arthure etc, 260. 
6 GARDNER, Alliterative Morte Arthure etc, 261. On the poem’s satirical tone, see Bestul, Satire and Allegory. 
7 DAVID V. HARRINGTON, ‘Indeterminacy in Winner and Waster and The Parliament of the Three Ages’, Chaucer 

Review 20.3 (1986), 246–257. 
8 HARRINGTON, ‘Indeterminacy’, 250. 
9 Wynnere and Wastoure, ed. Stephanie Trigg, Early English Text Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1990), ll. 126–7 (my emphasis). Subsequent references to this poem (hereafter WW) will refer to this edition 

and will be given in the text.  
10 SPEARING, Medieval Dream Poetry, 130. 
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Although the dreamer at no point offers a moral commentary, and therefore 

makes no explicit judgement which we can question, the poet does evoke the concept of 

impaired sight and, implicitly, impaired judgement through reference to his narrator’s 

quality of vision. Sarah Stanbury has argued that although ‘sight is the object of 

knowledge, and the method for its attainment’ it also ‘represents the deception of the 

physical, seduction by the world of forms.’11 Stanbury focuses in her monograph on the 

Gawain poet, and this quotation refers specifically to medieval mystical writing. 

Nevertheless, the emphasis on sight in Wynnere, coupled with its visual qualities, make 

her comments equally applicable here. The isolated instance of the dreamer’s 

participation should be read as a warning. The poet alerts us to the impaired sight of the 

dreamer and in so doing urges us to pay extra attention to the subtleties of the debate, 

and to the poem itself. He encourages us to succeed where the dreamer fails and to be 

rewarded with comprehension.  The equation of clear sight and spiritual knowledge is a 

central theme in Middle English literature, as Stanbury’s monograph shows, and 

Wynnere is a work which deliberately engages with it.  

 To further illuminate this theory, it will be useful to address and assess the king’s 

judgement at the conclusion of the poem, particularly if we bear in mind that the 

judgement is offered after the king has been blearing his eyes in the great hall alongside 

the dreamer. The judgement has received divided critical opinion, partly because the 

poem is unfinished – and therefore so is the judgement – but partly, and more 

importantly with regard to this paper, because it is unclear how we are supposed to 

interpret it.12  Gardner believes that the king demonstrates both the wise kingship 

necessary to maintain harmony in a fallen world, and an understanding of the realities of 

earthly life.13 Similarly, John Speirs advances the view that the judgement provides ‘the 

maintenance of a balance between [Wynnere and Wastoure] in relation to the ever-

changing economy of a kingdom.’14  Other critics, however, have read more cynically. 

Harrington views the judgement as another contributing factor to the indeterminate 

nature of the debate as a whole; and Trigg draws attention to its temporal nature: ‘the 

king has been unable to offer more than a narrowly practical and temporary solution’.15 

Trigg’s analysis is persuasive, but can be nuanced if one locates the insufficiency of the 

judgement not only in its transitory nature but also in its neglect of eschatological 

concerns. Reading the poem on an exclusively temporal plane may well mean falling 

into the same trap as the king, whose sight and judgement have both been bleared, and 

therefore impaired. 

If we accept both the significance of sight in the text and the king’s judgement 

itself as evidence demonstrating soteriological concerns, we can illuminate the poem 

further through comparison of two significant moments where there is an imperative to 

‘look’.  The first such moment occurs during the debate itself. In a particularly 

descriptive and evocative passage, Wynnere urges a visualisation of the Virgin Mary: ‘But 

                                                      
11 SARAH STANBURY, Seeing the Gawain Poet, Description and the Act of Perception (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 1991), 128. 
12 Nevertheless, as Trigg points out in the introduction to her edition, it is unlikely that much of the poem 

remained. (Wynnere and Wastoure, xlii.)  
13 GARDNER, Alliterative Morte Arthure etc, 261. 
14 JOHN SPEIRS, Medieval English Poetry: The Non-Chaucerian Tradition (London: Faber, 1957), 287. 
15 HARRINGTON, ‘Indeterminacy’, 253; TRIGG, Wynnere and Wastoure, xlii. 
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whoso lukes on hir lyre oure lady of heuen…’ (WW, 415, emphasis mine). Such 

visualisation, he argues, will facilitate greater spiritual understanding:  
 

All þofe scho walt al þis werlde hir w[e]des were pore      

For to gyf ensample of siche for to schewe oþer     

 For to leue pompe and pride þat poverte ofte schewes. (WW, 420–422) 
 

Trigg rightly observes that this argument is ‘just about unanswerable’.16 Although it 

becomes tainted with hypocrisy when utilised by the avaricious Wynnere, the argument 

itself is, nevertheless, a strong one. As well as in the Bible – ‘It is easier for a camel to 

pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of heaven’ 

(Matthew 19:24) – it can be found in countless other works of the time. An anonymous 

song, written just after the Peasant’s Revolt of 1381, warns:17  
 

If thou art pore, than art thou fre.  

If thou be riche, than woo is the.   

For but thou spendyte well ere thou goo,  

Thin song for euer is ‘well-ay-woo.’  
 

Neglecting the example of Mary and hoarding or wasting riches on luxury rather than 

giving them in alms to the poor may lead to damnation in the afterlife. Langland’s Piers 

Plowman, a far better-known fourteenth-century poem, repeats the warning: be careful 

how much heed you take of material things in this life, ‘On aventure ye have yore hire 

here and youre hevene alse’.18 The debaters in Wynnere are clearly aware of this too. 

Wastoure admonishes Wynnere: ‘Thou schall be hanged in helle for that thou here 

spareste’ (WW, 260) and Wynnere retorts that Wastoure will be burnt by hell-fire for his 

lascivious lifestyle (WW, 291-2). 

The second significant moment where there is an imperative to look comes 

during the king’s judgement, when a very different scenario is visualised: Wastoure’s 

sojourn in Cheapside. ‘Loke þi wyndowe be wyde,’ the king instructs him, ‘and wayte þe 

aboute’ (WW, 475), so that those who will spend their money in the tavern can be lured 

inside. ‘Schew hym of fatt chepe scholdirs ynewe […]’ the king continues; ‘And luke thi 

knafe hafe a knoke’ (WW, 481, 485, emphasis mine). He thus evokes two spiritually 

negative functions of sight: it is used first to lure consumers inside and then to ensure 

extra expenditure once they have been snared. One luridly described aim of all this is to 

make the customer drunk and then ‘pik hym so clene [...] / [...] and pute owte his eghe’ 

(WW, 486-487). The king thus instructs Wastoure literally to blear his customers’ eyes 

with drink. This is morally dubious in and of itself, but when coupled with similar 

imagery throughout the poem, the metaphorical meaning of impaired sight and 

judgement becomes clear.  

Earlier in the poem such visualisation was used for spiritual ends, as a reminder 

of the salvation made available when Christian example is followed. Here, by contrast, 

the king uses it to encourage excessive drinking – ‘Doo hym drynke al nȝte þat he dry be 

at morow’ (WW, 478) – resulting in impaired sight and judgement and the stripping of 

wealth – ‘pik hym so clene’. Furthermore, as a consequence of his judgement even more 

                                                      
16 TRIGG, Wynnere and Wastoure, xlii. 
17 See R.B. DOBSON, ed., The Peasant’s Revolt of 1381 (London: Macmillan, 1970), 385. 
18 WILLIAM LANGLAND, The Vision of Piers Plowman: A Critical Edition of the B-text based on Trinity College 

Cambridge MS B.15.17, ed. A. V. C. Schmidt, 2nd edition (London: Dent/Everyman, 1995), 3.72. Subsequent 

references to the B-text of this poem (hereafter B) will refer to this edition and will be given in the text. 
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people will become bleary-eyed and impaired of judgement: ‘teche hym owt of the town 

to trotte aftir more’ (WW, 489). Such instruction represents sight not as spiritual 

knowledge, but as what Stanbury calls ‘the deception of the physical, seduction by the 

world of forms’. The king makes no mention of the poor, or of how the wealth could be 

used in aid of them. And although the poem lacks a conclusion, so that we cannot know 

for sure, it seems unlikely that these issues would have been addressed in the section of 

the poem which is lost, for the poet has been far too careful to present his concerns as 

exclusively temporal and earthly. In the light of this, I would argue that it is impossible 

for his judgement to be effectual because in making it he ignores the spiritual and 

focuses solely on the temporal. The insufficiency of the judgement can therefore be 

located in his partial vision.  

Once the reader’s ‘moral attentiveness’ has been roused by the signposts of sight 

imagery, apocalyptic language in the prologue, invocations of hell by both debaters and 

the multivalent readings which can be construed, further moments in the text where a 

spiritual interpretation is implicit become more easily identifiable. Wynnere warns that, 

if Wastoure lives, he will ‘stroye’ the land (WW, 243); and this has usually been read as 

an explicit reference to economic destruction. Nevertheless, this warning can also be 

read metaphorically: the morally reprehensible practices of both Wynnere and Wastoure 

could lead to a spiritually degenerate country. The apocalyptic language of the warning 

in the prologue certainly supports such an interpretation. Wynnere’s reminder that 

‘when this wele es awaye the wyne moste be payede fore’ (WW, 283) could simply mean 

that, for a fruitful economy, lavish spending must be balanced out by the saving of 

others. A metaphorical interpretation is also credible, however, suggesting that if ‘wele’, 

the potential to do good things, is wasted through lavish spending or through avarice, it 

must be paid for in the afterlife. When both debaters threaten each other with 

damnation, this is the theology which they are shown to engage with.  

The concept of ‘wele’ gains further weight when it is returned to by the king in 

his judgement: ‘þe more þou wastis þi wele þe better þe Wynner lykes’ (WW, 495). Such 

waste will please Wynnere, not only because it will lead to increased wealth which he 

could then hoard, but also because Wastoure will suffer in the afterlife if he wastes his 

potential for good on earth. These examples deserve comparison with Piers Plowman, 

which (as we have already seen) warns that our actions on earth will have consequences 

after death. Linguistically, Wynnere’s emphasis on ‘wele’ also echoes the concept of ‘do-

well’ that is integral to Piers. Wastoure’s repeated warning that Wynnere’s goods will 

revert to executors after his death (and will therefore be of no use to him) draws 

attention to the temporality of this life and its wealth, just as the description of 

fashionable, expensive dresses with their sleeves trailing in the mud (WW, 411) 

emphasises the corruptibility of material things. The hoard of food in Wynnere’s house, 

which will (if unused) ‘rote’, ‘ruste’ and ‘ratouns fede’ (WW, 254), has the same function. 

Situating Wynnere firmly in the context of its time, particularly within the 

alliterative tradition, gives further cause for an interpretation which takes serious 

account of the poem’s soteriological concerns.  Many critics have distinguished between 

Wynnere and Wastoure and Piers Plowman – alliterative poems in a similar tradition – in 

terms of their principal concerns. As there is a critical tradition of prioritising economic, 

social and political concerns over religious anxieties in Wynnere, it has been treated very 

differently from Piers. Langland’s poem, most critics agree, is a religious work, despite 

its frequent recourse to material metaphors and descriptions. Nevertheless, as Schmidt 
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indicates in his introduction to the B-text, ‘Langland seems to see the obsession with 

wealth as the special problem of his day, when the Christian Church itself was becoming 

engrossed in temporal possessions’.19 Although the importance of wealth in Piers 

Plowman is treated by critics in more of a religious context than it is in Wynnere, this is 

not an insignificant point of comparison. Nor is it the only one. The debate between 

Mede and Conscience, and the king’s judgement of it in Piers is startlingly similar to the 

debate and its resolution in Wynnere. These similarities should encourage the reader to 

reconsider Wynnere in a more spiritual light. 

 In the first vision of Piers Plowman the king tries to initiate a marriage between 

Mede and Conscience, in order to prevent Mede uniting with Fals Fikel-tonge. 

Nevertheless, Conscience is adamant that he will not wed Mede, for although he 

acknowledges her positive side, heavenly reward, he fears and despises her as ‘mede 

mesureless’ (B.3.246), dangerous to the kingdom and a potential source of corruption: 

‘Ther she is wel with the kyng, wo is the reaume –’ (B.3.153). The issues which arise in 

the debate are similar to those in Wynnere. Mede is ambiguous; she can be both beneficial 

and harmful. Saving and spending can be positive actions, but they become the vices of 

avarice and prodigality if utilised to excess.  

Another striking similarity between this passage and Wynnere is the ineffectual 

nature of the king’s judgement. Spearing accurately concludes that in Piers Plowman the 

judgement is ‘a triumph of good advice and good intentions, but with no guarantee that 

society can really be reformed on this basis.’20 The king makes many fine promises, but 

as Conscience points out: ‘It is ful hard [...] herto to brynge it, / [And] alle youre lige 

leodes to lede thus euene’ (B.4.183-4). Any action will have to be delayed until the next 

council (B.4.189). Langland simultaneously creates the illusion of finality and leaves the 

debate in suspense. It raises, one might argue, more questions than it answers. This is of 

course comparable to the indeterminate nature of the debate in Wynnere, which also 

gives an illusion of finality through the king’s judgement.  

This begs the question: why are critics inclined to read the judgement in Wynnere 

as a compromise, a symbiosis, rather than regarding it as insufficient, as is usually the 

case with the judgement in Piers Plowman? I suggest that the divergence in interpretation 

is based on the assumption that the concerns in Wynnere are temporal, whereas in Piers 

they are spiritual. Ruth Roberts, for example, argues that ‘while Langland attempts to 

reconcile gain and expenditure with a path to salvation, the subject matter of Wynnere is 

dissociated from divine judgement’.21 For Roberts, Wynnere works on a temporal plane 

unlike Piers, whose concern is decidedly soteriological. Thus where Wynnere is able to 

compromise pragmatically, Piers cannot. Ultimately, in the latter poem, ‘material gain is 

inherently incompatible with the divine economy.’22  

The manuscript context of Wynnere – the single text of the poem appears in 

Robert Thornton’s fifteenth-century ‘London’ miscellany – provides further justification 

for a reappraisal of this assumption, which has not only affected readings of Wynnere 

                                                      
19 SCHMIDT, Piers Plowman, B-Text, xxxviii–xxxix. 
20 SPEARING, Medieval Dream Poetry, 141. 
21 RUTH R. ROBERTS, ‘Models of Winning in the B-text of Piers Plowman and Wynnere and Wastoure’, 

MARGINALIA 4 (2006).  
22 ROBERTS, ‘Models of Winning’. 
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itself, but also its comparison with other works in the alliterative tradition.23 As Aisling 

Byrne argues, ‘the economically expedient [poem] envisaged by Lois Roney and others, 

which accepts the necessity of both winning and wasting to the ‘circular flow of 

economic phenomena’, would be out of place in the London manuscript. Thornton’s 

manuscripts are uniformly and uncompromisingly moral rather than expedient.’24 

Although Karen Stern believes the manuscript to be more biased towards the secular 

than the spiritual, she classes both Wynnere and The Parlement of the Thre Ages as secular 

in order to reach this conclusion.25 This is a taxonomy which should be reconsidered, 

particularly as Stern herself notes that Thornton seemed to have a predilection for 

edifying material, and concedes that ‘the distinctions between religious and secular 

material are somewhat blurred by the fictional character of much that is ostensibly 

‘religious’ and the moralising nature of the “secular”.’26 I would therefore agree with 

Byrne: it is remarkable that the manuscript context, with its distinctive mingling of 

spiritual and temporal concerns, has not been significantly brought to bear on the poem. 

One possible explanation for this critical neglect, both of the manuscript context 

and of the eschatological concerns in the poem more generally, is the subtlety of the 

Wynnere poet’s approach. Wynnere’s sister poem, The Parlement of the Thre Ages, has been 

judged less accomplished than Wynnere and this is largely because it is far less complex.27 

The two poems certainly engage in similar arguments: Youth and his profligate lifestyle 

could be aligned with Wastoure while Medill-Elde and his avarice resonate with the 

figure of Wynnere. Nevertheless the addition of Elde, and his emphasis on the 

temporality of this life, makes explicit that which is only ever implicit in the arguably 

more sophisticated Wynnere: ‘That all [es] vayne and vanytes and vanyte es alle’.28 The 

wealth we waste or accumulate in this world ultimately means nothing. There is no 

challenge presented to the reader. In terms of subject matter these two poems can and 

should be considered together; the emphasis on the spiritual in a poem which shares 

many similar concerns to Wynnere can be used to shed light on Wynnere itself. However, 

in terms of style, and the sophistication of the Wynnere poet’s approach, a more useful 

point of comparison is Piers Plowman. Anne Middleton argues that the manuscript 

context of Piers Plowman demonstrates an equal concern with the secular (particularly 

the historical) and the religious.29 Ultimately the poem is concerned with how one can 

negotiate the two, when a symbiosis is frequently frustrated. Wynnere’s manuscript 

context, as discussed above, demonstrates a similar concern.  

                                                      
23 On the poem’s context in Thornton’s London manuscript, see Wynnere and Wastoure, ed. Trigg, 

Introduction, xiii–xviii.  
24 AISLING BYRNE, ‘Wynnere and Wastoure in Robert Thornton’s ‘Up Sodowne’ World’, MARGINALIA, 8 (2008). 

Byrne cites LOIS RONEY, ‘Winner and Waster’s “Wyse Wordes”: Teaching Economics and Nationalism in 

Fourteenth-Century England’, Speculum 69.4 (1994), 1070–1100: 1099. 

25 KAREN STERN, ‘The London “Thornton” Miscellany: A New Description of British Museum Manuscript 

31042’, Scriptorium, 30 (1976), 201–18. 
26 STERN, ‘“Thornton” Miscellany’, 210. 
27 It has been posited that these two poems were written by the same author. For a summary of the critical 

debate centred on this claim, see M.Y. OFFORD’s introduction to her edition of The Parlement of the Thre Ages, 

Early English Text Society (London: Oxford University Press, 1959), xxxiv–xxxvi.  
28 Parlement of the Thre Ages, ed. Offord, l. 640. 
29 See ANNE MIDDLETON, ‘The Audience and Public of Piers Plowman,’ in David Lawton, ed., Middle 

English Alliterative Poetry and Its Literary Background (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1982), 101–123. 
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David Harrington has already argued that Wynnere should be interpreted as 

indeterminate.30 This paper develops his argument and posits that the poem’s 

unresolved, even enigmatic nature is located specifically in its exploration of the 

irreconcilable relationship between the secular and spiritual, making a reading which 

takes account of both perspectives necessary. It is this complexity, which the poem 

shares with Langland’s Piers Plowman, that makes Wynnere so accomplished.  

Looking to the culture of readership more generally, Janet Coleman notes that:31 
 

As the fourteenth century progressed the scholasticism of a university elite changed its focus 

somewhat and fixed its attention on personal morality in the world and its relation to 

heavenly reward. As a result, the topics of scholarly controversy were opened up to 

individuals of a wider, increasingly literate public concerned with their personal salvation. 
 

Wynnere is a spiritual challenge to which the reader must rise, if the poem is to be fully 

comprehended. Its poet demands moral attentiveness, and the reader who gives this 

discovers that the poem is as concerned with, and troubled by, soteriological issues as 

other literature of the period. Wynnere and Wastoure is not a work as wide-reaching and 

complex as Piers Plowman. Nevertheless it shares the same anxieties and explores them in 

a strikingly similar, enigmatic way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
30 HARRINGTON, ‘Indeterminacy’. 
31 JANET COLEMAN, Medieval Readers and Writers, 1350–1400 (London: Hutchinson, 1981), 15. 
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Reviews 

 
MARY C. FLANNERY, John Lydgate and the Poetics of Fame (DS Brewer, 

2012) ISBN 9781843843313 (hardcover); 195 pages; £55. 
 

At the heart of John Lydgate and the Poetics of Fame are illuminating readings of Lydgate’s 

Fall of Princes, Troy Book and a handful of his shorter poems and mummings. Based on 

these readings, Mary C. Flannery recasts Lydgate as an ambitious and confident 

promulgator of fame for himself and his patrons, building on and adding new insights to 

the work of scholars such as Maura Nolan and Paul Strohm who have challenged the 

older view of Lydgate as mere Lancastrian propagandist. Like her predecessors, 

Flannery forces us to read Lydgate again and acknowledge the art and literary ambition 

in his public poetry.  

Flannery also positions this book as an answer to those scholars, foremost among 

them Seth Lerer, who have portrayed Lydgate as an anxious imitator of Chaucer 

constantly in the shadow of the greater poet. Given this stance, however, the choice to 

open her book with a chapter on ‘Chaucerian Fame’ risks relegating Lydgate once again 

to a secondary position. Whether or not this risk pays off depends on how convincing 

one finds Flannery’s conception of a Chaucerian poetics of fame. There are eloquent 

readings of aspects of fame in Chaucer’s works, but extrapolating conclusions about 

Chaucer’s attitudes to poetry and his relative lack of confidence as a poet from these 

readings troubled me. For example, while I agree that the narrator of Troilus and Criseyde 

calls attention to the limitations on narrative freedom imposed by source material 

(falling within literary tidings or reputation in Flannery’s wide definition of fame), the 

attribution of the narrator’s attitudes to Chaucer himself—‘Chaucer consistently depicts 

the composition of poetry as a process steered by chance’—is problematic. Such 

statements replicate the limitations of studies like Lerer’s but in reverse: I felt that I was 

reading Chaucer through a distorting prism of Lydgatean poetics. Happily, the 

remainder of the book does not rely on one’s agreement with this presentation of 

Chaucer and, in fact, it is an excellent riposte to those who would portray Lydgate as an 

anxious Chaucerian.  

Chapter 2, ‘Fame and the Advisory Tradition’, surveys the role of fame in late 

medieval advice literature. Flannery highlights the ambivalent position of fame in these 

texts as something princes must both fear and value, silence and circulate. All the texts 

warn about the dangers of fame as well as repeat commonplace advice as to how princes 

might control it. Methods discussed include censorship, the use of informants, 

propaganda, and virtuous action. Drawing on the work of Sarah Tolmie, Flannery 

argues that an additional claim begins to (re-)emerge in Hoccleve’s Regement of Princes: 

professional poets are the best purveyors or withholders of fame. Flannery ends the 

chapter by arguing that this idea, only nascent in Hoccleve, becomes more fully 

developed in the works of Lydgate.  

This is an intriguing argument, but rather than immediately explore how 

Lydgate develops this role of the professional poet in his own advice literature, the next 

chapter, ‘Loose Tongues in Lydgate’s England’, first digresses into medieval legal means 
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of controlling speech. Its purpose is to establish Lancastrian anxiety about rumour and 

reputation, an anxiety that Flannery argues Lydgate provokes in some of his shorter 

poems and in the Fall of Princes. These close readings of Lydgate’s poems are well done, 

particularly the excellent discussion of the Fall of Princes, but the link between them and 

medieval law, a general anxiety about fame, seemed less relevant than the similar 

anxieties and ambivalences Flannery identified in the advisory literature in the previous 

chapter. The legal material was useful background to Lydgate’s Lancastrian milieu, but I 

wonder whether it would not have been better placed in an introductory chapter so that 

it did not interrupt and somewhat sidetrack the interesting analysis of Lydgate’s 

development of the advisory tradition. 

The integration of legal history and Lydgate’s poetry is more successful in 

Chapter 4, ‘The Poet’s Verdict’, which centres on the exchange between Queen Brunhilde 

and Bochas in the Fall of Princes. Bochas weighs the testimony of Brunhilde, who claims 

her infamy is undeserved, against the evidence of previous written authorities. Medieval 

legal concepts and processes, such as infamia facti (infamy of fact), bona fama (good 

reputation) and the use of witnesses to establish both, are useful background to this 

fictional deposition. The exchange is presented by Flannery as an idealised example of 

the poet as a ‘textual judge of fame’ and hence a key moment in understanding 

Lydgate’s conception of the role of a poet.  

Chapter 5, ‘Promotion and Self-Promotion’, explores Lydgate’s use of the image 

and tropes of the laureate poet in the Troy Book and two of Lydgate’s theatrical pieces, 

Henry VI’s Triumphal Entry into London and The Mumming for the Mercers of London. 

Flannery identifies in these texts a translation of laureate ideology from classical and 

continental culture to Lydgate’s England, and from strictly literary realms into new 

literary and performative contexts. The final chapter, ‘Lydgate’s Fortune in the House of 

Fame’, explores Lydgate’s adaptation of Chaucerian vocabulary and imagery in the 

prologue to the Fall of Princes and the Mumming at London. The readings of all these texts 

are intelligent and thought provoking, making me wish room could have been found in 

the final chapter for Flannery’s views on Lydgate’s Temple of Glass.  

John Lydgate and the Poetics of Fame is a useful addition to the growing shelves of 

Lydgate studies. Particularly helpful are the many examples of sensitive and intelligent 

close-readings of Lydgate’s works. It is all too easy to dismiss large chunks of Lydgate as 

simply aureate decoration or characteristic prolixity, but Flannery shows the rewards of 

more careful attention. The idea that fame is the key to understanding Lydgate’s laureate 

self-fashioning fits well with the public advisory poetry discussed in this book. Whether 

it is a useful model for the rest of Lydgate’s works, particularly his religious poetry, is 

worth testing.  
 

Joni Henry 

ST. JOHN’S COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE 
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JOHN HUDSON, The Oxford History of the Laws of England: Volume II, 

871–1216 (Oxford University Press, 2012) ISBN 978-0-19-826030 

(hardcover); 984 pages; £150. 
 

This is the second volume—following Richard Helmholz’s Canon Law and Ecclesiastical 

Jurisdiction from 597 to the 1640s (2004)—of a series which aims to provide ‘a detailed 

survey of the development of English law and its institutions from the earliest times 

until the twentieth century’, under the editorial guidance of John Baker. This volume 

starts with the reign of Alfred, omitting the earlier material which survives from the laws 

of Æthelberht (c.600) until the ninth century. Hudson justifies this decision with regard 

to the overarching legal narrative of his work, noting Alfred’s ‘role in the political 

development of England’, and the fact that ‘his reign marks the beginning of greater 

continuity in the available evidence’ (xiii). Already 984 pages long, the volume clearly 

cannot include everything, and this focus on the later Anglo-Saxon era certainly allows 

for a more cohesive and detailed discussion. At the same time, it seems a pity that 

students of the earliest records of English law will not be able to benefit from the 

meticulous elucidation which characterises the scholarly approach of Hudson, and of the 

Oxford History series more widely. The work ends with the signing of the Magna Carta in 

1215, and a discussion of its legal implications. 

The cover states that the volume is aimed at a broad audience of ‘academics, 

students, and practitioners’. Unlike some legal historians, Hudson writes in a style 

accessible to the non-specialist: little prior knowledge is assumed, and cross-references 

guide the reader to earlier discussions of topics within the text. The volume is structured 

in three sections: late Anglo-Saxon, Anglo-Norman and Angevin England. Within these 

time frames, the material is divided thematically in a way which encourages the reader 

to investigate the continuities between Anglo-Saxon and Angevin law, as well as their 

differences. All three parts have chapters entitled ‘Kings and Law’, ‘Courts’, ‘Land’, 

‘Movables’,  ‘Theft and Violence’, ‘Status’, and ‘Marriage and Family’. In Parts II and III, 

Hudson also inserts extra chapters to reflect the developments and complexities of later 

law, such as ‘Borough Law’ and ‘Procedure in Land Cases’. Every chapter is then 

subdivided into numbered topics. An appendix discusses the sources used in the legal 

history of this period. There are two comprehensive indexes, one of ‘names, places, and 

non-legal texts’, and another of ‘subjects’. The latter includes entries for modern and 

medieval terminology (although not for variant Old English spellings). The appendix on 

sources of legal history is very brief, giving a generalised overview of the main types of 

historical record. Although this concision will disappoint readers hoping for a discussion 

of legal literature along the lines of Patrick Wormald’s Making of English Law: King Alfred 

to the Twelfth Century (1999), it provides helpful initial orientation in a complicated field, 

clearly delineating the main critical issues raised by these texts and directing the student 

towards further reading. Overall, the volume is thoughtfully structured and easy to use, 

not only for experts, but also for beginners. 

Hudson’s work is the first complete legal history of the period since that of F.W. 

Maitland in the nineteenth century. It also fills many of the lacunae left by Patrick 

Wormald, whose untimely death prevented the publication of the second volume of his 

Making of English Law. Aside from its synopsis of legal history, much of the detail covers 

new ground: for example, the chapters on forest law discuss the twelfth century in far 
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more depth than previous studies. However, this is not only an important survey: this 

book represents the culmination of Hudson’s thought on the development of the 

common law over his career. Turning away from Maitland’s influential view of the 

common law as a product of the administration of Henry II, Hudson continues to 

explore the ways in which its genesis can be seen as a more gradual process. He is also 

prepared to revise his own views. Whilst his previous works stressed the importance of 

the century after the Conquest to the formation of common law, Hudson here lays 

greater emphasis on the contribution of the Anglo-Saxons to Norman legal innovation. 

He notes the Norman adoption of Anglo-Saxon England’s ‘powerful royal government, 

significant elements of a durable court structure, and important aspects of law relating to 

theft and violence’ (xiii). Although reluctant to ascribe too much weight to the 

importance of the Anglo-Saxon era in the formation of later law, Hudson suggests that 

its ideological legacy was significant: aspects of law which did not survive the Conquest 

(such as the royal control of bookland, land granted to a private owner by written 

charter) may also have offered important precedents and models of authority for 

Norman administration.  

Hudson’s interest in the ideological connections between Anglo-Saxon and 

Anglo-Norman government is consonant with the broad view he adopts of the functions 

of law within society, rendering his work valuable to those working outside the field. 

Positioning his volume at the centre of various different approaches to legal history, he 

writes that it ‘regards law as shaping and being shaped by social practices and by the 

aims and acts of individual participants’, as well as ‘treating social actions in a particular 

way, fitting a vast variety of situations into a restricted number of abstract forms’ (4). 

Rather than focussing exclusively on abstract developments in case law, Hudson’s work 

is illuminated by an interest in social history. His concern for the non-specialist reader is 

again seen in the volume’s plentiful inclusion of interesting, entertaining, and sometimes 

shocking examples of medieval law in action. Students of literature, as well as historians, 

will therefore find it an indispensible companion to early and high medieval views of 

justice. This is a landmark contribution to the study of law in the period, and will 

doubtless remain the standard text on the subject for years to come. 
 

Sara Harris 

MAGDALENE COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE 

 
BILL BURGWINKLE AND CARY HOWIE, Sanctity and Pornography in 

Medieval Culture: On the Verge (Manchester University Press, 2010) 

ISBN 9780719080296 (hardcover); xii + 216 pages; £55. 
 

Studies of medieval hagiography have long grappled with graphic depictions of saints in 

vitae. Images of saints naked and beaten, penetrated by tormentors’ weapons, and  

experiencing orgiastic rapture have often been described as ‘pornographic’, and Kathryn 

Gravdal, Robert Mills, and Virginia Burrus are among those who have explored the idea. 

In this book, however, Bill Burgwinkle and Cary Howie go beyond such earlier studies. 

Rejecting conventional notions of pornography and hagiography, the authors seek to re-

orient research by redefining and refining the categories under investigation. From the 
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first page, familiar notions of pornography (as the graphic depiction of sex acts) and 

sanctity (as holy inviolability), are left by the wayside.  

In Sanctity and Pornography, the authors are quite clear: ‘you can’t know 

pornography when you first see it’ (53). Certainly, you can recognise it upon second 

look, when you are familiar with its generic gestures, but pornography is, in essence, 

that which is known only when felt. To be pornographic, they argue, an object must elicit 

a response: always, but not exclusively, bodily. It is this fundamental characteristic 

which, for Burgwinkle and Howie, defines both pornography and medieval 

hagiography, and which therefore grounds their text. In the medieval period, religious 

devotion shifted from a primarily public practice to a more private undertaking: 

devotees were increasingly urged to meditate on sacred images in private prayer, and 

iconography accordingly changed to feature more realistic bodies with which the 

devotee could identify more readily. Just as medieval iconography facilitated the union 

of viewer/reader with viewed body, the authors contend, so pornography’s appeal is 

based on the imaginary transfer of sensations from another’s body (on screen) to one’s 

own. As the viewer reaches out to the image, s/he loses the sense of the image as image, 

instead locating it within the viewing self. Momentarily, then, the demarcation of 

subject/object is dissolved as the viewer is returned to his or her own body, the only 

body whose sensation s/he can actually feel. The image—pornographic or 

hagiographic—penetrates the viewer. Pornography, as the authors explain in their 

opening chapter (‘Looking at Images’), is thus understood not as a genre in and of itself, 

but instead as ‘a mode of reception, a collaboration with the text that elicits a particular 

[and expected] somatic reaction in the viewer’ (21).  

The rhetorical figure of parataxis, a form of juxtaposition denoting a lack of 

syntactical conjunction and subordination, is the focus of chapter two (‘Pornography and 

Parataxis’). Parataxis as ‘a process of visualization’ is, the authors propose, one which 

governs medieval hagiography, medieval epic and modern pornography (67). Moreover, 

parataxis – which can be deployed both as syntax (the paratactic phrase) and as narrative 

(the paratactic passage) – is inherently ‘paractactile’: its elements touch one another. This 

juxtaposition produces an intensification of our sense not only of the difference between 

things, but also of their interconnection, as each marks the other’s limit. In this way, the 

body’s incorporation in the world – the body is never totally distinct from the world 

outside itself – is highlighted. For Burgwinkle and Howie, that which is alongside me in 

parataxis cannot be recognised unless I abandon the desire for domination over it. Only 

once I recognise the paratactic object as non-subordinate, different to me but also 

implicated in me, can I myself become visible (66–8). 

The third chapter (‘Looking at Saints’) deals directly with hagiography. Instead 

of experiencing annihilation, Burgwinkle and Howie argue, suffering martyrs ‘become 

even more themselves’ and provide a fantasy of transcendence over the body, through 

the experience of the body into which the viewer can tap (75-6). (Harnessing the fantasy 

of transcendence is similarly central to pornographic viewing, the authors claim.) The 

viewer’s identification is mobile, shifting between the torturer and the tortured. In a 

detailed investigation of manuscript illuminations from the Speculum historiale and the 

Legende dorée, the reader is invited to situate him/herself in relation to medieval images, 

whilst the authors provide only scant categorical analyses alongside detailed description.  

The authors provide a list of organising questions, and a list of six axiomatic principles 

which repeatedly emphasise the ambiguities of the images, in which beauty and 
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ugliness, religiosity and aesthetically pleasing nudity co-exist. As the reader is 

encouraged to position him/herself across the temporal periods and discourses under 

discussion, the polysemous nature of the images is brought to the fore. 

The reciprocal relationship between pornographic/hagiographic image and 

viewer—each both touching and being touched—is discussed in chapter four (‘Saints, 

Sex and Surfaces’). The surfaces of images enter into haptic dialogue with the viewer, 

withdrawing or accepting touch, but always pushing the viewer back into their own 

body. By touching itself, an imagined body touches us. To touch, however, is not 

necessarily to take: in holding an object, a hand does not need to close, but can lay open 

and ‘take precisely by being taken’ (126). This is a form of analogical touch, touching 

across, which allows differing worlds (sacred/profane) to be made known as reciprocal 

and mutual entities. Analogical touch may be transcendent, but it is a decidedly material 

transcendence. Saints are ‘intensifications of bodily surface’, a surface which glows due 

to repeated touching (130). All objects and bodies have been repeatedly touched before, 

and an individual’s act of ‘retouching’ (touching again) invokes the erotic presence of all 

these antecedents. Thus, as a viewer ‘retouches’ the saint or porn star they touch all 

those who have performed the action before, merging with a collective whilst 

simultaneously remaining single.  

In chapter five (‘The mundane and the mystical/sex and exchange’) the authors 

reject the idea of mysticism as a highly subjective experience which impoverishes 

language and excludes others. Instead, they argue that mysticism is a movement beyond 

the self which depends on an encounter with an independent, physical other. Thus, any 

mundane interaction between self and other in society can be mystical, though not 

necessarily religious.  The mystic is defined by his or her recognition of the brittleness of 

subjectivity, and by the move towards divine union in which subject/object boundaries 

are removed. Returning to the self after rapture entails the recreation of a functionally 

coherent subjectivity, usually by an act of confession which details the rapturous 

experience. Returning from ecstasy, however, the mystic may not be the same ‘self’ that 

entered divine union initially: subjectivity must be re-shaped, and a ‘different sense of 

self and reality’ established (156). 

A final chapter (‘On the verge’) posits pornography and hagiography as likewise 

offering ‘a glimpse into a normally invisible everyday erotics’. Such an erotics refers to 

the experience of being ‘most fully within’ time, inhabiting it to the point of stretching it 

towards both death and eternity. This experience the authors describe as ‘being on the 

verge’, a condition that closely resembles that most banal of states: boredom. Boredom, 

for these authors, is always ‘a mode of asking,’ since it rests upon waiting for things one 

thinks one wants (163-66). Pornography and hagiography each persist in deferring the 

satisfaction of such asking: for as long as possible, they resist giving us the money shot, 

or the saint’s death. Both categories, moreover, can accommodate surprise alongside the 

expected events of death and orgasm: death can be recast as life in hagiography, and 

pornography endlessly arranges and rearranges bodies. Both can provide more than 

what we expected. Rather than being on the verge of something, pornographic and 

hagiographic bodies exist in the suspension of the verge itself: ‘just as prayer is not 

merely for an object, so are these bodies on the verge given up, resiliently exposed’ (176).  

Sanctity and Pornography in Medieval Culture is itself avowedly paratactic: it is a 

self-conscious exercise in non-conjunctive association—a linkage of medieval and 

modern material without subordination. This critical manoeuvre is mostly successful, 
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but at times it feels unsatisfying; connections between material from different eras are 

often oblique or not fully fleshed out. However, this intermittent denial of satisfaction is 

partly deliberate, and the authors assert that the book itself is ‘on the verge’, leaving the 

reader in suspended animation.  Parataxis, we are told, challenges all readers ‘to figure 

out how reflexivity might accommodate a world of objects’ (63). The concluding remarks 

of the volume suggest one option. ‘[W]e’, the community of scholars, are invited to 

‘caress me’—conflating in the pronoun ‘me’ the book, its authors, and the sources they 

‘touch’. This notion of the caress, taken from the philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy, is defined 

as a ‘real, withdrawn, non-appropriative, non-identifying’ touch, a touch which is in 

some sense both pornographic and hagiographic (184–6). This caress will, perhaps, 

reveal the reciprocal relationship between our academic selves and the objects of our 

study, and show us the mystical in our mundane work.  

This volume ably responds to some critics’ categorisation of hagiography as an 

‘over-privileged’ and even hackneyed subject of medievalist research (74). Analysis of 

hagiographic sources, familiar and little-known alike, is here shown to be excitingly 

productive via the authors’ innovative treatment of the material. Moreover, the text’s 

engagement with both male and female saints is a welcome addition to the field, in 

which such a comparative approach is often sorely lacking. The body of the saint, male 

or female, takes centre stage in these essays, and contextualising comments on gender 

offer further avenues for investigation. Modern sources, often excluded from academic 

study due to their graphic or erotically populist content, are examined intently. The 

significance of these materials is drawn out deftly, with often surprising results.  Sanctity 

and Pornography in Medieval Culture has much to offer medievalists and modernists, 

inspiring new theoretical approaches and challenging academic praxis across the 

temporal divide.  

Alicia Spencer-Hall 

UNIVERSITY COLLEGE, LONDON 

 
Saint Augustine: The City of God (De Civitate Dei) Books 1–10, 

Introduction and translation by William Babcock, The Works of Saint 

Augustine: a Translation for the 21st Century, Volume 1/6 (New City 

Press, 2012) ISBN 9781565484559 (paperback); liii + 348 pages; £21.50 

($29.95)  
 

This first volume of the anticipated new two-volume translation of St Augustine’s De 

Civitate Dei lays the groundwork for a grand and beautiful edifice within an even 

grander project. The New City Press has undertaken the first complete English 

translation of the entire corpus of the Bishop of Hippo (354–431 CE), and the series is 

now only 11 volumes short of the planned 48. Comprising full scholarly editions of each 

work, including a number of sermons and texts on the Donatist controversy never before 

translated, this series extends and perfects the availability of a late-patristic thinker 

whose importance to Western thought in the Middle Ages and beyond is incalculable.  

The City of God (c.413–26) is a response to particular historical situation, but its 

scope is vast. Like a city, Augustine’s argument is both sprawling and governed by 
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architectonic purpose. It contains, in its many surprising alleys and courts, reflections on 

angels as well as empire, on Plato and on power, on suicide and on sanctuary, on theatre 

and on theurgy. Framed as an indirect reply to the anxieties of one Roman African, 

Volusian, the City of God is addressed to another Roman correspondent Marcellinus. 

Augustine works from this to question both the supervenience of the new rites of the 

Christian Church on the Roman religion and the fundamental compatibility of its new 

concepts of virtue with allegiance to the Roman Empire and ethos.  

The work begins historically in medias res with the vivid conjuration of the very 

recent Sack of Rome by Alaric and the Goths in 410. This cataclysm had severely shaken 

both Christian and pagan assumptions concerning the impregnability of Rome, and 

Augustine also speaks to the fears of those who associated the abandonment of the old 

gods with the loss of their protection. If the foundation story of Rome in Virgil’s Aeneid 

must begin with the fall of Troy, Augustine’s vision of the truly blessed City of God 

glows through the ruins of Rome. Augustine uses the narrative of the sanctuary which 

the Christian churches provided as an exemplar on which to found his denigration of the 

violence-permitting temples and unstable idols of the pagan Roman religion. A phoenix 

is discerned amidst the ashes: at the moment that the glorified symbol of Roman 

imperium—its sacred city—seemed most threatened, the true city of piety stood 

unshaken, sheltering its friends and its foes alike. Augustine is engaged in erecting and 

unveiling—contra paganos (against the pagans), as its full title runs—the reality of the 

mystical City of God, that eschatologically determined community encompassing 

transcendent realms and realities whose earthly expression is the Church. He adopts the 

form of the Roman mythos as a foreshadowing of the true, speaking cum to speak contra 

paganos.  

These first ten books are perhaps the most polemic: they prepare the ground, as 

the African bishop pulls down pagan orthodoxies, recovering materials to build anew. 

Arguments of transcendence and subsumption rather than contradiction or negation 

concede limited value to the Roman virtues. Nevertheless Augustine has a real sense of 

the final opposition of the two cities at the end of all things, using this apocalyptic gaze 

to delineate dichotomies in the mixed state of the saeculum, sorting what tends to the 

good from what tends to evil. However, Augustine’s belief that evil is fundamentally 

more like non-being leads him also to the conclusion that morally reproachable forms of 

individual and collective life are less than real. Since such forms of life are founded in 

words with real—if only half-disclosed—meaning, it is precisely through the ideals any 

culture shapes in language that reality can be unveiled. This explains his almost 

allegorical use of Roman political and ethical terms: civitas and civicus, polis and pietas. 

For Augustine, the task of the translator—word-choice in a contemporary context—

matters greatly.  

It is sometimes said that texts with the significance of the City of God need a new 

translation for every age. However given that Robert Dyson’s translation in the excellent 

Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought series only appeared in 1998, 

following Henry Bettenson’s for Penguin in 1972, the English-speaking reader might 

now seem to be spoilt for choice. Nonetheless, the advantage of this situation is evident 

from Augustine’s own advice in De Doctrina Christiana: sense is best derived through 

comparative readings, the underlying univocity of meaning by meditation on a series of 

mediating signs. The comments on translation in De Doctrina Christiana are concerned 

with the ultimate text that is sacra scriptura; lacking expertise in Greek and Hebrew, and 
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so himself dependent on the translator’s art, Augustine remarks that ‘a comparison of 

those translators who have kept most clearly to the words’ is the most desirable means 

of reading, if necessary checked against the original. In a time when few medievalists 

can boast prowess in Latin, this is especially sound advice. Augustine used multiple 

Latin versions of the Bible besides Jerome’s, including his own, and one great advantage 

of the edition under review is that, where past translators have used pre-existent English 

versions of the Vulgate for scriptural citations, Babcock renders each scriptural quotation 

directly and individually.  

In the City of God itself, Augustine takes a further step. Using the example of the 

divinely inspired Septuagint—the Greek version of the Old Testament rendered by 

seventy translators at the orders of Ptolemy II in the third century BCE—he argues that 

the privileged translation can itself be an illuminator of underlying truth even, 

potentially, beyond what is evident in the primary text. In Augustine’s theory of 

language the sign is very much a referent: a word is for use and its end is enjoyment of 

the thing. In the case of sacra scriptura, this means that the fulfilment of the text, that to 

which all its signs ultimately refer, is the love of God, and of self and neighbour for his 

sake. Augustine also placed his De civitate dei under the aegis of his God. His account 

suggests that translation can form a part of the exegesis of sense, furnishing, with the 

intermediary power of God’s grace, layers of simultaneous meaning which enrich our 

comprehension of the deep veracity, the fulfilled sense, of the signs.  

To provide one example of how Babcock fulfils this goal in his latest translation, 

we should look to his account of one especially interesting passage in Book II of the City 

of God in which Augustine deals with what constitutes the fulfilment of Roman, and 

specifically Ciceronian, ideals of government. Augustine sees Cicero—a martyr to the 

cause of the ideal form of the Roman Republic against the travesty of the imperial 

account—as engaged in a parallel project to his own; and  he draws on Cicero’s 

definition of the res publica as both ‘goods’ and ‘the good’ in common. As Babcock is 

careful to note, ‘republic’ had not (in Augustine’s era) garnered the sense of a specific 

democratic form of government that it has today. In his translation, therefore, the 

‘republic’ is the ‘common good of a people’. Seemingly straightforward, this nonetheless 

breaks with the entire English tradition (most recently exemplified by Dyson) of 

translating the phrase as ‘commonwealth’. The latter is a more direct Anglo-Saxon 

equivalent which, like the archaic ‘commonweal’ (Bettenson’s choice), once referred to 

more than just material flourishing. That it no longer does so leaves us conceptually 

bereaved, for we are past a point where ‘commonwealth’ has any resonance with the 

contemporary lexicon for ideals of government. ‘Common good’, on the other hand, is a 

phrase both immediately comprehensible and gaining in currency, especially with the 

take-up in modern communitarian politics of the ideas of Catholic Social Teaching  (a 

movement which emphasises the importance of man’s full flourishing as more than 

mere consumer or voter and which extols the quest for the common good across 

religious boundaries). By using terms which encourage us to apply this definition of 

what true popular sovereignty means to our contemporary situation, Babcock makes this 

properly a ‘living 21st century translation’, as the New City Press series is called. 

As a whole, this translation fully justifies the praise that has already been heaped 

on it. Lyrical without any sacrifice of sense, it compares consistently well with both 

Dyson and Bettenson and is certainly the most beautiful and up-to-date of the existing 

versions. As well as his stylistic elegance, Babcock also manages to convey Augustine’s 
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not absent humour and irony (see, for example, the arch account in Book IV of the 

‘throng of godlings’—the many obscure Roman numina including Cardea, god of the 

door hinge, and Fortuna Barbata, who favours the first facial hair of young men).  The 

reader may, however, regret that Bettenson’s practice of rendering the many quotations 

from Virgil as verse has not been adopted by Babcock. (Nonetheless the sheer number of 

such quotations is a constant reminder of how much the Father of the Church was the 

product of his rhetorical education.) 

Babcock takes the unique step of removing the titular headings which have 

formed an integral part of the work since the first printed edition, but which are in all 

probability non-authorial. Dividing each of the work’s twenty-two books into short 

chapters, this apparatus is a superimposition which can over-direct or even mislead the 

unwary reader. Its absence has a clarifying effect, allowing the narrative to flow, and this 

is especially important in these first ten books which are structurally through-composed 

and not easily compartmentalized. Babcock nonetheless aids the reader discreetly by the 

inclusion of his own more occasional—and much less invasive—sub-headings. It is a 

sign of his humility as a translator that the bulk of his introduction, after a surprisingly 

tender short essay on Augustine’s ‘story of two loves’ (of God and of self), is a highly 

intelligent account of the whole work supplemented by aide-memoire summaries at the 

beginning of each book. The notes are comprehensive enough to suffice for any level of 

reader and are given as footnotes for ease of reference (neatly including the kind of 

material on key people and events that is glossarial in the Cambridge University Press 

edition). The paperback price is perhaps not quite as affordable as other editions when 

the two volumes are taken together, but not only is this a more convenient format than 

those hefty tomes, it is also a truly new, elegant and intelligent translation well worth 

both the committed Augustinian’s and the neophyte’s while. A more ‘enduring city’ will 

also be obtainable, at the very reasonable hardback prize of £60 for both, when the 

second and final volume appears later in 2013.        
 

Arabella Milbank 

EMMANUEL COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE 

 
MARK ATHERTON, There and Back Again: JRR Tolkien and the Origins of 

The Hobbit (IB Tauris, 2012) ISBN 9781780762463 (hardcover); 288 

pages; £20. 
 

Given the huge amount of interest in recent years in all things Tolkien, this book might 

be in danger of being dismissed by scholars as belonging to the genre of ‘popular non-

fiction’ and hence lost to the fires of Mordor. However, this would be a mistake, for 

Mark Atherton—a lecturer in Anglo-Saxon and Middle English at Oxford—is well 

placed to explicate the life and literature of John Ronald Reuel Tolkien (1892-1973), that 

notable medieval philologist and Oxford don who was also the author of The Hobbit, or 

There and Back Again (1937) and The Lord of The Rings (1954–5). In the three parts of this 

book, Atherton details the plots, mythologies and languages that go to form The Hobbit, 

providing a unique insight into Tolkien’s biography and, along a road less travelled, the 

sources of his ideas for that novel. Atherton succeeds in treading a difficult line, catering 
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to the needs of the casual reader as well as those of the scholar. The prose is accessible 

but also provides a wealth of illuminating technical and biographical detail.  

The first part of the book, ‘Shaping the Plot’, focuses on the plot, themes and 

setting of The Hobbit. Chapter 1 comments on Tolkien’s earliest childhood memories and 

provides a fascinating insight into the setting for Hobbiton. Atherton cogently argues 

that this setting is derived largely from Tolkien’s early experiences of rural 

Worcestershire, rather than (as is commonly believed) Oxford. Atherton further points to 

specific family, friends and experiences in Tolkien’s childhood which might have 

provided useful models for people, places and things in The Hobbit. Moving on to 

Tolkien’s literary influences, Atherton refers in particular to Kenneth Grahame’s The 

Wind in the Willows (1908), the American novelist Sinclair Lewis’ Babbitt (1922), Edward 

Wyke-Smith’s The Marvellous Land of Snergs (1927) and the corpus of Edith Nesbit, 

especially Five Children and It (1902). Atherton asserts that Tolkien was innovating within 

the form and genre of ‘Comic Novels’ rather than simply standing on the shoulders of 

literary giants, and his discussion is both interesting and convincing.   

Tolkien’s personal connections are also discussed, including those he developed 

while at Oxford. Not least among these were the Inklings, a group of intellectuals which 

included CS Lewis and the novelist Charles Williams. The Inklings appear in a rich 

chapter which particularly exemplifies Atherton’s overall approach to content and 

structure throughout the entire book. Among the subjects covered here are: the influence 

of Tolkien’s mother on his early forays into art and languages; parallels with the work of 

the Scottish anthropologist, poet, novelist and folklorist Andrew Lang (1844–1912); and 

Tolkien’s developing interest in Old Norse, Old English and later medieval literature. 

(Tolkien had a particular fascination with Beowulf, of course, which Atherton discusses 

here.) The literary, visual and structural representation of the character of Smaug, the 

dragon in The Hobbit, is then examined in some detail, and the chapter concludes by 

suggesting a parallel between Smaug and the great Leviathan of the Old Testament. In 

common with the other chapters, Atherton presents each of these discussions as bite-size 

chunks, thus making it possible to dip in and out of the book at will, while retaining key 

pieces of information which still form a cohesive whole.  

In the second part of the book, ‘Making the mythology—The Book of Lost Tales’, 

Atherton turns to a more detailed review of the many myths and legends that form the 

basis of The Hobbit and to Tolkien’s original plan to create a mythology which was 

dedicated to England. Atherton ranges widely in this section from ‘The English country 

house and its myths’ to ‘Literary myth and the Great War’, the latter chapter offering an 

insightful discussion of the effect of Tolkien’s war experiences. In this section Atherton 

also weighs up the influence on Tolkien of writers as diverse as Chaucer, Boccaccio, 

William Morris, Edward Thomas, Francis Thompson and Robert Graves.  

Tolkien's first civilian job after the First World War was at the Oxford English 

Dictionary, where he worked mainly on the history and etymology of Germanic words. 

This interest in words, word forms, borrowing and the natural evolution of language 

was something that Tolkien carried with him all of his life and this fascination carries 

over into his works of fiction as well as his scholarship. It is in the third part of the book, 

‘Finding the words’, that we explore this part of Tolkien’s life and where we see 

Atherton the linguist and philologist most clearly. Philology is a technical subject at the 

best of times and Atherton might have fallen into the trap of descending into a technical 

treatment of ‘Hobbit-linguistics’ but instead he manages to keeps the discussion 
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detailed, yet at the same time, light and accessible. Basics in Germanic philology are 

covered quickly and Atherton uses this foundation to discuss ‘The appeal of philology’ 

for Tolkien and how this interest in the history and structure of languages including Old 

English, Old Norse and Middle English, led to Tolkien creating his own. Atherton goes 

on to consider Tolkien as ‘word-collector’, the roots of his rhymes and riddles, and his 

use of dialect. Finally, a discussion of Tolkien’s interest in the fourteenth-century text The 

Travels of Sir John Mandeville is exceptionally helpful in closing out the narrative.   

 Although The Lord of the Rings trilogy has received a significant amount of 

scholarly and literary attention, it is unusual to find a book which focuses so exclusively 

on The Hobbit and which interweaves Tolkien’s biography and literary influences so 

effectively. In addition the book also tracks his development as a medieval specialist and 

scholar. According to Atherton, Tolkien began writing as a minor war poet and a 

mythographer, using his background in Old English for inspiration. His encounter with 

Middle English only began when he returned to Oxford after the war to work on the 

OED and to teach part-time. During this period Tolkien began his first academic book, A 

Middle English Vocabulary, and in 1920 he moved to Leeds University where, in 

collaboration with the Canadian philologist E.V. Gordon, he published his great edition 

of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (1925). Evidently Tolkien’s love of all things western—

the literature and dialects of Mercia, the West Midlands and Lancashire—blended with a 

growing interest in West Yorkshire, and Atherton duly explores his fascination with 

Walter Edward Haigh’s A New Glossary of the Dialect of the Huddersfield District (1928) and 

the many parallels he found there with the north-west-midlands dialect of Gawain.  

The book includes some useful appendices, as well as comprehensive notes and 

bibliography. The index is rather sparse by comparison, but it could be argued that it is 

in any case somewhat superfluous given the piecemeal presentation of the material. 

Numerous black and white illustrations and photographs add to what is a lively, 

detailed and illuminating discussion, providing an original and timely take on Tolkien’s 

life, interests, scholarship and especially on The Hobbit, the Tolkien novel which has most 

recently been adapted for film. This book is definitely one of the jewels in Smaug’s cave. 
 

Tony Harris 

SIDNEY SUSSEX COLLEGE, CAMBRIDGE 
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