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Preface

Elizabeth Kirk once remarked that there are some books that should never
be read for the first time. Piers Plowman might be said to be one of those
books. One of the masterpieces of the Middle Ages, this fourteenth-
century English poem can repeatedly frustrate the reader. It is difficult to
follow the plot—as Elizabeth Salter and Derek Pearsall tell us, “Langland
is not committed to a narrative structure in any continuous way”'—and
once a thread emerges, it then leads nowhere in particular or digresses
into new sets of ideas and narratives. Nominally, the poem is a dream
vision—but it proves to comprise not one, but eight dreams, with two
additional dreams within dreams. It is also a pilgrimage that has several
protagonists and multiple quests. It resists closure, ending with the search
with which it began. Although it is known as a personification allegory, it
refuses to keep the allegorical and the literal separate. As Kirk and Judith
Anderson write, “it is not the sort of allegory we find in the fifteenth-
century play Everyman, where personifications seem intended to reduce
moral and religious ideas that would otherwise be abstract or difficult to
something simple and plain. Quite the contrary: it uses allegory to make
the reader think harder and face more problems.” It is written in a con-
ventional alliterative medium, but it does not always conform to the tech-
nical expectations of that medium; for example, it has lines longer than
the traditional alliterative line, it alliterates nouns with seemingly incon-
sequential words such as prepositions, it eschews the ornate and special-
ized vocabulary characteristic of alliterative gems such as Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight, Morte Arthure, and the Wars of Alexander. According to
Derek Pearsall, “the structure of the poem is associative and idiosyncratic,
the very sequence of materials often difficult to understand, its handling
of dream and allegory shifting, inconsistent, opportunistic; what appears
to be its main ordering structure, [the main character, Will’s, search for|
... Dowel Dobet and Dobest, turns out to be a facade, and the central
theophanic character, Piers Plowman, a mystery; characters emerge, dis-
appear, re-emerge, problems are taken up and dropped unsolved. By any
standards but its own it is near to artistic breakdown."

In addition, the poem’s textual history is complex (a situation not nec-
essarily unrelated to the exigencies of its reading). It is known in three
versions called the A-, B-, and C-versions—and a fourth, the Z-, has been
proposed. The exact relationship among the versions of the poem is uncer-
tain, although it is generally accepted that A, a shorter version, precedes

1. Elizabeth Salter and Derek Pearsall, eds. Piers Plowman (Evanston, Il.: York Medieval Texts,
1969), p. 32.

2. Elizabeth Kirk and Judith Anderson, Introduction to Piers Plownian: An Alliterative Verse Trans-
lation by E. Talbot Donaldson (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1990), p. ix.

3. Derek Pearsall, Old and Middle English Poetry (New York: Routledge, 1977), p. 178.
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Xii PREFACE

B and that C is a revision of B, one that clarifies the theology and politics
of the previous version. It is also uncertain who wrote the poem, although
it is attributed to the narrator of the poem who seems to call himself Wil-
liam Langland. Based on internal evidence offered by the poem, a rough
biography has been proposed, although in actuality there is scant evidence
for any biography at all. The author might have been born around 1325 and
must have died after 1388.* The life of the author would thus have spanned
the reigns of Edward 111 (1327-1377) and Richard 11 (1377—1399). The
A-version is dated by some between 1365 and 1370 and the C-text in the
late 1390s. If these datings are correct, and if the poem is the product of a
single author writing over a long period of time (rather than, for example,
someone producing many versions of a poem at the same time for m ultiple
audiences), the poet then wrote, and rewrote, his majestic poem across
some twenty years of his life. The poem carries within it the marks of the
tumultuous events of those years—the political, economic, and emotional
aftermath of the Great Plague of 1348-1349, including the so-called Peas-
ants’ Revolt of 1381, the death of Edward 1, and the troubled reign of
Richard 1I, the Hundred Years’ War, and the religious controversies
spurred by the followers of Wycliffe known as the Lollards.

Our lack of specific information about the poet further complicates our
understanding of his work. There are hints within the poem about the
supposed biography of the author. Some argue that William Langland
hides his name acrostically in the phrase “I have lived in land,” said I, “my
name is Long Will” (xv.152). The “autobiographical passage” of the C-text
(reprinted in this Norton Critical Edition, p- 363) tells us that the narrator,
Will, is married to Kit, has a daughter named Calotte, and that he is a
cleric in minor orders who was paid to pray for the souls of others. As
compelling as these details seem to be as autobiography, we must remem-
ber that they are presented within a fiction. The poet may have been named
Will, but the human will is also an allegorical entity in the poem. One
fifteenth-century note (appended at the end of the C-text of Piers Plowman
preserved in Dublin Trinity College MS. 212 [D.4.1]) attributes the poem
to the son of one Stacy de Rokayle, a member of the gentry who owned
land at Shipton-under-Wychwood, but support for this attribution is ten-
tative. In the end, we know little or nothing at all about this author except
what we can discern from the text. The original dialect of the poem sug-
gests the poet came from west Worcestershire near the Malvern Hills he
mentions in the Prologue (1.5). His profound knowledge of, and engage-
ment with, the cultural life of London tells us he was more than an occa-
sional visitor, however, to the metropolis; indeed, like his contemporary
Geoffrey Chaucer, he is quintessentially a London poet—but unlike Chau-
cer, Langland is a poet of all of London, not just of the court.

As has long been recognized by historians, the poem is a compendium
of fourteenth-century culture, and its very richness contributes to the chal-
lenges it poses to its readers. It embraces every aspect of that life from the
most mundane (life in the local pub) to the most abstract (the meaning of
imagination). Because it is so richly embedded, the poem requires a close
reading that includes not just intellectual. literary, and theological learn-
ing, but knowledge of a wide variety of cultural realms that infuse the

4. See further the essay by Ralph Hanna, printed herein, p. 591.



PREFACE xiii

poem’s language—the legal, the theological, the domestic, the ecclesias-
tical, the political, the economic, the mercantile, the material, and the
spiritual. From that perspective, the Sources and Backgrounds section of
this Norton Critical Edition helps reveal for first-time readers of Piers
Plowman the vital encyclopedic imagination of the poet; at the same time,
it is one of the glories of this work that references to other texts can never
solve the poem’s own profound engagement with its culture.

Notwithstanding its inherent difficulties, the (perhaps deliberate)
obscurity of the poet, and its daunting cultural range, this poem was
extremely popular in its own time, as more than fifty surviving manuscripts
attest. It was read widely by Langland's contemporaries and became well
known enough that it was called upon as a rallying point for the leaders
of the so-called Peasants’ Revolt.” Some think that the C-text revisions,
generally viewed as theologically and politically more conservative than the
B-text, reflect the poet’s dismay that it was so read. Yet its encompassing
vision allowed for widely divergent understandings of it, then, later, and
now. In the Renaissance, it did not find its way into print until 1551, during
the reign of Edward VI, but did so then because it was favored for its
supposed proto-Protestant sentiments. Distance has allowed us to see that
the poem’s density offers possibilities for many kinds of readers with a
variety of political and theological positions, yet its primary emphasis is
traditional, orthodox, and conservative; if it has a mission, it is reformist
rather than revolutionary.

That said, its poetics is radical and visionary. Knowledgeable advocates
of the poem would insist that its confusions are commensurate with its
visionary apprehension of social and theological reality. Like many great
poems, Piers Plowman invites the reader to discover, as William Blake
would say, the “infinite” beneath the appearance of convention and ide-
ology, once the “doors of perception were cleansed.” The honesty of this
poem lies in the recognition that such transformations of perceptions of
society and its institutions require strenuous mental, emotional, and imag-
inative—and for Langland—spiritual effort. The poem has the potential
to change one’s life. It is difficult to read this poem without reexamining
how you know what you know and how and why you believe what you
believe. It challenges complacency of all kinds—from the intellectual to
the emotional. As Kirk and Anderson write, “it is also a profound explo-
ration of the processes of human thought, which drove one frustrated and
fascinated student to calling it a ‘poem that hurts your mind,’ because it
makes the reader think more probingly about the assumptions of its society
and of the reader’s own society than most texts require.” It is filled with
indignation for the suffering of others, and scathing scrutiny not only of
the failures of others, but also of one’s own capacity for self-deception; at
the same time, its unstinting examination of self and world is infused
throughout with compassion. These are just some of the reasons why one
might wish to read the work of an unknown poet, who never settled on a
final version of a poem, and whose work is so difficult to follow.

It may help readers to engage with the poem if they come to accept that

5. See Sources and Backgrounds, p. 484.

6. William Blake, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell,” Plate 14, in William Blake: The Complete
Poems, ed. Alicia Ostriker (New York: Penguin Books, 1977), p. 188.

7. Kirk and Anderson, p. vii.
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frustration and incompleteness are an essential part of experiencing the
poem; indeed they are fundamental to it, for the poem’s goal is not so
much to disseminate Christian ideals, as to make those Christian ideals
immanent in every moment of daily life. A reader can be drawn into the
text in such a way that she or he becomes the protagonist on a quest slowly
developing in understanding and frustrated in a search for truth. Along
with Will, the reader encounters a variety of domains, including a variety
of institutions (the Church, the schools, the marketplace, etc.) that offer
conflicting and multiple perspectives. The poet’s “cast of thought is one
that refuses to approach a problem from one point of view without putting
that perspective to the test against the most cogent alternatives known to
him.™ Its difficulties are like those of postmodernism—except for the
urgency of the faith that impels the quest for meaning.

Even the textual history of the poem contributes to its urgent probing.
The great number of surviving manuscripts of the poem and the successive
versions they seem to represent need not appear to be so bewildering if
one sees in this record of variation a record also of a poem which refused
to stop becoming. And whether this was because a single author, or sub-
sequent copyists, or a combination, drove this movement is less important
to decipher than to see in the condition of the poem’s preservations the
integrity of a material reenactment of its interior insistence on repeating,
reassessing, renaming, redefining, rejecting, reaccepting, and rereading
the salvific life.

In some ways the poem is quite simple. Holy Church tells us at the
beginning that God has provided all beings with three basic necessities.
food, clothing, and shelter (1.17-26). The poem unfolds by exploring how
and why it is that those necessities are no longer equally available to all.
Society is impelled by its individuals’ necds to recover these gifts; in Lang-
land’s vision they should be recovered for everyone equally. Hence the
needs of the poor permeate the poem—but just as the poor are shown to
be needy, so are the rich. Need in the end is shown to be material and
spiritual, and the two domains are irrevocably intertwined. Fulfillment of
need can finally only be sought in God's love—something only briefly and
imperfectly experienced in the temporal world, but a love that urgently
needs to be sought. Unity can never last; transcendence can only be
glimpsed; quests take place without movement and must constantly be
reinitiated. The technique of the poem is integral to its themes: a reader
must go through the poem not just to find its meanings, but also to expe-
rience them.

For these and other reasons, a translation of the poem alone cannot
suffice to convey its riches. Within brief passages, single lines, or even
single words, the poet makes language shimmer with multiplicity and vari-
ety. To engage the poem’s experiential qualities, the reader needs to delve
into the Middle English. In examining the original language, the reader
will find, in Blakean terms, that the imagination is “unfettered,” released
from conventions, dogma, and the doctrinal. Take, for example, “Treuthe
is tresore the triest on erthe” (1.137). The poet loves puns, and in “triest”
is a typical example with the triple referents of “tree,” “three.” and “true”—

8. Kirk and Anderson, p. xii.
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that is, the tree of the Cross, the Trinity, and abstract Truth.” The line
thus offers three forms of meaning—the doctrinal (the Trinity), the affec-
tive (meditation on the Cross), and the abstract (the most pure truth),
where all three lead to the same place but must be experienced differently;
at the same time: none can exist without the other two. Elsewhere, the
author’s complexity is conveyed less in individual words than in the devel-
opment of thought over a few lines. For example, the narrator begins an
allegorical pilgrimage to truth at the beginning of the poem, but interrupts
the pilgrimage to plough a field (in Passus VI). The ploughing itself
becomes the pilgrimage. At other moments, the poet will provide images
of uncommon lyrical beauty that cannot be adequately conveyed in trans-
lation, such as his image of God’s love as a plant weighed down to earth
with desire for humanity (I.152ff). The poem stretches the resources of
language and style in such various and unpredictable ways that a full
appreciation of its poetics can only finally be gleaned through engaging it
in its original language. Through such an engagement the reader can come
to appreciate Langland’s brilliant transformation of theological truths that
have become commonplace and weakened by power and acquisitiveness
into the dynamism of love.
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Reading Middle Englishf

The original dialect of Piers Plowman appears to have been that of the
South West Midlands (comprising mainly Gloucestershire, Herefordshire,
and Worcestershire, and which includes the Malvern Hills area mentioned
in the Prologue). The text of the Middle English version presented in this
Norton Critical Edition is, however, written in a less westerly Midlands
dialect, reflecting the preponderance of manuscripts of the B-version
which emanate from the environs of London—and quite possibly also
reflecting the author’s own move to London, where his poem was copied
and distributed by many interested readers. The comments below apply to

Midland English.
I. The Sounds of Middle English: General Rules

The following general analysis of the sounds of Middle English will enable
the reader who has not time for detailed study to read Middle English
aloud so as to preserve some of its most essential characteristics, without,
however, giving heed to many important details. The next section,
“Detailed Analysis,” is designed for the reader who wishes to go more
deeply into the pronunciation of Middle English. Middle English differs
from Modern English in three principal respects: (1) the pronunciation of
the long vowels a, e, i (ory), o, and u (spelled ou, ow); (2) the fact that
Middle English final e is often sounded; and (3) the fact that all Middle
English consonants are sounded.

I. LONG VOWELS

Middle English vowels are long when they are doubled (aa, ee, 00) or when
they are terminal (he, to, holy); a, e, and o are long when followed by a
single consonant plus a vowel (name, mete, note). Middle English vowels
are short when they are followed by two consonants.

Long a is sounded like the a in Modern English “father”: maken, madest.

Long e may be sounded like the a in Modern English “name” (ignoring
the distinction between the close and open vowel): be, swete.

Long i (or y) is sounded like the i in Modern English “machine”: lif,
whit, myn, holy.

Long 0 may be sounded like the o in Modern English “note” (again
ignoring the distinction between the close and open vowel): do, brode.

Long u (spelled ou, ow) is sounded like the oo in Modern English
“goose”: house, now. Note that in general Middle English long vowels
are pronounced like long vowels in modern languages other than
English. Short vowels and diphthongs, however, may be pronounced
as in Modern English.

2. FINAL E

Final e is sounded like the a in Modern English “sofa.” It is commonly
silent before words beginning with a vowel or h.
1 Reprinted, with adaptation, from M. H. Abrams et al., eds., The Norton Anthology of English

Literature, 7th ed., 2 vols. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2000), I: 15-18, with permission
of W. W. Norton & Company.



xviii READING MippLE ENGLISH

3. CONSONANTS

Middle English consonants are pronounced separately in all combina-
tions—gnawen: g-nawen; knowe: k-nowe; write: w-rite; folk: fol-k. In a sim-
plified system of pronunciation the combination gh as in night or thought
may be treated as if it were silent.

1. The Sounds of Middle English: Detailed Analysis

Sound

long a (spelled a, aa)

short a

long ¢ close (spelled e, ee)

long e open (spelled e, ee)

short e

final-e

long i (spelled i, y)

short i

long o close (spelled o,
00)

long o open (spelled o,
00)

short o

long u when spelled o,

SIMPLE VOWELS

Pronunciation
a in “father”
o in “hot”

a in “name”

e in “there”

e in “set”

a in “sofa”

i in “machine”

iin"in”
0 in “note”

oa in “broad”

o in “oft”
00 in “goose”

Example
maken, madest
happe

be, depe

mete, eet
bisette

large

L, lif, myne
wit

do, roos

20, Woo

potel
house, power

ow
long u when spelled u
short u (spelled u, 0)

uin “pure” vertue

u in “full” ful, love
Doubled vowels and terminal vowels are always long, whereas single vowels
before two consonants other than th and ch are always short. The vowels
a, e, and o are long before a single consonant followed by a vowel: namé,
seké (sick), holy. In general, words that have descended into Modern
English reflect their original Middle English quantity: liven (to live), but
lif (life).

The close and open sounds of long e and long 0 may often be identified
by the Modern English spellings of the words in which they appear. Orig-
inal long close e is generally represented in Modern English by ee: “sweet,”
“knee,” “teeth,” “see” have close ¢ in Middle English, but so does “be”;
original long open ¢ is generally represented in Modern English by ea:
“meat,” “heath,” “sea,” “great,” “breath” have open e in Middle English.
Similarly, original long close o is now generally represented by oo: “soon,”
“food,” “good,” but also “do,” “to”; original long open o is represented either
by oa or by o: “coat,” “boat,” “moan,” but also “go,” “bone,” foe,” “home.”
Notice that original close o is now almost always pronounced like the oo
in goose, but that original open o is almost never so pronounced: thus it
is often possible to identify the Middle English vowels through Modern
English sounds.

The nonphonetic Middle English spelling of o for short u has been pre-
served in a number of Modern English words (“love,” “son,” “come”), but
in others u has been restored: “sun” (sonne), “run” (ronne).

For the treatment of final ¢, see “General Rules,” “Final ¢” (p. xvii).
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2. DIPHTHONGS

Sound Pronunciation Example

ai, ay, ei, ay between ai in “aisle” faire, lay, heigh, sweyved
and ay in “day”

au, aw ou in “out” penaunce, lawe

eu, ew ew in “few” seweth

oi, 0y oy in “joy” boy, soiled

ou, ow ou in “thought” thoughte, lowe

Note that in words with ou and ow that in Modern English are sounded
with the ou of “about,” the combination indicates not the diphthong but
the simple vowel long u (see “Simple Vowels,” above).

3. CONSONANTS

In general, all consonants except h were always sounded in Middle English,
including consonants that have become silent in Modern English such as
the g in gnaw, the k in knight, the [ in folk, and the w in write. In noninitial
gn, however, the g was silent as in Modern English “sign.” Initial h was
silent in short common English words and in words borrowed from French
and may have been almost silent in all words. The combination gh as in
night or thoughte was sounded like the ch of German ich or nach. Note
that Middle English gg represents both the hard sound of “dagger” and the
soft sound of “bridge.”

I111. Parts of Speech and Grammar
I. NOUNS

The plural and possessive of nouns end in es, formed by adding s or es to
the singular: werk, werkes; preyer, preyeres; a final consonant is frequently
doubled before es: God, Goddes; hed, heddes. A common irregular plural is
eyen (spelled variously, including eyn, yen, iyen, eghne, eyghen—"eyes”).

2. PRONOUNS

Where they appear, the chief differences from Modern English are as fol-
lows:

Modern English ~ Middle English

[ 1,Y, Ich

vou (singular) thow, thou (subjective); thee (objective)
her hir(e), her(e)

its his

you (plural) ye (subjective); yow (objective)

their her(e)

them hem

In formal speech, the second person plural is often used for the singular.
The possessive adjectives my and thy take n before a word beginning with
a vowel or h: thyne ende, myn herte.
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3. ADJECTIVES

Adjectives ending in a consonant sometimes (though not consistently) add
final ¢ when they stand before the noun they modify and after another
modifying word such as the, this, that, or nouns or pronouns in the pos-
sessive: a good hors, but the (this, my, the kinges) goode hors. They also may
add e when standing before and modifying a plural noun, a noun in the
vocative, or any proper noun.

Adjectives are compared by adding er(e) for the comparative, est(e) for
the superlative. Sometimes the stem vowel is shortened or altered in the
process: faire, fairer, fairest; low, lower, lowest.

4. ADVERBS

Adverbs are formed from adjectives by adding e, ly, or liche; the adjective
fair thus yields faire, and fairliche; wikked yields wikkedly.

5. VERBS

Middle English verbs, like Modern English verbs, are either “weak” or
“strong.” Weak verbs form their preterites and past participles with a t or
d suffix and preserve the same stem vowel throughout their systems,
although it is sometimes shortened in the preterite and past participle:
love, loved; here, herde; mete, mette. Strong verbs do not use the t or d
suffix, but vary their stem vowel in the preterite and past participle: take,
toke, taken; fynde, fonde, founden.

The inflectional endings are the same for Middle English strong verbs
and weak verbs except in the preterite singular and the imperative singular.
In the following paradigms, the weak verbs loven (to love) and heren (to
hear), and the strong verbs taken (to take) and gynnen (to begin) serve as
models.

Present Indicative Preterite Indicative

| love, here loved(e), herde
take, gynne took, gan

thou lovest, herest lovedest, herdest
takest. gynnest t()oke, gonne

he, she, it loveth, hereth loved(e), herde
taketh, gynneth took, gan

we, ve, they love(n) (th), here(n) (th) loved(e) (en), herde(n)
take(n) (th), gynne(n) tooke(n), gonne(n)

(th)

The present plural ending eth is southern, whereas the (1) ending is Mid-
land. In the weak preterite, when the ending e gave a verb three or more
syllables, it was frequently dropped. Note that in certain strong verbs like
gynnen there can be two distinct stem vowels in the preterite.

Present Subjunctive Preterite Subjunctive
Singular love, here lovede, herde

take, gynne tooke, gonne
Plural love(n), here(n) lovede(n), herde(n)

take(n), gynne(n) tooke(n), gonne(n)
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In verbs like gynnen, which have two stem vowels in the indicative pret-
erite, the vowel of the plural and of the second person singular is used for
the preterite subjunctive.

The imperative singular of most weak verbs is e: (thou) love; (thou)
drynke. The imperative plural of all verbs is either e or eth: (ye) love(th),
here(th), take(th), gynne(th).

The infinitive of verbs is e or en: love(n), here(n), take(n), gynne(n).

The past participle of weak verbs is the same as the preterite without
inflectional ending: loved, herd. In strong verbs the ending is either e or
en: take(n), gonne(n). The prefix y- often appears on past participles: y-
loved, y-herd, y-take(n).

Reading Langland’s Alliterative Verset

Piers Plowman is written in the so-called “alliterative long line,” a direct
descendant of the alliterative poetry of Anglo-Saxon England. This form
was still being used by poets in the North and West and was brought to
its fullest development in the jeweled craftsmanship of Langland’s contem-
porary, the poet of Pearl and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, but it
became a lost tradition after the fifteenth century when it was superseded
by the iambic pentameter line introduced by Chaucer. Such verse does
not normally rhyme. Nor does it have a standard number of syllables and
a regularly repeated alternation between stressed and unstressed syllables,
of the kind we are used to in most English poetry. Instead, each line con-
tains at least four major stressed syllables, with varying numbers of
unstressed syllables distributed among them; the stressed words are bound
together by a pattern in which at least three of them begin with the same
sound.! The Dreamer-narrator’s first picture of the dream world (Pro. 14—
19) in Middle English, which is translated on page 3 offers a good example:

As I bihelde into the est, an hiegh to the sonne,
I seigh a toure on a toft, trielich y-maked,

A depe dale binethe, a dongeon thereinne
With depe dyches and derke and dredful of sight.
A faire felde ful of folke fonde I there bytwene,
Of alle maner of men, the mene and the riche,
Worchyng and wandryng as the worlde asketh.

T Reprinted, with adaptations, from William Langland, Piers Plowman: An Alliterative Verse Trans-
lation by E. Talbot Donaldson ed. Elizabeth D. Kirk and Judith H. Anderson (New York: W. W.
Norton and Company, 1990), pp. ix—x, with permission of W. W. Norton & Company.

1. In this system, the letters v and f count as the same letter, but the sounds s and sh, or ch and k.
do not. Any vowel or diphthong alliterates with any other, or with a word that begins with the
letter h, especially in words in which, as in many modern British dialects, the h is lightly stressed
or even not pronounced at all.
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Notes on the Middle English Texts

Editorial Procedures

All unreprinted editions of Middle English texts in this Norton Critical
Edition have been prepared from manuscripts, incunabulae, or photo-
graphic reproductions thereof. p and 5 have been modernized (the former
to th and the latter to gh, y, or z), as has the use of u and v, i and j;
abbreviations are expanded silently. Word-division, punctuation, and cap-
italization are editorial. Otherwise, and excepting the correction of
mechanically obvious scribal errors, the orthography of the base texts has
not been regularized. In the texts in the Sources and Backgrounds section
where this may present difficulties, we have employed marginal glosses or
explanatory footnotes—and persistently difficult words and potential “false
friends” (such as the, “thee/you”) are reglossed roughly every 100 lines.
Editorial emendations to the base text that go beyond the correction of
mechanically obvious scribal errors are placed within square brackets:
omissions are made silently.

This Middle English Text of Piers Plowman

The original plan of this dual-language edition was to reprint selections
from the standard (indeed, monumental) scholarly edition of the B-Text
by George Kane and E. Talbot Donaldson, printed by the Athlone Press
(the edition is commonly known as “Kane-Donaldson”); this was the edi-
tion upon which the translation was, in principle, based. We intended to
print as much of the text as the press would generously allow, about 40
percent. It became evident, however, that to print anything less than the
entire Middle English text would do an injustice to Donaldson's transla-
tion, as well as to new readers’ perception of the original poet's assiduous
excellence. A detailed comparison of Donaldson’s translation with Kane-
Donaldson reveals, moreover, that Donaldson did not always follow Kane-
Donaldson’s choice of readings from the large number of manuscripts that
he and Kane had to consult in their effort to decide which manuscript, if
any, had the best claim to recording what are most likely the author’s
original words (as opposed to those substituted by later copyists). There
are more than 400 such points of variation. Most are minor, often intro-
duced to render a sustainable alliterative vocabulary in the translation: for
instance, Passsus I, line 2, where Donaldson chooses a common man-
uscript reading, “before,” over Kane-Donaldson’s “to." Other variations
stand to alter the interpretation of the text substantially: thus, in the Pro-
logue, line 17, Donaldson rejects Kane-Donaldson’s trenchant conjectural
emendation to “bond[age]” from “bondemen” (serfs, husbandmen), and
returns “bondmen.” Another example: at Passus V, line 20, where in Kane-
Donaldson the dreamer speaks of the uprooting of trees that betokens that
“dedly synne . . . shal fordoon hem (them) alle,” Donaldson, following the
minority reading of two Piers manuscripts, changes “them” to to the more
alarming “us.”

Any facing-page complement to Donaldson’s translation that is to make
best comparative sense to students must then reflect not Kane-Donaldson
but “Donaldson’s Kane-Donaldson.” For more advanced students inter-
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ested in the complex history and theory of editing Piers Plowman, such a
complementary Middle English edition, when compared against Kane-
Donaldson, stands to uncover differences of opinion between the two great
scholars that have otherwise gone unrecorded.

For this complementary edition, Stephen Shepherd selected as the base
text the copy of Piers Plowman preserved in Oxford, Bodleian Library,
Manuscript Laud 581. Amongst editors of the poem this manuscript is
given the identifying sigil “L.” The authority of L is generally held to be
very high. For their base text, Kane-Donaldson chose manuscript W (Cam-
bridge, Trinity College, MS B.15.17), but believed L to be the next-best
choice, and acknowledged its “superior originality” and its avoidance of the
“150 more group errors” reproduced in W (p. 214); indeed, the Athlone
edition resorts to many of L's readings in its emendations. Selecting L
enables us to present an authoritative edition without reproducing Kane-
Donaldson, and yet one that is close enough to Donaldson’s translation to
make a high proportion of emendation unnecessary. Where we have had
to introduce changes to the base text, it is usually to accomodate Donald-
son’s acceptance of Kane-Donaldson emendations, and these changes,
sourced in Kane-Donaldson, are marked with the usual square brackets.
The spelling within emendations has been changed to reflect the usual
forms of the L text. We have endeavored to punctuate the edition in a
fashion that corresponds as closely as possible to that of the translation,
and we have silently resolved the spelling of Latin and French quotations
to match their quoted counterparts in the translation. Paragraphing and
other breaks in the text have also been aligned with the translation.

Note on the TranslationT

The translator of Piers Plowman, even more than translators of other
works, is faced with the temptation to make the poem simpler and clearer
than it actually is. To some extent this is inevitable. A translator cannot
translate without making up his mind one way or another about certain
things that are open to debate, and Donaldson’s Chaucer students will
never forget his setting them translation exercises, accompanied by scath-
ing remarks about the futility of putting Middle English that doesn’t make
sense into modern English that doesn’'t make sense either. But a translator
who lets his translation turn into a reinterpretation, a glorified gloss, has
sacrificed something central to the character of Langland’s poem. Fur-
thermore, the impact of Langland’s style depends on his abrupt juxtapo-
sition of words from widely divergent levels of diction and on the graphic
sharpness of his often sardonic wording. He is concrete where the trans-
lator wants to be abstract and particular in the very midst of discussing
the general. His syntax is sometimes contorted, not simply in ways that are
natural in Middle English (in which case it should be translated into
equally natural-sounding modern English) but also in w ays that create
special effects or juxtapositions. A translation constantly threatens to

T Reprinted from William Langland, Piers Plowman: Aun Alliterative Verse Translation by E. Tualbot
Donaldson, ed. Elizabeth D. Kirk and Judith H. Anderson (New York: W. W. Norton & Company,
1990), pp. xv—xvi, with permission of W. W. Norton & Company.
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become blander, more uniform, less complex and compelling than its orig-
inal. Donaldson’s particular concern as a translator was to avoid these
dangers as fully as possible. He did not want to tame the poem.

A second and related concern of his was to observe as closely as possible
the actual constraints of Langland's alliterative meter. He found during
the ten years he worked on the translation that, whereas one would sup-
pose these two goals to be in tension with each other, in practice the more
strictly he kept to the poem’s formal demands, the better he could resist
the temptation to rewrite, tidy, and rationalize it. Perhaps keeping faith
with Langland’s form gives a kind of distance that is good protection
against trying to make the poem too much one’s own, the poem Langland
might have written if he had been somebody else.

The translation is entirely Donaldson’s, and the editors have regarded
the translation itself as outside their charge, except for the correction of
an insignificant number of actual typographical errors or omissions in his
finished manuscript. It should also be noted that he was working with his
and George Kane’s own edition of the poem, including line numbering,
and that the translation will differ accordingly from translations of other
editions; where he diverged from Kane-Donaldson, we have noted this fact.
The notes, however, are our own, and he must not be held responsible for
them, except where he had already annotated passages that appear in The
Norton Anthology of English Literature, fifth edition (1986)."

Using This EditionT
The Gloss

Words appear in the Gloss at the back of the book if they fall into one of
the following categories: (1) important concepts or names of allegorical
figures that need more explanation than can readily be confined to a note:
(2) modern cognates of Middle English words that have lost some pertinent
meaning or connotation of the word they translate or have acquired fur-
ther, potentially misleading ones; (3) names of places and people or terms
for officials, institutions, and the like that recur frequently.

In every case these words are footnoted on their first occurrence in the
text (or on the first occasion when a meaning not self-evident to the mod-
ern reader is involved). Where the Gloss entry is fuller than the footnote
gloss, the footnote adds “(Gloss)” or, if substantially fuller, “see Gloss.” On
subsequent occurrences in a new Passus or after a substantial interval, the
word is followed by an asterisk if the Gloss is relevant.

Foreign Words and Biblical References

Much annotation in the edition concerns the Latin words and lines, and
the occasional French, that Langland scatters through his English. Where

1. In the present Norton Critical Edition, some new notes have been added, and many of the notes
made by Kirk and Anderson have been retained, some augmented, and some streamlined [Editors).

T Reprinted from William Langland, Piers Plowman: An Alliterative Verse Translation by E. Talbot
Donaldson, ed. Elizabeth D. Kirk and Judith H. Anderson (New York: W. W. Norton & Company,
1990), pp. xxv—xxvii, with permission of W. W. Norton & Company.



