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1
Author’s Notes for those reading Piers Plowman for the first time

Piers Plowman ranks with Chaucer's Canterbury Tales, Spenser's Faerie Queene, Milton's Paradise Lost and Wordsworth's Prelude among the handful of masterworks of English poetry.  In the century following its composition it was among the most popular of all poems, but has suffered an eclipse in recent years, partly on account of the well-deserved adulation lavished on Chaucer, who has joined Shakespeare as one of Britain's national icons.

Attempts by literary critics to classify Piers have been doomed to failure.  It is not just an allegory, nor exactly an epic, nor a popular medieval romance, nor a moral discourse, nor a homily, nor a social satire, nor an autobiography: it is all of these and none of them.  It is a poem of mind-bending and -expanding diversity: from the high moral tone of the trial of Lady Meed to the earthiness of the confessions of the Seven Deadly Sins, from the sublime narrative poetry of the Nativity, the Entry into Jerusalem, the Crucifixion and the Harrowing of Hell to the rueful introspection of Will the Dreamer/Narrator into his own unsatisfactory spiritual state and that of the Church, the whole of human life is there.  The poet spares nobody: mercenary lawyers, negligent bishops, unqualified pardoners, slimy and corrupt friars, unjust kings and judges, all reel under the blows of his pen, which is mightier than any sword.  His strictures on Lady Meed, who represents excess of worldly possessions, greed and grab, pecuniary corruption and the love of money which is the root of all evil, are as relevant in the twenty-first century as they were in the fourteenth.  Piers Plowman is a poem for all time.

Anyone who finds the Middle English language of Piers Plowman daunting but would like to read it in the original may find the following suggestions helpful.  In fact, most of the words in the poem have modern English equivalents: the eccentric spelling is the chief obstacle.  The poem, immensely popular in its own day, must often have been read aloud to an illiterate audience.  It is therefore worth reading the first few lines aloud, pronouncing each word phonetically as written and stressing the words which begin with the same consonants.  This will be the result: 




In the summer season, when soft was the sun,




I shope me in shrouds, as I a sheep were,




In habit of a hermit, unholy of works,




Went wide in this word wonders to hear.

"Shope" is the only unfamilar word in these four lines, and means "shaped" or "disguised".   With a little practice all becomes clear; and all that may be necessary is to refer to the glossary for unfamiliar words.  The best edition to try is the Everyman one, which has the meanings of awkward words in the margin alongside each line.

Readers with neither the leisure nor the inclination to struggle with the original text will enjoy the excellent translations of the poem by George Economou (University of Pennsylvania Press) or Terence Tiller (Wordsworth Classics, a fine budget-priced edition).   Both preserve the original metre in all its sonority and splendour, which, from the pen of this master poet, carries the reader through all the varied and vivid episodes of this long, allegedly difficult but infinitely rewarding poem.

_________________

2
The Prophecy in Piers Plowman and the Black Death

The A version
And so seith Saturne · and sent vs to warne

Passus VII l. 311

The B version
And so sayde Saturne · and sent yow to warne:

Passus VI ll. 327-32
Whan ye se the sonne amys · and two monkes hedes,




And a mayde have the maistrie · and multiplie bi eight,




Thanne shal Deth withdrawe · and Derthe be iustice,




And Dawe the dyker · deye for hunger,




But if god of his goodnesse · grant vs a trewe.

The C version
And so seith Saturnus · and sent yow to warne.

Passus VIII ll. 348-55
Thorwe flodes and foule wederes · frutes shullen faile.




Pruyde and pestilences · shal muche puple fecche.




Thre shupes and a shaft · and an vm. folwyng*,




Shal bryng bane and bataile · on bothe half the mone.




And thanne shal deth with-drawe · and derthe be Iustice,




And Dawe the deluere · deye for defaute,




Bote god of his goodnesse · graunte ous a trewe.

* This is the reading in the Skeat parallel edition of the poem.   Derek Pearsall's edition (York Medieval Texts, 1978) reads "Thre Shypes and a schaef with an viii folwynge", which gives a deeper and more intelligible meaning to the line.


This prophecy was said by Thomas Wright in his Preface to his edition of Piers Plowman of 1842
 to relate to the Black Death of 1348-9, though Skeat non-committally called it "a mysterious prophecy" in his marginal gloss to his edition of the B version.
   The present study takes Wright's insight a stage farther, showing the prophecy's specific relevance to events in the Diocese of Exeter during the episcopate of John de Grandisson (1327-69).


In his book The Black Death, Philip Ziegler
 describes the exposition of the Medical Faculty of the University of Paris commissioned by King Philip of France in 1348, attributing the epidemic to an unusual and menacing conjunction of the planets Saturn, Jupiter and Mars on 20th March, 1345.  Astrological lore of this kind was part of scientific study in the Middle Ages, and there was a manuscript at Exeter
 at the time, copiously annotated by John Grandisson, which includes a number of astronomical and astrological treatises, which which he was familiar.   On f 3 there is a summary of the conjunctions of the planets under each sign of the zodiac, part of which reads:




In tauro saturnus uentrem iupiter dorsum.  mars colum ...




In gemini saturnus uentrem iupiter verentus ...

and so on.   To have this unwelcome conjunction appearing too early within the sign of Pisces would be enough to cause alarm not only in Paris but in Exeter as well, where the Black Death was unusually severe, and would be sufficient to explain the appearance of this retrospective prophecy in the poem.  The watery connotations of the sign of Pisces would certainly have been taken to presage "flodes and foule wederes".   As Norman F. Cantor
 tersely put it,

A commission of Parisian scholars assembled by the King soberly announced that the problem was astrological, something about Saturn in the house of Jupiter,

but this was serious business in 1348.


The next line in the B version, "Whan ye se the sonne amys · and two monkes heddes", enigmatic at first sight, has a specific meaning.   The two monks' heads are the circular tonsure (in Latin the corona) and on the immediate level refer to the rings of Saturn, but are also attributable to other celestial phenomena, like the corona visible in a total solar eclipse.   A solar eclipse was observed at Hay-on-Wye in the Welsh Marches in 1338, but whether it was total or partial is not recorded.   The portent of "the sonne amys" is explained by Philip Ziegler (op. cit. p 4, n 5) by an extract from the Chronicon Estense:

Between Cathay and Persia then rained a vast rain of fire ... and then arose vast masses of smoke.

Most likely of all as the source for this line is the anthelion
 with double corona, a meteorological phenomenon formed by a projection of the sun's rays on the clouds or fog banks opposite the sun itself, producing a nimbus of up to four coronas.   Most often seen in alpine lands, it would have been well known to the Grandisson family, who came from Grandson in what is now Switzerland and may well have been observed by John Grandisson himself during his extensive travels in continental Europe or in the Welsh Marches which were his homeland.


The next line in the B version, "And a mayde have the maistrie _ and multiplie bi eight" seems no less opaque, but refers to the dating of the onset of the epidemic as perceived from Exeter by John Grandisson.   The maid is the astrological sign of Virgo, who had the mastery from 22nd August to 21st September.   This is confirmed by the Chronicle of the Grey Friars at Lynn
:

In this year 1348 in Melcombe in the County of Dorset, a little before the feast of St. John the Baptist, two ships ... came alongside.   One of the sailors brought ... from Gascony the seeds of  the terrible pestilence ...

Most commentators (including Ziegler) take this to refer to the midsummer feast of John the Baptist, but, bearing in mind other contemporary records, it could more credibly refer to the Decollation of John the Baptist, 29th August, under the sign of Virgo.


The Chronicle of the Monk of Malmesbury gives a vivid account of the arrival and spread of the plague8:

Anno Domini MCCCXLVIII circa festum Translationis Sancti Thomae Martyris crudelis pestilencia cunctis futuris saeculis detestanda de partibus transmarinis in Australem sinum Angliae ad portum quae dicitur Melcumbe in Dorsetia applicuit quae Australem plagam circumquaque perlustrans in partibus Dorsetiae Deuoniae et Somersetiae innumerabilem 
populum miserabiliter occidit ...   Deinde Bristolliam veniens paucis admodum relictis, versus partes Aquilonares transiens nec civitatem nec villam ...  nec etiam nisi raro domum 
relinquens quin majorem partem vel totum interfecit ita quod quinta pars hominum et mulierum ac infantum in tota Anglia sepulturae traditur.   Unde tanta fuit hominum peniuria quod vix vivi sufficiebant ad infirmos custodiendos et mortuos sepeliendos.

This translates:

Around the feast of the Translation of St. Thomas Martyr [Thomas Becket, 7th July], the cruel pestilence, throughout future centuries to be detested, coming from regions across the seas, struck the southern coast of England at a port called Melcombe in Dorset, which, spreading out from the southern shore, wretchedly killed people without number in the counties of Dorset, Devon and Somerset ...   Then coming to Bristol, with but few there surviving, it travelled northwards, sparing neither city nor town, nor indeed often houses, killing the greater part or the whole, so that a fifth of the men, women and children in the whole of England were borne to burial.   Whence so great was the lack of men that scarcely were enough living 
to care for the sick and bury the dead.

The Monk of Malmesbury's account is given added credibility by an entry in the Grandisson Register
:  on 7th May, 1349, on the death of Brother John de Lakenham, Brother Symon de Aveney, Monk of Malmesbury, was instituted Prior of Pilton (near Barnstaple in the Diocese of Exeter) at John Grandisson's episcopal palace at Chudleigh.   The Patrons were the Abbot and Convent of Malmesbury.   Clearly the anonymous chronicler knew what he was talking about.


The second half of the line in the B version "and multiplie bi eight" also contains a reference to the zodiac and hints at the time-scale and duration for the spread and decline of this terrible epidemic.   The eight signs of the zodiac which follow Virgo, the maid, are Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn, Aquarius, Pisces, Aries and Taurus, ending on the 20th May, 1349, when the plague was gradually receding to the succeeded by famine.   The corresponding lines in the C version, "Thorw flodes and foule wederes _ frutes shullen faile" call to mind not just the famine which followed the Black Death, but the earlier one of 1314-16 when, through cloud cover and excessive rainfall, harvests failed completely.   The cause is given in the next line:



Thre shupes and a shaft [or schaef] · with an vm. [or viii] folwyng.

The three ships must be the the three galleys which put in a Genoa, first bringing the epidemic to Europe in 1348
, and perhaps also the two which came to Melcombe Regis and the one which went to Bristol, spreading the infection throughout the Dioceses of Wells, Exeter, Hereford and Worcester.  The "shaft" or "sheaf" refers to the arrows of pestilence commonplace in contemporary iconography, as is clear from the illustrations in Philip Ziegler's book, where Death is shown loosing arrows of pestilence against sinners and God sends down arrows of pestilence killing men below.   The "eight folwyng" has already been explained.   The long-term consequence is made clear in both versions:



Thanne shal Deth withdrawe · and Derthe be iustice.


Previous studies have outlined the spread of the plague in the Diocese of Wells by reference to the Episcopal Register of Institutions to Benefices, with some mention of the Diocese of Exeter.  In his book Trevisa of Berkeley - a Celtic Firebrand
, Eric Gethin-Jones describes the devastation caused in Devon and Cornwall (both in the Diocese of Exeter) and gives as an Appendix useful tables based on the Episcopal Registers of Exeter, Hereford and Worcester, showing that the disease hit harder and reached its peak earlier in Exeter (February-July 1349 as aginst June-August in Hereford and May-August in Worcester).   As he says, "appalling though these figures appear, the reality becomes doubly stark when they are broken down".   For administrative reasons, there would have been a time-lag between the death of priests in the plague and the institution of their successors, which mean that the pestilence would have struck and declined earlier than Canon Gethin-Jones's bare statistics would suggest.


Distressing though these records may be, they seem even more poignant in the light of other entries in the Grandisson Register.
   In the autumn of 1348 the very head of the Church in England was attacked and struck down with John Stratford Archbishop of Canterbury's death (probably not from the plague).   His successor Thomas Bradwardine soon followed him to the grave.   In a letter dated 28th September the Prior of Christ Church, Canterbury, Robert Hathbrand (acting because the archiepiscopal see was vacant), sent instructions for prayers to be said in the time of crisis.   This was transmitted through Ralph Stratford, Bishop of London on 5th October, was entered in the Grandisson Register and gives a terrifying account of the plague and the sufferings it caused.

Terribilis super filios hominum Deus ... quos diligit arguit et castigat, variisque flacionum generibus quandoque punit temporaliter, ut eos eternaliter non condempnet, ac langores, pestilencias et famis miserias, dissensionesque et guerras ... quibus frequenter ... eos terreat et affligat, permittit multociens exoriri

This translates:

The terrible God ... imposes upon the sons of men, accusing and chastising those he loves, varied torments by which he punishes them in this world so that he shall not condemn them in eternity, and frequently permits them to suffer terror and affliction with multiform sicknesses, plagues and wretched famines, dissensions and wars.

These are the "bane and bataile" in the C version of the prophecy.   On 30th October John Grandisson issued from his home at Chudleigh a Mandate for processions to intercede with God against the pestilence, entered in his Register under the title "Pro Processionibus faciendas pro pestilencias":


... ut Deus Ipse et Dominus noster ... judicium suum justum, quod peccatis hominum


exigentibus, comminatur, in misericordium, et iram in mansuetudinem, dignetur sua 


pietate ineffabili commutare.

or in English


May God Himself and Our Lord deign, by His ineffable goodness, to commute His


just law, which condemns the sins of men, into mercy, and wrath into gentleness ..

or, as in the poem's prophecy, may "God of his goodnesse · grante vs a trewe".


These extracts convey vividly the terror felt by the English people at the onset of the plague, but worse was to follow.   An early victim was Richard de Wydeslade
, a close associate of John Grandisson, and Treasurer of Exeter Cathedral, who "in proxima pestilencia decessit" (who died in the recent pestilence).   He had held a Prebend in the Church of St. Crantock in Cornwall, and by 29th December 1348 arrangements had been made for a successor, Master Richard Giffard, and a Mandate for his induction was issued from Chudleigh on the 16th February, 1349.   This indicates the time lag, discussed above, which occurred between the death of an incumbent and the appointment of a successor, and suggests that the actual deaths of priests may have occurred as much as two months before they could be replaced.   Thus the epidemic in the Diocese of Exeter may well have peaked between December 1348 and May 1349 ("multiplie bi eight").


The account in the Grandisson Register of the dreadful events at the Augustinian Priory of Bodmin
 gives a terrifying picture of the plight of the only two survivors:

1348  ...  per mortem bone memorie Fratris Johannis de Kilkamptone, Prioris dum vixit, Fratres Rogerus de Honytone et Willelmus de Tregawythan, ipsius Prioratus Canonici, omnis et singulis eorum Confratribus et Concanonicis in tempore pestilenciali quasi subito de medio sublatis, qui soli superstites remanserunt, prout per Literas suas patentes ... apparuit evidenter, eundem Dominum [i.e. Bishop John Grandisson] humiliter et attente rogarunt quatinus, ne dictus Prioratus, Prioris solacio destitutus, diutine vacacionis incomoda pateretur, ipsis, tanquam orphanis relictis, et eorem Prioratu dignaretur de Priore celeriter providere.

that is

1348 ...  through the death of Brother John of Kilkhampton of good memory, Prior while he lived, Brothers Roger of Honiton and William of Tregawythen, Canons of the same Priory, who alone remain alive, with all our Brothers and fellow Canons suddenly removed from our midst in the time of pestilence, as appears clearly from our Letters Patent, humbly and patiently request our Lord [the Bishop], first that the said Priory, deprived of the solace of a Prior, may not long remain so, and that he may be pleased quickly to appoint a Prior for us, now left as helpless orphans.

John Grandisson wasted no time in responding to this pathetic and heartfelt plea:  in March 1348-9 a Royal Inquisition was held which confirmed his right to provide a new Prior, and on 19th March, describing the desperate state of poor Roger of Honiton and William of Tregwithen, he requested the Prior of the nearby Priory of Launceston to release a successor:

Cum dilecti filii Rogerus de Honytone et Willelmus de Tregaweythen, Canonici Prioratus Bodminie ... qui post decessum Priorus Loci, et omnium Concanicorum suorum Confratrum, soli superstites remanserunt ... nosque unius eorum impotenciam et egretudinem et simplicitatem alterius ponderantes ... in dilectum filium Fratrem Ogerum Bante, Canonicum Domus vestre ... virum utique in spiritualibus et temporalibus, prout intelleximus, plurimum circumspectum ... in Priorem ... intendentes ... vestrum Caritatem requirimus ... quatinus statim visis presentibus dictum Fratrem Ogerum ad nostram presenciam transmittatis;  eidem quantum in vobis est, migrandi a prefata Domo vestra facultatem et licenciam tribuentes.

that is

Since our beloved sons Roger of Honiton and William of Tregawythen, Canons of Bodmin Priory, who alone remain alive after the death of the Prior of the house and of all their fellow Canons and Brothers, we, weighing up the weakness and sickness of the one and the simple-mindedness of the other, and intending to appoint out beloved son Brother Oger Bante, Canon of your House, a man, as we understand, of great worth in both spiritual and temporal matters, as Prior, we ask of your kindness first, as soon as you have seen this letter, straightway to send the said Brother Oger into our presence, and, as far as it is within your power, to provide the necessary faculty and licence for him to move from your aforesaid House.

Thomas, Prior of Launceston, issued the necessary Certificate on 21st March, and John Grandisson appointed Oger de Bante Prior of Bodmin on the 22nd.   This swift action at the height of the plague reflects great credit on both the Bishop and the Prior of Launceston in relieving the desperate grief of the two "orphaned" Canons, who had lost at a stroke their spiritual father and all their brothers.


It is a heartrending story repeated many times in the parishes:  a few examples will suffice.  Ashburton had three Vicars in rapid succession:  John of Undele, after thirteen years, was succeeded by David Penylis who died in December 1348, his successor Richard Yurl, instituted on 1st January, must have died almost immediately, for Thomas de Botercombe was instituted on 11th January.
  Dawlish was similarly afflicted:  Thomas de Beauforest, Vicar since 1346, was succeeded by Hugh de Combe on 22nd January;  on 1st March John Andreu followed him, and on 7th May John Payewel took his place.


It is no wonder that on 20th September 1349 Pope Clement VI issued dispensations for John Grandisson to ordain fifty men of illegitimate birth and a hundred under canonical age to Holy Orders, writing
:

tam in tua Exoniensi quam in aliis Collegiatis et Conventualibus et Parochialibus Ecclesiis, tuarum Civitatis et Diocesis Exoniensium, propter mortalitatis pestem, que proxime temporibus in Partibus illis invaluit, presbiteri in solito longe numero reperiri non possint ... ex quo Ecclesie ipse et earum cultores sunt multipliciter desolati.

that is

as much in your Church of Exeter as in other Collegiate, Monastic and Parish Churches of your City and Diocese of Exeter, on account of the pestilencial mortality which in recent times enfeebled those regions, priests in the usual large numbers might not be appointed, on account of which the same Church and its cultivators suffer widespread devastation.


It was not just the cultivators of the Church (the priests) and their harvest who were decimated by the Black Death and the famine which followed.   The long duration and severity of the epidemic in the diocese of Exeter led to shortages of labour and food not experienced elsewhere.  Historians have questioned the testimony of contemporary chroniclers and local writers of Devon history, who may have exaggerated the death toll and the gravity of the ensuing famine
, and, by implication, the former have denied the line in the poetic prophecy




Thanne shal Deth withdrawe · and Derthe be iustice

but this came true in Devon and Cornwall along with the rest of the prophecy.   The maid's mastery, multiplied by eight, ran out in May 1349, as has been shown, when the plague began to recede and was followed by famine.   The famine lasted for at least three years, as indicated by Katherine Walsh, who wrote in her book A Fourteenth Century Scholar and Primate
 that Richard FitzRalph, Archbishop of Armagh, received a special Royal Licence to send a hundred quarters of wheat to his old friend and former patron, John Grandisson, to relieve the famine in the diocese of Exeter, even though at the time the export of corn from Ireland was forbidden.


Thus the prophecy in the poem was fulfilled in such detail as to suggest that it was written with hindsight and knowledge of the facts, and served as a fearful warning of what was to come.   It was not just Dawe the dyker who died.   The later parts of the poem narrating the onset of sickness, old age and death (the B version, Passus XX ll. 103-4)




Many a louely lady · and her lemmanes of knyghtes




Swouned and swelted · for sorwe of Dethes dyntes

were tragically true for John Grandisson.   Two lovely ladies, his sisters Agnes de Northwode and Katharine de Montacute, Countess of Salisbury, both died in this terrible pestilence, as did many others among his family and friends.   From the early 1350s onwards his Register becomes much less informative, perhaps due to heavy mortality among his scribes, since after about 1355 only his principal acts are recorded and the final volume of his Register is missing.   There is evidence from that year that his own health was seriously undermined, and although he lived to be seventy-six his travels around his diocese were curtailed, suggesting a lack of capacity and inclination for strenuous physical exertions.   This magnificent, compassionate and talented human being died in 1369 at the time of the Third Pestilence, taking with him into the next world an unrivalled experience and knowledge of the onset, course and consequences of the Black Death of 1348-9.
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