"~~--~~..~ 

~i~ 

PIERS PLOWMAN 

THE DEPOSITION OF STACY DE ROKAYLE 

PART I - MS TRINITY COLLEGE DUBLIN 212 f 90b 

For more than a century scholars have relied upon the evidence in the note on f 90 v of the Trinity College Dublin manuscript of the poem (212, olim D-4-1) and many generations of innocent undergraduates have been indoctrinated with its undisputed truth, so that countless essays have been written at innumerable universities to the effect that Stacy de Rokayle of Shipton-under-Wychwood, a tenant of Hugh Ie Despenser III was the father of William Langland who wrote Piers Plowman. Thus has Stacy, who appears in official fourteenth century records as Eustace, attained a sort of vicarious literary fame. 

Below the early fifteenth century note itself, believed by experts to be contemporary with the manuscript itself, somebody has inserted a transliteration of the medieval writing in a sixteenth or seventeenth century  hand.

Memorandum quod Stacy de Rokayle pater Will~i  de Langlond qui Staćius fuit generosus & morabatur in Schipton under Whitwode tenens Dˉni Le Spencer in comitatu Oxon Qui p'dictus Willielmus fecit librum qui vocatur Perys Ploughman1
It is possible that this has influenced subsequent scholars, who have accepted it as a correct and accurate transliteration;  it might  even have gone some way to deter some of them from looking carefully at the fifteenth century original above it for alternative interpretations.   Certainly it has appeared in print in so many learned books that it has become a sort of holy writ for Piers Plowman scholars.   Much conscientious work has been done by scholars to identify somebody called William Rokayle. Eustace (Stacy) de Rokayle and his close relatives Peter and Roger are well documented in contemporary records, and his landlord, Hugh Ie Despenser III is a well-known figure in English history whose magnificent tomb by the High Altar in Tewkesbury Abbey is one of the glories of medieval art. As long ago as 1935 Oscar Cargill investigated no less than 41 William de Rokayles2, but was unable to pinpoint anyone of them as the poet. More recently, in 1993, Lister Matheson discovered that a William Rokayle was ordained to the first tonsure before 1341 in Bredon church  (three miles north of Tewkesbury) by Wulstan de Bransford, Bishop of Worcester3. The first tonsure  was the first rung of the ladder of a church career, entitling a beginner to clerical status, but no more.  It qualified him to proceed to the minor orders of Doorkeeper, Reader, Exorcist and Acolyte, and thereafter, if all went well with him, to the major orders of Subdeacon, Deacon and Priest4. Very large numbers of youths received the first tonsure at the hands of Bishops in various Dioceses, but thereafter vanished from the records, so the odds are against future discoveries about the life story of this William, but there is always room for hope. 

So that is that - the Trinity College Dublin note is still accepted as the best evidence available for the authorship of the poem and the parentage of the poet. But all, as so often happens with medieval literature, is not quite as it seems. Comparison of the sixteenth or seventeenth century transliteration with the fourteenth century note reveals some discrepancies. First, in order to make syntactical sense of it, it is necessary to insert the conjectural verb "fuit" between "Rokayle" and "pater". 

Second, the word "pater" is not written in full in the original ascription, but has a conventional abbreviation in which the first three letters "pat" end with an upward flourish in the form of a circle. This can also indicate additional syllables ending with "s", such as appear several times similarly abbreviated in the list of Annals higher up the same folio, believed by scholars5 to be in the same hand. These are: Annal 6 line 8 "nonO" "nonis" (nones) and "regO" "regis" (of the King); Annal 8 line 11 "purifiO” (Purification - of the Blessed Virgin Mary); Annal 14 line 23  “tracO” "tractus" (drawn); Annal 15 line 25 "HastyngO" (Hastynges, recording the death of Laurence de Hastings, Lord of Abergavenny)6. So, although "pater" is perhaps the most likely reading, it is by no means the only possible one, and "patrinus" (godfather) and "patronus"7 (patron or employer) are both possibilities. 

Third, the word "stacius" seems superfluous and adds to the clumsiness of the syntax. This is also written with what looks like an abbreviation, "stac´ius", which prompts the reading of "stacionarius",a responsible and honourable calling in the Middle Ages, when the Stationarius was a businessman arranging for the production, publication valuing and sale of books8.   Fourth, in the light of the above it is reasonable to question whether "fecit librum" really means "wrote the poem" (based on the well-known medieval definition of poets as "makers") or the literal translation "made the book". The ascription would thus read: 

Memorandum quod Stacy de Rokayle patronus Willielmi de Langlond qui stacionarius fuit generosus et morabatur in Schipton-under-Whicwode tenens domini Le Spenser in comitatu oxon qui predictus Willielmus fecit librum qui vocatur Perys Ploughman

that is

Memorandum that Stacy de Rokayle patron of William de Langlond was a gentleman stationer and resided in Shipton-under- Wychwood a tenant of Lord Ie Despenser in the county of Oxford, who, the said William, made the book called Piers Plowman. 

In fact, it suggests that Eustace de Rokayle was a publisher and bookseller and that William Langland was one of his craftsmen who worked on the physical preparation of the book. It may only refer to this particular manuscript, or even to the main part which is Piers Plowman, since it also contains a fragment of the prose Lancelot9. While the traditional interpretation cannot be said to be wrong, failure of subsequent researchers to find either a William Rokayle or a William Langland who can be identified as the poet suggests that the writer of the note was intending a double entendre with this ascription and providing what Professor George Kane in a parallel context has called an "unrevealing revelation"l0. 

There is evidence to link the Rokayle family with the book trade in Oxford. One Geoffrey de Rokele (or Rokaille - the spellings vary), Clerk, convicted of a felony before the Justices at Henley, held a messuage in the Parish of St. Thomas in Oxford, and is recorded in the Cartulary of Oseney Abbey as having purged his guilt before the Bishop of Lincoln, his Diocesanll. The Williams Rokaille, Rocaill’ and Rokaylle identified by Oscar Cargill (see p 1 above, his Records 25-27), all in the Parish of St. Thomas, join with Geoffrey to provide the necessary connection, for the Parish of St. Thomas was a centre of the book trade in the Middle Ages.   On the basis that Stacy de Rokayle was a country gentleman and William Langland his son, there has been no reason to connect them with Oxford or the book trade.   The present interpretation throws an entirely new light on the matter, for if Stacy was a stationer and William Langland one of his craftsmen, the relevance of these William Rokayles of the Parish of St. Thomas is much increased.    Bookbinders Bridge and the neighbouring tenements in the Parish between the Castle and the limits of Oseney Abbey were in fact a centre of this trade12. It is intriguing that a William, bookbinder, is recorded in Oxford in the fourteenth century13, though the surnames and addresses of humble artisans are often unknown. 

Perhaps Stacy de Rokayle should now step aside: his depositions are open to question, and he may even have to be deposed. 

PART II - THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF THE MANUSCRIPT, AD 1400-1412 

Professor George Kane summarises the reasons for accepting the veracity of the Stacy de Rokayle/William Langland ascription.   He argues that the writer was in a position in time and place to know the truth, that because the information about Eustace de Rokayle is verifiable and correct and because there is no concrete reason to question the remaining information, the only possible cause for doubt would be "a deliberate falsification"14. On the face of it there would, as he suggests, seem to be little motive for this, but the historical context puts the matter in a rather different perspective. 

Many years ago Professor R. W. Chambers advised that the "Stacy de Rokayle" note should be read in conjunction with the Annals referred to above, and this has been done15. Certainly most of them are of particular interest to the aristocratic families of the West Midlands and the Welsh Marches (Berkeley, Mortimer, Cantilupe, Beauchamp, Hastings, Grandisson) all of whom were bound together closely by ties of blood and marriage. On the face of it Simon de Montfort's death at the Battle of Evesham seems unconnected, but it was fought near the Marches, and Robert Lord Tregoz, ancestor through the maternal line of the Grandissons, is said to have been slain there [see Burke’s Dormant and Extinct Peerages under Tregoz].   As brother-in-law of St. Thomas of Hereford and nephew by marriage of Walter de Cantilupe, Bishop of Worcester, he must have adhered to Montfort’s cause.    All of these families, and particularly the "noble and renowned Lord Otho de Grandisson", Justiciar of Wales, had reason to take a particular interest in the various Welsh rebellions recorded. 

However, the events in the Annals have something else in common: they all record violent death, though this is not always specifically stated. For instance, the unfortunate Laurence de Hastings was said to have been slain while sitting on the privy, and the macabre and terrifying deaths of Hugh le Despenser the Younger, Roger de Mortimer First Earl of March and King Edward II are all well-known events of English history. It therefore seems reasonable to detect a minatory aspect in this list of Annals, which, read in conjunction with the Piers Plowman note (believed by scholars to be in the hand of the same annotator16) can be interpreted as a dreadful warning to be taken seriously. Indeed, at the time when the Trinity College Dublin manuscript was produced, Piers Plowman was to be regarded as a thoroughly subversive poem and mere ownership of a copy might have led to fearful consequences. 

The manuscript is dated by experts "circa 1400" and so are the annotation and the Annals17, as well as the marginal note "anno domini mccccxijo” on folio 15b, which is immensely significant. In 1399 the turbulent reign of Richard II ended with his abdication and probable murder and the coronation of Henry of Lancaster (also known as Bolingbroke and Derby), the eldest son of John of Gaunt, as King Henry IV. It was far from being a bloodless coup, with a tangled history of plot and counter-plot, but the main narrative is as follows. A prime mover was Thomas Arundel, third son of Richard Earl of Arundel and Eleanor, daughter of Henry of Lancaster the elder. Thomas enjoyed a meteoric career in the Church: born in 1353, he was Archdeacon of Taunton in 1373 and Bishop of Ely in the same year. In 1386 he joined with Thomas of Woodstock  Duke of Gloucester (youngest son of King Edward III) to persuade King Richard II to dismiss the Chancellor, Michael de la Pole Earl of Suffolk, and was appointed Chancellor himself. Two years later he was provided by the Pope to the See of York, and the unfortunate Archbishop Nevill of York was translated downwards and became Bishop of St. Andrews. In 1389 Thomas Arundel was deposed as Chancellor and replaced by William of Wykeham, who resigned in 1391, when Arundel was reinstated. In 1396, on the death of William de Courtenay, he was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury, again by papal provision, but in 1397 his brother Richard, Earl of Arundel, was charged with treason and executed and he himself was banished and fled to Rome. With wry justice, at Richard II's request, Archbishop Arundel was in turn translated to St. Andrews and was succeeded as Archbishop of Canterbury by Roger Walden, Dean of York. 

While in exile Thomas Arundel met with Henry of Lancaster (Henry IV) and in 1399 the two of them returned to England, landed at Ravenspur, were at the siege of Bristol and campaigned in Wales. Thomas Arundel again took possession of the See of Canterbury, ousting Roger Walden, whom he regarded as an interloper. He was a witness to the Abdication of Richard II in the Tower of London and crowned Henry IV King in Westminster Abbey on 13th October. Thereafter a revolt on the part of Richard II's courtiers and supporters, who hoped to restore him to the throne, ended in fearful bloodshed at the Battle of Cirencester, where John de Montacute Earl of Salisbury, one of Richard's most loyal friends, was lynched and murdered by the mob of townspeople. 

Henry IV and Thomas Arundel were far from confident in their authority, and imposed a strict and oppressive rule18. Arundel was King Henry's right-hand man and, as well as Archbishop of Canterbury, was Lord Chancellor of England from 1407 until 1410 and again in 1412, thereby imposing a stranglehold on Church and State. He was the architect of the infamous statute De Haeretico Comburendo of 1401, which first introduced the practice of burning heretics at the stake to England, and no time was lost in putting it into practice, for William Sawtre was burned alive before a horrified crowd in Smithfield, London, before the new law even reached the statute book. Like his famous predecessor, William de Courtenay, Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Arundel was an implacable scourge of the Lollards. His mission in life was to achieve strict compliance with the orthodox tenets of the Catholic faith and he would tolerate no deviations, however slight or fleeting. His Constitutions of 1409 brought in a rigid system of control: it was forbidden to read the writings of Wyclif, to preach without a licence, to include criticism of the Church or churchmen in sermons preached before laymen, to question or debate anything ordained by the Church, and - most significant of all - to translate any text of Holy Scripture into English without permission. 

It does not take much imagination to see how clearly Piers Plowman contravened Arundel's Constitutions. Some of its themes are by their nature heretical, in particular the discussion of whether good works might be more efficacious for salvation than Holy Baptism, to say nothing of the issue of salvation of the righteous heathen embodied in the Trajan episode. The criticisms of popes, bishops, priests, friars, pardoners and collectors of alms also contravene the Constitutions. Above all, the very existence of an English poem giving sentences from the Latin liturgy alongside English glosses would incur Archbishop Arundel's wrath. Even though the poem seems comparatively orthodox in its theology today and scholars have denied any connection with Lollardy, in the context of the 1400s it would not be good for a man's health and wellbeing to own a copy. Still worse would be any relationship with the author, and this may suffice to explain why his identity was so carefully concealed and why the annotator of MS Trinity College Dublin 212 may have decided on a deliberately cryptic "unrevealing revelation" beneath a warning catalogue of the fearful fates of men who had stepped out of line in the past. 

Finally, the significance of the date "anno domini mccccxijo" on f 15b opposite Passus III line 47719 now becomes clear. The biblical quotation from Isaiah 2.4  Non levabit gens contra gentem gladium nec excercebuntur ultra ad prelium (People shall not lift up sword against people, neither shall they make war any more) precedes a wistful and lyrical prophecy of the Last Days when, following the rule of the Antichrist, Jews and Mohammedans shall turn and be reconciled with Christians, unjust extortion shall cease and peace and justice shall reign. Clearly the annotator understood this in the context of the year 1412. Archbishop Thomas Arundel died on 19th February 1412-13 (1412 in the old calendar), to be followed shortly after by King Henry IV. From 1406 onwards he had been ailing and had done little to temper the repressive instincts of Arundel nor to reconcile the latter's implacable disputes with the Beaufort clan (also descendants of John of Gaunt through his relationship and subsequent marriage with Katharine Swynford). The future Henry V had already undertaken some responsibilities for the governance of the realm, and the English people saw him as their great solace and hope. On the 3rd February Henry IV had a fit while praying before the tomb of Edward the Confessor in Westminster Abbey and died in the Jerusalem Chamber on the 20th March.   No wonder the Annotator of MS Trinity College Dublin 212 thought a new bright day had dawned and recorded it in the margin of Piers Plowman, and no wonder, in those dangerous times at the turn of the century and after, he was inspired to write a cryptic note about the origins of the poem, which has puzzled and confused students and scholars of English Literature for six centuries. 
PART III – THE NAME OF THE POET (“TO REFUSE MY SIRE'S NAME”?) 

Various theories have been suggested to explain why, if the poet was the son of Stacy de Rokayle, his name was William Langland. In New Light on Piers Plowman20 Allan H. Bright thought it was because he was illegitimate, but the poem is scathing about illegitimacy so instead later researchers have provided evidence that in the fourteenth century sons did not always take their fathers' surnames, and that this frequently occurred with younger sons. The two lines buried in the celebrated grammatical metaphor in the discourse of Conscience before the King, which have given rise to so much speculation, are in C III 367-8 (not in the A-Version nor the B-Version): 

That is nat resonable ne rect to refuse my syre name,

 Sethe y, his sone and seruant, sewe for his ryhte.

If these two lines mean anything at all, they are evidence that the poet, in the personification of Conscience, is confessing to the use of a nom-de-plume, for which he feels a sense of regret if not guilt. What he means by suing for his father's right is explained by an entry in the Calendar of Papal Petitions for 1359, Vol. XXX p 318, where such a case is recorded: 

John de Grandissono, bishop of Exeter. His elder brother, Peter, knight, and his father's heir, made a will, which when very near death was brought to him by some of those who assisted him as though he wished to alter it, inasmuch as when in health he often said and promised, seeing that he had neither wife nor children, that he would correct and alter it at his brother's counsel and assent, and would order everything according to his brother's judgment. Nevertheless he died without making any other will; whereupon John, bishop of Hereford, in whose diocese he died, sequestrated all his personal property. Although the said bishop was notoriously out of his mind, his official or commissary, and the archdeacon of Scrobury (Salop), by name Henry de Shipton, with William de Penbrugge and others, pronounced that his brother died intestate, and that the administration of his personal property lapsed to the said bishop. The bishop of Exeter prays the pope to issue a mandate of inquiry to some bishop or other indifferent person, who shall see that justice be done. 

Let a commission be issued by the chancellor to some bishop above suspicion. Avignon, 7 Kal. Nov.

So John de Grandisson, Bishop of Exeter, sued for his father's right after his elder brother's death, no doubt successfully, for Peter de Grandisson's Inquisition Post Mortem found John to be his next heir "aged 60 years and more". (In this context it is intriguing that John and Peter’s father was William de Grandisson, a namesake of Will, the wilful Dreamer/Narrator of the poem.)  Once more, his own experiences illuminate the poem with astonishing accuracy21. 

To return to Manuscript Trinity College Dublin 212, it is in the scribal dialect of North West Gloucestershire. Because of the references to Laurence de Hastings Lord of Abergavenny in the Annals and to the onset and withdrawal of the Black Death in Abergavenny, it has been suggested that it was written in Abergavenny Priory22, but Abergavenny is in Monmouthshire some fifty miles away, it is not certain that it had a scriptorium at the time and it is doubtful, though not impossible, that a Gloucestershire scribe should have lived and worked so far from home. Llanthony Priory (Secunda) has been more plausibly suggested, being very near Gloucester, though not in the North West of the County, but it was not a particularly important house and seems unlikely to have had a sufficiently large scriptorium to have produced the manuscript. It is much more likely that it was written in the well-known scriptorium at the major Benedictine Abbey of St. Mary, Tewkesbury, where manuscripts still extant are known to have been produced23. Tewkesbury rather than Hanley Castle, also postulated, is most closely associated with the Despenser family, all of whom returned to their heartland for burial in the Abbey, even though their headquarters Homme Castle had been destroyed after the disgrace and execution of Hugh Ie Despenser the Younger at Hereford in 1326. 

Professor R.W.Chambers, in his letter which appears as the Preface to New Light on Piers Plowman,  (see Note 20 below) famously conceded that he and his fellow scholars had followed each other like sheep in supposing Cleobury to be the correct reading of the poet’s birthplace, but the sheepish procession has continued, not least in the laborious Stacy de Rokayle/William Langland researches, which have been far from productive considering the time and honest effort involved.   Perhaps a more meaningful analogy might be that researchers have been led up the garden path by a Will’o the Wisp called Will (the symbolic name of the wilful Dreamer/Narrator of the poem) and his collaborator Stacy de Rokayle, by Gobelyne (the junior devil in Passus B XVIII (C XX)) who guided credulous wanderers in Devon and Cornwall around “pixie-led” circles, or, indeed, by a sort of ignis fatuus.

With these Gloucestershire and Herefordshire insights the Malvern Hills. the setting of the poem, now come into view again.   They are clearly visible from the tower of Tewkesbury Abbey.  Furthermore, as well as their castle in Ashperton, Herefordshire, the Grandisson family (relatives by marriage of the Despensers), had a house at Oxenhall, near Dymock, in north west Gloucestershire, where Peter de Grandisson, his wife Blanche Mortimer and before them his parents, William de Grandisson and Sibyl Tregoz de Ewyas, usually resided.   Earlier in his life William de Grandisson had held the manor of Minsterworth on the west bank of the Severn three miles west of Gloucester, so he was a nobleman of Gloucestershire as well as of Herefordshire.   John, Bishop of Exeter, their second son and Peter’s brother, was the uncle by marriage of Hugh le Despenser III, whose wife Elizabeth de Montacute was the daughter of the first Earl of Salisbury and his Countess, Katharine de Grandisson.   The Bishop has many thought-provoking links with the poem and may even be the elusive author (see the present writer’s book The Rock and the Plough).   The beautiful country around Dymock is at the extreme tip of north west Gloucestershire, close by the southern end of the Malvern Hills.   The boundary between Gloucestershire and Worcestershire follows the summit and ridge of Chase End Hill, joining the Herefordshire boundary a little to the west.   Perhaps in the quest for the author of Piers Plowman we have reached the End of the Chase!
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