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ABSTRACT 

Critics have offered many views about the structure of ~ 

Plowman. Provided with few clues, they have tried to determine from 

the dominant features the poem's organizing factors. However, since 

1926, when G. R. Owst suggested in Preaching in Medieval England (295-

296) that the meaning of Piers would become clear if the poem were 

compared in its thematic and artistic elements with sermon literature, 

only a few critics have discussed Langland's use of the sermon form. 

This present study argues that Langland structured his poem as a 

sermon to answer the Dreamer's question, "How I may saue my soule?" 

(B. I. 84), and to explain that salvation is attained by knowing and 

observing the love commandments, a Scriptural theme frequently treated 

in the sermons of the time. 

By comparing the structure of ~ with that of the sermon as 

Robert of Basevorn describes in Forma praedicandi (1322), I show that 

Langland forms his poem with the use of sermon "ornaments": invention 

of theme, antetheme/protheme, prayer concluding the antetheme, 

restatement of theme, division and confirmation of divisions, and 

concluding prayer. In addition, I show that the visions and passus, 

which are interrupted with the Dreamer's awakening, form subdivisions 

in each of the sections. I also show that Langland uses dream

allegory, dramatic-narrative, and satirical exempla to embellish his 

explanation of salvation. This parallel of the "art" in Langland's 



e 

poem with the "art" of preaching shows that the poem has a definite 

structural and thematic unity and that the logical plan makes 

Christian belief concerning salvation understandable, instructive, and 

persuasive. 



CHAPTER I 

PIERS PLOWMAN AND THE QUESTION OF THE BENRE 

Critics have analyzed Piers Plowman from the aspect of 

allegory, meaning, narrative, drama, satire, liturgy, theme, and 

sermon.1 Whether Piers Plowman follows the sermon form is a matter 

of debate. Recognition of similarities begins with G. R. Owst, who 

1 Studies of allegorical elements include: Henry W. Wells, 
"The Construction of Piers Plowman," PMLA, 44 (1929),123-140; rpt. in 
Interpretations of "Piers Plowman", ed. Edward Vasta (Notre Dame: 
Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1960), pp. 1-21. Nevill K. Coghill, "The 
Character of Piers Plowman Considered From the B Text," Medium AEvum, 
2 (1933), 108-135. R. W. Chambers, Man's Unconquerable Mind: Studies 
of Enqlish Writers. from Bede to A. E. Housman and W. P. Ker (London: 
Jonathan Cape, 1939). D. W. Robertson and B. F. Huppe, "Piers 
Plowman" and Scriptural Tradition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. 
Press, 1951>. 1. P. Dunning, "The Structure of the B-Text of Piers 
Plowman," Review of Enolish Studies, 7 (1956), 225-237. Morton W. 
Bloomfield, "Piers Plowman" as a Fourteenth-Century Apocalypse (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1962). Elizabeth Salter, "Piers 
Plowman": An Introduction (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1962). 
Elizabeth Salter and Derek Pearsall, "Introduction," Piers Plowman 
(Evanston: Northwestern Univ. Press, 1967), pp. 1-58. One study of 
the literal form is: Robert W. Frank, ·Piers Plowman" and the Scheme 
of Salvation (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1957). Studies of the 
narrative and dramatic elements include: Gordon H. Berould, "The 
Structural Integrity of Piers Plowman B," Studies in Philology, 45 
(1948), 60-75. Elizabeth Kirk, The Dream Thought of "Piers Plowman" 
(New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1972). Anne Middleton, "Narration and 
the Invention of Experience: Episodic Form in Piers Plowman," in 
Wisdom of Poetry: Essays in Early English Literature in Honor of 
Morton W. Bloomfield, ed. Larry D. Benson and Sigfried Wenzel 
(Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 1982), pp. 101-123. 
Studies of the satirical form include: Bloomfield, Apocalypse. S. T. 
Knight, "Satire in Piers Plowman," in Piers Plowman: Critical 
Approaches, ed. S. S. Hussey (London: Methuen, 1969), pp. 279-309. 

----------------- -- ---
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writes that the meaning of Piers would become clear if the poem were 

analyzed to expose thematic and artistic elements of sermon 

literature. Although Owst does not undertake such a study, he is 

confident that pulpit literature could provide "the one complete clue" 

to understanding the poem. 

In reality, it represents nothing more nor less than the 

quintessence of English mediaeval preaching gathered up into 

a single metrical piece of unusual charm and vivacity. 

Hardly a concept of the poet's mind, an authority quoted, a 

trick of symbolism, or a satirical portrait but is to be 

found characteristic of the literature of our present study. 

The fact applies equally, and indeed adequately, to the 

loosely-quoted references from "great clerks," or from 

Others compare the structure of the poem with the liturgical year: 
Pasquale Di Pasquale, "The Form of Piers Plowman and the Liturgy," 
Diss. Univ. of Pittsburgh, 1965. Raymond St.-Jacques, "Conscience's 
Final Pilgrimage in Piers Plowman and the Cyclical Structure of the 
Liturgy," Revue de l'Universite d'Ottawa, 40, (1970), 210-223. R. E. 
Kaske, "Holy Church's Speech and the Structure of Piers Plowman," in 
Chaucer and Middle English Studies in Honour of Rossell Hope Robbins, 
ed. Beryl Rowland (London: George Allen and Unwit, 1974). Mary 
Carruthers analyzes the thematic structure as an ideological quest for 
truth: The Search for St. Truth: A Study of Meaning in "Piers 
Plowman" (Evanston: Northwestern Univ. Press, 1973). Studies also 
emphasize the influence of sermon literature on Langland: 6. R. Owst, 
Preaching in Medieval England: An Introduction to Sermon Manuscripts 
of the Period 1350-1450 (1926, rpt. New Vork: Russell and Russell, 
1965) and Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Univ. Press, 1933). E. Talbot Donaldson, "Piers Plowman": 
The C-Text and Its Poet (New Haven: Vale Univ. Press, 1949). 
Bloomfield, Apocalypse. E. Salter, "Piers Plowman:" An Introduction. 
E. Salter and D. Pearsall, Piers Plowman. A. C. Spearing, Criticism 
and Medieval Poetry, 2nd ed. (London: Edward Arnold, 1972). Siegfried 
Wenzel, "Medieval Sermons,· A Companion to "Piers Plowman", ed. John 
A. Alford (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1988), pp. 155-172. 



Scripture, the quaint ·saffron" of French and Latin 

phrases, the knowledge of legal or commercial practices, 

the mildly conservative attitude towards Authority as 

divinely constituted in Church and State, the passion 

for reforms, the biting satire of the classes, the 

criticisms of the churchmen, the whole apparatus of 

imagery, the stress on Love and good works, the 

unqualified praise of the virtuous labouring poor. To 

crown all, the very recensions, expansions, alterations 

of the original text which have raised mountains of 

difficulty in the critic's path, have been but the 

common fate, as we have seen, of every popular 

religious treatise of the age, copied and re-copied 

again. 2 

11 

Owst develops his argument somewhat more completely in 

Literature and Pulpit in Medieval England (1933). Discussing the 

similarity between thematic concerns in ~ and many sermons, Owst 

argues that Langland probably heard the subject of salvation preached 

many times and strove to press his listeners to reform their lives and 

seek God. z Labeling ~ the masterpiece of satirical literature, 

Owst claims that Langland, following the example of the great 

reformers such as Bishop Brinton, speaks against the fraud of the 

leaders, the pride and greed of the common man, and the mistreatment 

2 Owst, Preaching in Medieval England, pp. 295-296. 

Z Owst, Literature and Pulpit, p. 228. 
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of wo~en and children when the testimony of other prelates and 

advisers to the king were silent.4 In addition, Owst argues that 

through sermons, Langland becaae aware of highly symbolic language and 

sophisticated allegory, and believes that although illustrative 

examples were available in hoaily-books, Langland's models were the 

sermons of contemporary preachers, who disguised real events in 

allegorical personification and exempla to expose the transgressions 

of leading citizens.~ Bloomfield concurs that Langland's 

personifications, bibl~cal quotations, exempla, and warnings to the 

various classes support the idea that sermon artistry influenced the 

writing of ~.6 

OHst does not discuss, however, the organization of Piers 

fl~ except to note the frequent repetition of thefles. He suggests 

that if Langland was influenced to write of sermon subjects, it is 

possible that he also organized his poem by means of the sermon 

structure. But Owst leaves that analysis for later critics. 

Wenzel, however, argues that Langland's use of dramatic

narrative and allusion reveal fundamental differences from sermon 

content. He maintains that draflatizing the actions that depict the 

growth of a fictional character shows ·progression," a poetic 

technique that would make ~ a poem rather than a sermon. He also 

argues that the images Langland uses to explain a point are so 

4 OHst, Literature and Pulpit, p. 219. 

~ Owst, Literature and Pulpit, pp. 87-89, 96, 183, 208. 

6 Bloomfield, Apocalypse, pp. 33-34. 
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condensed in their presentation that they serve to increase meaning, 

and thus belong more to poetry than to sermon literature whose 

function is to clarify difficult doctrine. Salter argues similarly 

that the allegory in ~ compounds rather than elucidates the 

meaning. 7 Wenzel argues that the form of the poem compares only 

slightly with sermon structure. He recognizes sermon features, such 

as thematic development and Scriptural references, and that certain 

phrases, acting as structural markers throughout the poem, could be 

divisions of a sermon. But he argues that these sa~e features 

introduce the action of the poem. He observes that Langland does not 

use the sermon's rigid scheme of numbering that divides the material 

into parts to be developed and which indicates to the audience the 

exact division or point of development in the sermon. Wenzel 

concludes that Langland has not written a sermon but an imaginative 

poem. s 

Although Donaldson accepts Owst's point that ideas from the 

pulpit found their way into ~, he questions Owst's view that a 

detailed comparison with the sermon form would open the poem to 

greater understanding, and he rejects the claim that the sermon 

structure and content were the basis for the poem. Donaldson, like 

Salter, feels that the ser~on plan could not fully explain the poem's 

7 Salter, p. 72. 

s Wenzel, "Medieval Ser~ons," pp. 165-169. 
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great allegory.~ Salter maintains that Langland's poem better 

compares with "writings of higher spirituality which can encompass 

both sermon and vision."lO Salter suggests, however, that Langland's 

urgency to conmunicate his understanding of truth and his use of 

sermon devices indicate that he was influenced by sermon literature. 

This urgency forces him to be explicit, elucidating and silplifying 

profound meanings,ll or raising an emotional response to move his 

audience to amend their lives. Salter suggests that Langland may have 

intended primarily to teach and only secondarily to create a poem. 

A. C. Spearing examines how sermon techniques enhance 

Langland's poetic art. Referring to the De modo componendi sermones 

of Thomas Waleys, and the Forma praedicandi of Robert of Basevorn, who 

explain the sermon form in detail, Spearing finds that ~ has a 

circular structure that begins and ends with a description of the 

field of folk, but with the Dreamer at the end much wiser and more 

understanding for having experienced the visions. Spearing points out 

that Langland, unlike most preachers, does not begin with a 

stated theme based on a Scriptural text but deals, instead, with how 

man is to attain truth. Spearing suggests that Langland may have 

intended to explain the theme "What good thing shall I do?" by showing 

through the divisions Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest how the Dreamer can 

169. 
9 Donaldson 143, n.6.; Wenzel, "Medieval Sermons," pp. 165-

10 Salter, p. 81. 

11 Salter, p. 33. 
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attain human perfection. 12 Spearing concludes that the critic could 

better grasp the organization of the material and understand 

Langland's transitions, changes of direction, and repetition of themes 

by comparing the structure of Piers with that of the sermon. 13 

As an example of sermon influence, Spearing analyzes Reason's 

sermon, which incorporates .any of the sermon features that baffle 

readers. Spearing shows that, although Reason does not begin with a 

stated theme, Reason organizes the aaterial to explain the text, "He 

that spareth his rod hateth his son," (Prov. 13:24).14 Spearing notes 

that Reason restates the theme and confirms it with a reference to 

Isaiah, initiates a se~ies of exhortations directed to members of 

Reason's congregation, and concludes with the doxology.l= In 

addition, Spearing finds in Reason's sermon detailed information, 

recurring themes, and exempla, used as preachers commonly used them. 

Noting Langland's extensive use of digression, a technique recommended 

by the master preachers Gregory the Great and Bernard of Clairvaux to 

clarify a difficult argument,lb Spearing suggests that in Piers many 

passages which appear to develop a new theme should be treated as 

digressions that explain the complex doctrine being explicated. 

Spearing argues that Langland's "bare" alliterative line, poetic 

---------------
12 Spearing, pp. 117-118. 

13 Spearing, p. 119. 

14 Spearing, p. 120. 

1= Spearing, pp. 120-121. 

16 Spearing, pp. 123-125. 
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diction, verbal repetition, and description indicate a desire to teach 

Catholic doctrine so neglected by preachers and lay people. 

Langland's creativity, Spearing argues, had to be used to find a new 

way to present immutable truth.17 Since the scholastic method of 

dialectical logic was no longer innovative, and even the sermon form 

had by the late fourteenth century lost luch of its intellectual 

appeal, Langland had to present fa.iliar doctrine in a poem that would 

stir the emotions of his audience and move them to reform their 

lives. ,e Thus, Langland uses the sermon structure and techniques in 

new ways, to create a spiritual poem. 

As much as the form, the theme of Piers Plowman has been a 

matter of debate. Salter and Vasta see it as an attempt to define 

Christian perfection as Piers ascends through purgative and 

illuminative stages to union with God. I~ Bloomfield argues in 

Apocalypse that the search is for social perfection, a regeneration of 

the whole society.20 Frank maintains that Piers describes God's 

intervention into human history to make man capable of being saved. 21 

As the foregoing summary shows there is no general agreement 

among critics that the poet was writing in the sermon mode or was 

17 Spearing, pp. 116-117. 

Ie Spearing, 134. 

1~ Salter, ·Piers Plowman:" An Introduction; Edward Vasta, The 
Spiritual Basis of "Piers Plowtaan" <The Hagu~: Houton, 19651. 

20 Bloomfield, Apocalypse. 

21 Frank, p. 13. 
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expressing a particular meaning beyond a general theme of salvation or 

a search for truth. And, yet, it see~s possible that those who have 

dismissed or minimized sermon influence may be underestimating its 

presence in Piers. It is perhaps worth taking up the suggestion of 

Owst and Spearing especially that Langland makes use of the structure 

and rhetorical devices available to the preacher. 

This present study argues that Langland structured his poem as 

a sermon to answer the Dreamer's question, "How I may saue my soule?" 

(B. I. 84),22 and to explain that salvation is attained by knowing and 

observing the love commandments, a Scriptural theme frequently treated 

in sermons of the time. This study argues further that the structure 

of the sermon allows Langland to develop and relate the many aspects 

of the subject without obscuring the main theme of salvation. The 

sermon structure simultaneously allows Langland to describe the 

ultimate goal of Christian perfection--mystical union with God--and to 

depict the Dreamer as striving to attain that perfection, but without 

being granted the same spiritual illumination as Piers. Even though 

Langland develops two narrative lines with Piers and the Dreamer, he 

does not destroy the unity because the sermon form allows him to 

describe as many personae as necessary to develop the theme. Thus, 

with the structure of the sermon, Langland is able to develop a 

unified explanation of salvation. The sermon structure, which has its 

22 George Kane and E. Talbot Donaldson, eds., Piers Plowman: 
The B Version: Will's Visions of Piers Plowman. Do-Well. Do-Better.and 
Do-Best (London: Athlone Press, 1975). All further references to 
Piers Plowman are to this text unless otherwise stated. 



18 

own form for developing a theme--invention of the theme, protheme, re-

introduction of the theme, divisions and subdivisions--allows Langland 

to introduce his theme and present an extended explanation of each 

aspect of salvation. As Spearing observes, the sermon form was 

designed to help the preacher explain immutable truth plainly.23 The 

depth of meaning associated with searching for truth requires a form 

that allows for allegory, narrative, satire, vision, contention, 

definition, repetition, biblical references, or any other method that 

would help explain the consequences of sin. For this the sermon form 

was ideal, allowing Langland to clarify any difficult doctrine for the 

least knowledgeable and to use any artistic device that would delight 

and move his audience to bring their wills into conformity with God's. 

The sermon structure enabled the poet to be as sublime or explicit as 

his subject required. 

In this study I shall explore the extent to which Langland 

used the sermon form and techniques to elucidate the theme of 

salvation set forth in Deuteronomy 10:12-13 24 and reiterated as the 

23 Spearing, p. 116. 

24 Et nunc Israel, quid Dominus Deus tuus petit a te, nisi ut 
timeas Dominum Deum tuum, et ambules in viis ejus, et diligas eum, ac 
servias Domino Deo tuo in toto corde tuo, et in tota anima tua: 
custodiasque mandata Domini, et ceremonias ejus, quas ego hodie 
praecipio tibi, ut bene sit tibi? In Biblia Sacra: VuIgatae 
Editionis, ed. Valentinus Loch. 4 Books in 2 Vols. 4th ed. 
(Ratisbon: George Joseph Manz, 1883). 
(And now, Israel, what doth the Lord thy Bod require of thee, but that 
thou fear the Lord thy God, and walk in his ways, and love him, and 
serve the Lord thy God, with all thy heart, and with all thy soul: 
and keep the commandments of the Lord, and his ceremonies, which I 
command thee this day, that it may be well with thee?) In The Holy 
Bible: The Old and New Testament, translated from the Latin VUlgate. 
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love commandments in the gospels. 2e By comparing the structure of 

Piers with that of the sermon as Robert of Basevorn describes in Forma 

praedicandi,26 I shall show that Langland introduces the theme of 

salvation (B. I), develops, in a part corresponding to the antetheme 

of a sermon, the effects of sin (B. II-VII), and divides and confirms 

each part of his theme with a reference to Deut. 10:12-13 that states 

one must fear,27 love, and serve God to gain salvation (B. VIII-IX). 

To complete the comparison of the structure of Piers with that of the 

sermon, I shall show that the remaining passus, which Skeat 2e labeled 

Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest, form unequal divisions, in which Langland 

explains each of the three statements of the law--fear [know] (B. X-

XV), love (B. XVI-XVIII), and serve God (B. XIX-XX). 

Douay-Rheims version for both Old and New Testaments. (New York: The 
Douay Bible House, 1953). All further biblical references and 
translations are from these sources. 

2e Luke 10:27. Diliges Dominum Deum tuum ex toto corde tuo, 
et ex tota anima tua, et ex omnibus viribus tuis, et ex omni mente 
tua: et proximum tuum sicut teipsum. (Thou shalt love the Lord thy 
God with thy whole heart, and with thy whole soul, and with all thy 
strength, and with all thy mind: and thy neighbour as thyself.) and 
Matt. 19:16-22; 22:35-39; Mark 10:17-23; 12:28-33; Luke 18:18-22. 

26 Robert of Basevorn "Forma Praedicandi," Artes Praedicandi: 
Contribution a I 'histoire de la rhetori ue au mo en ~ e, ed. Th.-M. 
Charland (Ottawa: Institut d' tudes Medievales, 1936), pp. 233-323. A 
translation into English by Leopold Krul may be found in James J. 
Murphy, ed., Three Medieval Rhetorical Arts. (Berkeley: Univ. of 
California Press, 1971), pp. 113-215. All further references to these 
texts are indicated as Robert of Basevorn and Chapter number. 

27 In the Wisdom books, ~ no longer implies a physical fear 
in the presence of God's terrifying power but rather reverence and 
devoted obedience. In The Jerusalem Bible, introduction and notes 
from La Bible de Jerusalem published by Les Editions du Cerf, Paris, 
1961, trans. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966. Si 1:11h). 
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Augustine treats fear as knowing in his explanation of the 
biblical phrase "fear is the beginning of wisdom." 

Ante omnia igitur opus est Dei timore converti ad cognoscendam 
ejus voluntatem, quid nobis appetendum fugiendumque praecipiat • 
• • • Deinde mitescere opus est pietate, •••• 

• • • ad tertium venitur scientiae gradum, de quo nunc agere 
institui. Nam in eo se exercet omnis divinarum ScripturaruM 
studiosus, nihil in eis aliud inventurus quam diligendum esse 
Deum propter Deum, et proximum propter Deum: et ilIum quidem 
ex toto corde, ex tota anila, ex tota mente diligere; proximum 
vero tanquam seipsum, id est, ut tota proxisi, sicut etiam 
nostri, dilectio referatur in Deum •••• Nam ista scientia 
bonae spei hominem non se jactantem, sed lamentantem facit: quo 
affectu impetrat sedulis precibus consolationem divini adjutorii, 
ne desperatione frangatur, et esse incipit in quarto gradu, hoc 
est fortitudinis, quo esuritur et sititur justitia. Hoc enim 
affectu ab omni mortifera jucunditate rerum transeuntium sese 
extrahit, ei inde se avertens convertit ad dilectionem 
aeternorum, incomrnutabilem scilicet unitatem eademque Trinitatem. 

Quam ubi aspexerit, quantum potest, in longinqua radiantem, 
suisque aspectus infiraitate sustinere se illam lucem non posse 
persenserit; in quinto gradu, hoc est in concilio misericordiae, 
purgat animam tumultuantem quodam modo atque obstrepentem sibi de 
appetitu inferiorum conceptis sordibus. Hic vero se in 
dilectione proximi graviter exercet, in eaque perficitur; et spe 
jam plenus atque.integer viribus, cum pervenerit usque ad inimici 
dilectionem, ascendit in sex tum gradum, ubi jam ipsum oculum 
purgat, quo videri Deus potest, quantum potest ab iis qui huic 
saeculo moriuntur quantum possunt. • In hoc autem gradu ita 
purgat oculum cordis, ut veritati ne ipsum quidem praeterat aut 
conferat proximum; ergo nec seipsum, quia nec ilium quem diligit 
sicut seipsum. Erit ergo iste sanctus tam simplici corde 
atque mundato, ut neque hominibus placendi studio deterqueatur 
a vero, nec respectu devitandorum quorumlibet incommodorum 
suorum, quae adversantur huic vitae. Talis filius ascendit ad 
sapientiam, quae ultima et septila est qua pacatus tranquillusque 
perfruitur •••• 
(Primarily, we must be led by the fear of Sod that we may 
recognize His will, what He orders us to seek after and what we 
must flee from. • • • Then we must become gentle through piety • 
• • • we come to the third step, that of knowledge, •••• 
Everyone devoted to the study of the Holy Scriptures trains 
himself in this. In them he will find nothing else except that 
Sod lust be loved for His own sake, and our neighbor for the sake 
of Sod; and to love Sod with his whole heart, and with his whole 
soul, and with his whole sind, and his neighbor as himself; that 
is, that our entire love of our neighbor as also of ourselves is 
to be referred to Sod. • • • That knowledge of a good hope causes 
a man to be not boastful, but sorrowful. In this disposition he 
begs, through unceasing prayers, the consolation of divine 
assistance, that he may not be crushed by despair. He thus 
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begins upon the fourth step, that of fortitude, where he hungers 
and thirsts for justice. In this state he withdraws himself from 
every deadly pleasure of passing things. In turning aside from 
these, he turns toward the love of eternal things, namely, the 
unchangeable Trinity in Unity. 

When, as well, as he can, he has observed this gleaming from 
a distance, and has plainly perceived that he cannot bear that 
light because of the weakness of his vision, he is at the fifth 
step, that is, in the counsel of mercy. Here he cleanses &ordid 
thoughts from his soul, which is somehow confused and annoying to 
him because of its craving for inferior things. It is here that 
he zealously practices the love of his neighbor and perfects 
himself in it. Now, full of hope and spiritually vigorous, when 
he has attained even to the love of his enemy, he rises to the 
sixth step. There he cleanses the sight itself which can see 
God, so far as He can be seen by those who die to this world as 
far as they can •••• At this level, however, he so cleanses 
the eye of his heart that he does not prefer or compare even his 
neighbor to the Truth, and therefore, not himself either, since 
he does not so exalt the one he loves as himself. Therefore, 
that holy man will be so sincere and clean of heart that he will 
not be turned away from truth, either through a desire of 
gratifying men Dr through an intention of evading whatever 
inconveniences disturb this life. Such a child of God mounts to 
Wisdom, which is the last and seventh step, and this he fully 
enjoys with perfect calm and serenity •••• ) 

In De Doctrina Christiana, Opera Omnia, Patrologiae 
Latinae. Vol. 34. ed. J.-P. Migne lTurnhout: Brepols, 
1887>, Book II, Chapter VII. Trans. John J. Gavigan. 
Fathers of the Church, 2 (New York: Ciu, 1947). Later 
references to Patrologiae Latinae will be shown as ~. 

In the treatise known by titles John Gaytryge's Sermon, ed. by 
N. F. Blake, Middle English Religious Prose (London: Edward Arnold, 
1972, 73-87), and The Lay Folks' Catechism: Thoresby's Instruction for 
the People, ed. Thomas F. Simmons et al, Early English Text Society 
o. s. 118. (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner and Co., 1901), 
ciculated in 1357, John de Thoresby (d. 1373), Archbishop of York, 
(1352-1373) substituted the word "knawing" for fear. 

Is that a gret clerk [Peter Lombard] shewes in his bakes, 
Et est secundo sentencia~ distinctione prima, 
Of all the creatures that god made in heuen, 
And in erthe, in water, or in ayre, or in ought elles, 
The soueraigne cause and ~e skill whi that he made thaile, 
Was his owen gode will and his godenesse. 
Thurgh whilk godenesse, als he is all gode, 
He wold that som creatures of thas that he made 
Were com~unErs of that blisse that euermor lastes. 
And for no creature might come to that ilk blisse 
Withouten knawing of god, als that clerk techis, 

--ub i sup !:A,--



He made skillwise creatures, angel and man, 
Of witt and of wisdome to knaw god al-myghten, 
And, thurg thair knawing, loue him and serue him; 
And so come to that bliss that thai were made to. 
This maner of knawying had cure forme-fadyr 
In the state of innocency that thai were made in, 
And so shuld we have had, if taai had not synned, 
Noght so mikell als hali saules has now in heven, 
Bot mikel mare than man has now in erthe: 
For our forme-fadirs synned, sais the prophet, 
And we bere the wickednesse of thaire misdede. 

--TrenQ!.!!!.. ul t i mo--
For tae knawing that thai had of god almighten, 
Thai had it of goddes giftt at thaire begynnyng 
With-outen t~vaile or trey or passyng of tyme; 
And all the knawyng yat we have in ~is world of his, 
Is of heryng, and leryng and techyng of othir, 
Of tae lawe and pe lare pat langes till halikirke, 
The whilke al creatures that loues god almighten 
Awe to knawe and to kun, and lede }>air~ lyue aftir; 
And so com to that bliffe that never more blynnes. 
And forthi that mikill folke now in this world 
Ne is noght wele ynogh lered to knawe god almighten, 
Ne loue hi~, ne s~ue him als thai suld do, 
Ais thair~ dedis oft~ sithe openly shewes, 
In grete peril of thai me to lyue and to sawle, 
And p~auenture the defaitor in thaime, 
That has thaire saules to kepe, and suld teche thame, 
Als p!:..!!.lates, p!!!..sons, vikers, and p!:..!!.stes 
That er hal den be dette for to lere thame--

(The-Lay Folks Catechism, 1-41) 
This concept is explained in more depth in Chapter III. 
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2B W. W. Skeat, ed, The Vision of William Concerning Piers the 
Plowman in Three Parallel Texts Together with Richard the Redeless. 2 
veis. (London: 1886, rpt. Oxford University Press, 1979). 

---~------ ------------------- '-- - - -----
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CHAPTER II 

THE SERMON STRUCTURE 

From the early twelfth to the late fourteenth century, 

preaching underwent many changes in theory and practice. Events, such 

as the establishment and growth of the preaching orders of Dominicans 

and of Franciscans, the development of the universities, the spread of 

mysticism, and the rise of a general interest in cultural affairs, all 

occurring in the twelfth century, had profound effects on the methods 

and content of preaching in the centuries to come. Although winning 

souls for Sod remained the priaary purpose of preaching, the 

scholastic study of logic and dialectic effected changes in the way 

truth was preached. These changes, evident in the thematic sermons 

preached not only to students and clerics, but also later to the 

laity, who formed the general congregation, stirred preachers to find 

new ways to explain truth to their audiences. Though not all early 

preachers adopted the thematic form, and though some adapted the 

structure to suit their own needs, the fact that manuals describing 

this method of theory and of preaching appeared, first, in the early 

twelfth century and continued to appear in new versions into the 

fifteenth century, indicates the strong influence thematic preaching 

had on the way truth was presented. 

The thematic sermon, which here is understood to be distinct 

---------------- -- - -- ----



24 

from the patristic homily, the exe.plu., or the popular sermon, 

although the latter two are variations of the thematic sermon, was 

used by the master preachers--Albertus Magnus, Bonaventure, Thomas 

Aquinas--to explain the essence of truth in Scripture or Patristic 

writings.' The preacher usually organized his explanation in a 

schema, a system of divisions and subdivisions through which he 

expanded a theme--a word, phrase, or sentence or a combination of 

these from Scripture or the Fathers--by distinguishing and developing 

several ideas present in it.2 

Because the schema of divisions and subdivisions for 

developing a theme is complicated, scholars at the universities and 

bishops of later times directed that the method be described in 

manuals for the use of those unfamiliar with this form. Some of these 

manuals outline the way a preacher is to structure the sermon, and 

others contain the material the preacher was to teach to his 

congregation. These tracts, which began to appear early in the 

twelfth century, grew beyond numbering in the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries. Although the Quo ordine sermo fieri debeat of 6uibert de 

Nogent,3 an early twelfth-century tract, deals Qainly with the 

preparation of the preacher and the necessity of preaching, the Summa 

, Harry Caplan "A Late Medieval Tractate,· Studies in Rhetoric 
and Public Speaking: in Honor of James Albert Winans, ed. Colleagues 
and pupils (New York: Century, 1925), pp. 63-64. 

2 Siegfried Wenzel, Preachers. Poets. and the Early English 
Lyric (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 1986), p. 62. 

3 6uibert de Nogent, "Quo Ordine SerIo Fieri Debeat,' PL Vol. 
156, ed. J.-P. l1igne (Turnhout: Brepolli, 1844), pp. 21-32. 

------------- ------- -- -
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de arte praedicatoria of Alain de Lille,· written late in the twelfth 

century, defines and describes the new method of preaching, offering 

model sermons for those who could not compose their own. The 

Franciscan Ars concionandi,~ which has been wrongly attributed to 

Bonaventure, but which was probably written during the latter half ~f 

the thirteenth century, and the late fourteenth-century Tractatulus de 

arte praedicandi val de utilis of Henry of Hesse 6 also describe the 

structuring of the sermon. The tractates here mentioned are only a 

few of the many that appeared in Europe and England during the three 

centuries following the development of the sermon structure. Most of 

these manuals contain the same instruction for sermon composition, and 

none emerged to take precedence over the others. 7 Each preacher 

seemed to resort to the manual at hand and to adjust the instructions 

to fit his own taste and talent. As Ross comments, "there were 

various methods of composing sermons in the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries."B In fourteenth-century England, the Forma praedicandi of 

4 Alain de Ulle, "Summa de Arte Praedicatoria," PL Vol. 210, 
ed. J.-P. Migne <Turnhout: Brepols, 1986), pp. 111-198. 

:! Bonaventure, "Ars Concionandi,· Opera Omnia. Vol. IX. 
(Quaracchi: Ad Claras Aquas, 1911111, pp. 8-21. 

6 Harry Caplan, "'Henry of Hesse' on the Art of Preaching," in 
Of Eloguence: Studies in Ancient and Mediaeval Rhetoric, eds. Anne 
King and Helen North (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 197111), pp. 143-147. 

7 Harry Caplan, "Classical Rhetoric and the Mediaeval Theory 
of Preaching," Classical Philology, 28 (1933), 77-78. 

e Woodburn Ross, "A Brief Forma Predicandi," Modern Philology, 
34 (1937), 34111, n 18. 

~~~---~------------- -- - -- - ---
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Robert of Basevorn (1322), De modo coaponendi seraones of Thomas 

Waleys (1330),9 SerDo finalis of Robert Hal cot (1333)10 and Ars 

componendi serDones of Ranulph Higden (1340)11 emphasize the prag~atic 

aspects of the thematic serlon. Of these writers, Robert of Basevorn 

presents the most comprehensive description of how the sereon is to be 

developed. Stating that he would synthesize the writings of the 

masters of preaching at the Paris and Oxford Universities, Robert 

shows that he wanted to provide a complete description for developing 

a sermon according to the techniques of the masters (Chapter VII). 

Thus, in addition to showing how the lasters invented a theme, divided 

and subdivided it, used Scripture to show correspondence and give 

theological basis to the theme, all of which teaches the student how 

to form his material into the structure of the sermon, Robert 

describes how preachers varied the way to structure the sermon, 

revealing a reason for 50 aany manuals. He, also, encourages the 

student to embellish his explanation with artistic devices that would 

make the sermon eloquent, delighting even the most sophisticated 

audience (Chapter XIII). Robert's broad description, then, of 

practices and artistic qualities for writing sermons provides a 

9 Robert of Basevorn, "Forma Praedicandi." Thomas Waleys, "De 
Modo Componendi Sermones,· Artes Praedicandi: Contribution 4 
1 'histoire de la rhetori ue au .0 en ~ e, edt Th.-H. Charland (Ottawa: 
Institut d' tudes Hedievales, 1936), pp. 233-403. 

lD Joseph C. Wey, "Hediaevalia,· Mediaeval Studies, 11 (1949), 
219-224. 

11 Margaret H. Jennings, "A Critical Edition of the ~ 
Coaponendi Sermones, of Ranulph Higden," Diss. Bryn Mawr College, 
1970. 
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comprehensive survey from which preachers can develop a sermon 

suitable to the needs of a particular congregation. James Murphy 

calls the Forma praedicandi "the exemplar of the whole theory.·l~ 

other treatises, alphabetizing words, phrases, Scriptural 

quotations and their corresponding explanations of the Fathers, and 

lists of doctrine to be taught to the people, but which do not contain 

the method for forming the sermon, offer preachers a ready reference 

of themes, definitions, and explanations of doctrine, with which to 

compose their sermons. Templum Dei, for instance, written by Robert 

Grosseteste, Bishop of Lincoln from 1235-1253,13 contains instruction 

on how to hear confessions and includes doctrine such as, the Ten 

Commandments, the sacraments, and the virtues and vices, that, 

according to Pantin, the preacher is expected to teach to his flock. 14 

The most important of these manuals is John Bromyard's Summa 

Praedicantium (c. 1348), which, according to Pfander, includes 

exempla, sermon-outlines, and concordances of quotations, each of 

which is described in a tract-length explanation of what it meant in 

Catholic understanding. Ie In addition to cross-referencing Scriptural 

12 James J. Murphy, Three Medieval Rhetorical Arts (Berkeley: 
Univ. of California Press, 1971), p. xx. 

13 Robert 6rosseteste, Teeplum Dei, eds. Joseph Goering and F. 
A. C. Mantello <Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 
1984) • 

14 William A. Pantin, The English Church in the Fourteenth 
Century (Cambridge: Ca/llbridge Univ. Press, 1955), p. 193. 

le Homer S. Pfander, "The Mediaeval Friars and Some 
Alphabetical Reference-Books For SerMons,· MediulII AEyu., 3 (1934), 28-
29. 
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quotations and exegeses for these passages, which provide the preacher 

with several references to Scripture and the Fathers, Bromyard's 

alphabetized list assists the preacher in confiraing his theme, 

divisions, and subdivisions, and ofiers ways to develop the 

explanation. 

Whether any of these tractates were available to Langland can 

not be determined beyond a doubt. But they or treatises like them 

were 50 prevalent throughout England that one could suppose Langland 

knew of them in some form or other. It is also highly probable that 

Langland learned directly how preachers structured their sermons and 

used rhetorical devices to clarify and explain the ideas in the theme, 

and that he was often privileged to hear preachers who varied the 

structure to suit their own needs. The comprehensiveness of the ~ 

praedicandi, which provides a description of the characteristics basic 

to the thematic sermons and a broad survey of the ways preachers 

varied the use of the fundamental features, makes this treatise 

especially suitable a basis for comparing Langland's structuring of 

~ and his use of rhetorical devices to amplify the sermon-like 

theme--uHow I may saue Illy soule?" (B. I. 841. In order to discuss the 

major sermon characteristics in ~, it is necessary to set forth 

here the structural features and explain the rhetorical devices that 

afford the preacher the artistry to embellish his sermon. shall 

refer, also, to other treatises for further clarification or 

explanation and use sermons, some of which may have actually been 

preached and some of which may have served as models in sermon 

manuals, to show how closely preachers of Langland's time adhered to 

--------------------- ------ -
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the sermon form Robert describes. 

Like the later critics, Robert realized that the artistry of 

preaching depends on originality16 and how well the would-be preacher 

could organize his Material into the lechani,_, schela the listers 

taught. Robert presents utwenty-two ornalents~ (Chapter XlVI, 

including ten for structuring the sermon, nine for adding color or 

artistry, and three for delivering the sermon. The ten structural 

ornaments, the most iMportant, are invention of the theme, the prayer, 

the introduction of the theme, the division, the statement of parts, 

the proof of these parts, amplification, transitions, unification, and 

conclusion. The preacher lay delight his audience with artistic 

additions, such as correspondence of biblical references, agreement of 

correspondence, circuitous development, convolution, humor, allusion, 

firm impression, weighing of the subject matter, and maintaining 

audience attention through modulation of voice and appropriate 

gesture, but, though these artistic elements could hold the attention 

of the audience, these ornaments are not considered a necessary part 

of sermon development, for the style should be subordinate to 

content.17 

Invention of the Theme 

The lost important element for developing the sermon and the 

16 Beryl Smalley, Enqlish Friars and Antiquity in the Early 
Fourteenth Century (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 19601, p. 37. 

17 Caplan, "Classical Rhetoric and Mediaeval Theory of 
Preaching," p. 84. 
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first ornament treated in Foraa praedicandi is the invention of the 

theme. Preachers usually chose a word, phrase, or sentence, or a 

combination of these, from Scripture or the Fathers and developed some 

relatively small aspect of one of the following ten larger subjects: 

God, the Devil, the Heavenly City, Inferno, the world, the soul, the 

body, sin, penitence, or the virtues and vices. Ie Through his serlon, 

the preacher elucidated the many ideas contained in the phrase and 

unfolded to his audience an expanded understanding of his chosen 

theme. The preacher was liaited only by his creative genius and his 

ability to substantiate his theme with Scriptural and other 

authoritative references. 

The following list shows the wide variety of theaes chosen by 

preachers of differing abilities and for different tiles. The theme 

Thomas Aquinas chose to preach for Passion Sunday, Sermon LV, for 

example, is taken from John 8:47. 

Qui est ex Deo. verba Dei audit. (He who is of God hears 

God's words.)U 

Bonaventure chose a theme from John 1:14 for his "Sermon lIon the 

Nativity of the Lord". 

Ie Harry Caplan, "Rhetorical Invention in Some Mediaeval 
Tractates on Preaching,· Speculum, 2 (1927), 292. 

l'P Thomas Aquinas, Opera Olllnia, Vol. XV (Panue: Petri 
Fiaccidori, 1865, rpt. New York: Musurgia, 1950), pp. 151-152. This 
sermon has been translated by John M. Ashley "Homily X: Passion 
Sunday--From the Sospel," The Homilies of Tho.as Aquinas upon the 
Epistles and Gospels for the Sundays of the Christian Year: The 
Festival Homilies. 2nd. edt (London: J. T. Hayes, 1873), pp. 18-19. 

---------------- - - - -" ---
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Verbum carD factum est. (The Word was aade flesh.)20 

Thomas Wimbledon, a fourteenth-century preacher, chose a verse from 

Luke 16:2 for his sermon on Quinquagesiaa Sunday at Saint Paul ·s. 

Redde racionem villicacionis tue. (Sive an account of thy 

stewardship.)21 

Sermons in the London, B. L. 115. Royal 18 B. xxiii show as great a 

viriety: Ambulate Eph. 5:2 (72) (Walk); [Hlic recioit peccatores Luke 

15:2 (162) (This man receiveth sinners); Diliges Deus tuum Matt. 22:37 

(198) (Love the Lord thy God); Si filius Dei es. die Matt. 4:3 (2611 

(If you be the Son of Sad, speak); [Avel. gracia plena Luke 1:28 (329) 

(Hail, full of grace); and others. 22 The themes, according to Robert 

of Basevorn, can also be formed by combining excerpts fro. different 

gospels. Robert shows how one preacher chose Venit Domini Jesu (Come, 

Lord Jesus) from the feast of the Nativity and then Apoaruit gratia 

ill (the Grace of Sad has appeared) and Signum ugnulII apparuit (a 

great sign has appeared) fro. the Epiphany to form a theme for his 

sermon preached at Epiphany. (Robert of Basevorn, Chapter XV). 

While the themes can be diverse, Robert holds that each must 

20 Bonaventure, Opera Omnia, Vol. IX (Quaracchi: Ad Claras 
Aquas, 19011, p. 106. 

21 Thomas Wimbledon, Wiabledonns Sermgn: Redde Rationem 
Villicationis Tue: A Middle English Sermon of the Fourteenth Century, 
ed. lone Kemp Knight (Pittsburgh: Duquesne Univ. Press, 19671, p. 61. 

22 Middle English Sermons, ed. Woodburn Ross, Early English 
Test Society 0.5. 209, (London: Oxford University Press, 1940). 
Further references to the manuscript will be shown as MS. Royal 18 B. 
xxiii. References to these sermons will be deSignated in the text by 
sermon number or page and line • 
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comply with six requirements for a good theme designed to keep the 

sermon relevant to the tiae of preaching, li.it it to a proper length, 

and assure the audience that the preacher is explaining Catholic 

beliefs. 

ut festivitati congruat, ut plenum inteilectul 

generet, ut sit de textu Bibliae, non mutato nec perverso, 

ut non contineat plures dictiones quam tres vel tribus 

convertibiles, ut de illis dictionibus possint inveniri 

concordantiae abundantes etiam vocales, ut ipsum thema loco 

antethematis vel etia. protheaatis, quod idem est 

ministrare pOSit. 

( ••• that it concur with the feast, that it beget full 

understanding, that it be on a Bible text which is not 

changed or corrupted, that it contain not more than three 

statements or convertible to three, that sufficient 

concordances can be found on these three ideas, even vowel 

concordances, and that the theme itself can serve in place 

of the antetheme or protheme.) 

(Chapter XV) 

Some preachers, however, did not always comply with these 

directives. For instance, the writer of Serllon 42 in 115. Royal 18 B. 

xxiii truncated the biblical reference, thereby forming a theme that 

has a meaning completely different from the Scriptural text. This 

preacher excerpted 8i filius Dei es. dic, (If thou be the Son of Sad, 

speak) from the full text, Et accedens tentator dixit ei: si filius 

Dei es, die. ut lapides isti panes fiant (And the tempter coming said 
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to him: If thou be the Son of Sod, cOBBand that these stones be made 

bread) (Matt 4:3). The author of this sermon ignored the context of 

the original quotation to develop the theae of confessing one's sins. 

Such perversion of seaning would be unacceptable to Robert and the 

other master preachers. They feared that perversion of the text or 

its meaning could lead to heretical interpretation of Scripture and 

corruption of Christian doctrine (Robert of Basevorn, Chapters XVI, 

XVIII). It is acceptable to oait some parts of a text, but the theme 

must be complete and fully understandable in itself (Chapter XVII). 

Robert maintains that the theme Bust be convertible into three 

parts. Although the number of divisions is arbitrary, the guideline 

is to help the preacher to narrow the focus of his theme so that it 

can be explained within the allotted time, without tiring his 

listeners (Chapter XIX). With the exception of Ambulate in HS. Royal 

18 B. xxiii, each of the themes mentioned earlier contains three 

parts. This one-word theme, however, is easily convertible to three 

parts as follows: 

firste, for here to stonde is vnpossible; pe second, and 

it is PeLlouse to tY!.,ne a3eyne-warde; and fe pride is 

for he pat goyP here in ~iS world wurthelye, he shall com 

toye liffe pat eU!Lmore is lastynge. 

(74/1-5) 

Thomas Aquinas' Sermon LV on the text Qui est ex Deo. verba 

Dei audit (He who is of Bod hears Sod's words), states the theme, 

divides it into parts, and confirms the parts, as Robert recommends, 

with different but corresponding biblical texts, carefully including 

------------------- - - - _. ---
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the chapter and verse for each new text. His presentation of the 

first division is typical. 

In verbis istis quatuor notantur. Primo sanctorum aagna 

gloria, ibi, Qui est ex Deo. Quid enil gloriolius potest 

esse quam ex Deo esse? Joan. 1:12, Dedit eis potestatem 

filios Dei fieri. 

(In these words four things are noted. Firstly, the great 

glory of the saints: "He that is of Sad." For what can be 

more glorious than to be of Sad? S. John 1:12, "He gave 

[them] power to become the sons of Sod."12~ 

Aquinas states not only that he will discuss four parts, but he also 

indicates by stating the "head," "primo," which part he intends to 

explain at that time. The idea which he will unfold in the first 

division is not only the glory of the saints and what one could expect 

in heaven, but the reference to John 1:12 indicates that he will 

discuss that the saints gained heaven through the grace of Sod. 

As a cautionary measure to prevent heresy, Robert recommends 

that the preacher state his theme in Latin at the beginning of his 

sermon. In general, preachers followed this practice and in so doing 

assured their listeners that the sermon was true to established belief 

(Robert of Basevorn, Chapter XXVI. Aquinas and Bonaventure usually 

began with the statement of the theme from Scripture. However, 

Aquinas omitted a biblical quotation from the opening of Sermon IV 

2~ Aquinas, Opera Omnia, XV, p. 151. 
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preached on the feast of Corpus Christi. 24 Others, also, varied their 

way of opening their sermons. Some greeted their congregations with a 

prayer before stating the theme. Francis of Assisi usually greeted 

his audience with, ·Peace be with you· (Robert of Basevorn, Chapter 

XXV). In MS. Royal 18 B. xxiii, the preacher of Serlon 16b varies the 

practice of announcing the thele and gains the attention of the 

audience by asking a rhetorical question that recalls Christ's love 

for man. The question and answer prepare the listeners for the theme 

from Proverbs 18:17. 

Where-fore I prey you, what syne of loue shewed C~ist in 

oure geynebyi nge? Trewl y ')?e 1II0ste 'Pat llIyght be. Fyrste, 

he shewed hym-selfe a sikere frende and trew lovere, for-why 

pe wyse man Salomon defyneth a trew [frendl and seyth, 

"O!!l.i temJ)QLe diligit qui verus uicus est,· 

P(.Q.uerbio!:..!:!.l!l. xviij--" a trew frende loueth euery 

tyroe." 

(93/14-20) 

Sermon 44 of ThOMas Brinton, Bishop of Rochester from 1375-

1389, provides an example to show that the structure and rhetorical 

techniques of the sermon were used in the late fourteenth century. 

Preaching during the procession on July 17, 1377, the day after the 

coronation of Richard II, Brinton chose a verse froD Psalm 48:3--Simul 

in unum, diues et pauper (Rich and poor, alike in one)2~--to relind 

24 Aquinas, Opera Olnia, XV, p. 239. 

2~ Thomas Brinton, The Serlons of Thomas Brinton, Bishop of 
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his listeners that the responsibilities of the king and the people 

must be shared. Brinton divides his text so that he discusses the 

unity of all things in the antetheme and the autual assistance the 

king and the people offer to each other in the body of the sermon. In 

his sermon, Brinton develops the idea that the king and those who 

administer state affairs have an obligation to care for the people 

under their rule, and concern of the people for the king must be 

reciprocated by those who receive the protection of the state. The 

people, Brinton explains, must pray for the success and salvation of 

their benefactors. 

The Antetheme/Protheme 

The preacher often followed the initial announcement of his 

theme with a short explanation of SOle part of his theme that he did 

not intend to discuss in the main part of the sermon. This brief 

explanation is called the antetheme or protheme. Although Robert of 

Basevorn does not treat the antetheme as an ornament of the sermon, 

and there is no antetheme in the sermon of Thomas Aquinas, examined 

above, the antetheme is an accepted part of the sermon. 2b Robert, 

however, discusses the antetheme in the context of preparing a theme 

Rochester (1373-1389). ed. Sister Mary Aquinas Devlin. Camden Third 
Series, 85, 86 (London: Royal Historical Society, 1954), 85, pp. 194-
200. Trans. Jeanne Krochalis and Edward Peters, -Thomas Brinton, 
Sermon 44, Silul in unum. dives et pauoer, 1377,· in The World of 
"Piers Plowman" (Pittsburgh, PAl Univ. of Pennsylvania, 1975), p.p. 
115-124. Translations made in the text are taken from Krochalis and 
Peters. 

2b Owst, Preaching in Medieval England, pp. 316-317. 

------------- -_ .. -- --
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for it, maintaining that the antetheme should not be a fully developed 

part of the sermon, and warning that problems arise when the preacher 

develops the antetheme as thoroughly as the lain theme. To make sure 

that the antetheme is kept brief, Robert states that the preacher 

should not divide the theme of the antetheme, and he should not 

confirm the theme with texts that introduce new and different doctrine 

that would need full development. Because the preacher could not 

preach two complete sermons, he would have to develop the second theme 

in the antetheme to show the relationship of the two ideas. To avoid 

this problem, Robert explains that the preacher should confirm the 

original statement with a biblical text corresponding with one of the 

themes and develop the other idea in the antetheme from that 

confirmation. 

Other manuals treat the antetheme as a main part of the sermon 

and a device to gain the attention of the audience. Henry of Hesse 

writes that the antetheme is designed to discuss and explain terms in 

the theme. 27 Humbert Romans holds that the antetheme is used to allow 

the audience to settle themselves for the sermon. 2e Modern critics 

maintain, however, that the preacher used the antetheme to lead to the 

prayer that engaged the audience in the preaching.2~ 

27 Henry of Hesse, pp. 147-149; 151. 

28 Wenzel, Preachers. Poets. and the Early English Lyric, p. 
b8. 

2~ Th.-M. Charland, ed. Artes Praedicandi: Contribution a 
l'histoire de Ia rhetorigue au moyen -age. (Ottawa: Institut d'€tudes 
Medievales, 1936), p. 126. 
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Although Bonaventure introduces two themes in "Sermon lIon 

the Third Sunday of Advent," he develops the second one to show the 

need of preachers to continue Christ's Hork of preaching the Nord to 

all peoples. He discusses John 1126-27 in the body of the sermon. 

But he labels his second choice, John 1123, the ·prothema" and 

explains briefly the task and serious nature of preaching. 30 

In Sermon 36 of MS. Royal 18 B. xxiii, the preacher develops 

the antetheme to conclude with the prayer. After announcing his theme 

Di11ges Deum tuum (Love your Sodl, the preacher introduces an analogy, 

comparing a man in physical danger with a man in spiritual danger. 

The first flees for his life from a ferocious beast, but the second, 

confronted with sin far more dangerous than a beast does not resist 

temptation. The preacher accuses the sinner of not loving his soul 

that Christ has bought so dearly and then exhorts the audience to pray 

for a greater love for Sod and their souls and through the invitation 

to say a Pater Noster and ~, he involves the audience directly. 

Thomas Wimbledon devotes over one hundred lines to developing 

the antetheme for his sermon Redde racionem villicacionis tue. In the 

antetheme he develops the theme that len labor for the betterment of 

all and, thus, prepares his audience to hear his sermon on making an 

account of one's stewardship. He does not, however, exhort them to 

pray for forgiveness at the conclusion of the antetheme. 

Robert of Basevorn does not treat the antetheme as an 

ornament, discussing instead, how the preacher could win the attention 

30 Bonaventure, Opera Omin., IX, pp. 59-64. 
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of the audience (Chapter XXIV). The four ways, which Robert suggests 

a preacher could gain audience attention and put them into a receptive 

attitude, could very easily explain some aspect of the main theme that 

would not be discussed in the main part of the sermon. Any of the 

antethemes just discussed have qualities that attract the attention of 

listeners. Bonaventure, for instance, appeals to the pathos of his 

audience. The preacher of Sermon 36 warns his audience to flee 

danger, and Wimbledon urges his congregation to work to gain eternal 

life. Robert's suggestions for gaining the att~ntion of his audience 

could very well then be treated as the antetheme. His first 

suggestion is that the preacher tell of some marvel pertinent to the 

sermon's subject. Or, second, he suggests, the preacher relate some 

horrible tale to frighten hardened sinners into listening. His third 

suggestion is that the preacher warn his listeners that the Devil 

hinders the hearing of Bod's Word. And at other times the preacher 

insists that to hear the Word of Bod ensures predestined glory. 

Fourth, the preacher may convince the audience that he is preaching 

for their conversion, not for money. In each of these practices, the 

preacher can gain the attention of his audience and, at the same time, 

explain a part of the theme not discussed in detail later in the 

sermon. 

In the very short passage that follows the statement of the 

theme--Simul in unum. diues et Dauper--Brinton explains the oneness of 

Bod and gains the attention of the audience at once. Confirming his 

theme with a quotation from Cor. 12 that states that the individuality 

of man and the diversity of works all come from one Lord, Brinton 
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implies that all men, striving to be like to Bod, should work as one. 

His exhortation to unite their voices, honoring God through a prayer, 

with which he concludes his antethEme, is a subtle i.plication that 

the audience, rich and poor--king and people--should be united in all 

their works. His explanation forms the basis for his elucidation of 

man's diverse positions and Harks, which he discusses in the main part 

of the sermon. Brinton's exhortation to be united and the prayer that 

follows draws the audience into participation and settles them to hear 

how the rich and poor can be united.~l 

Prayer 

Robert explains that the prayer, the third ornament, had the 

specific function of calling Sod's blessing on the endeavors of the 

preacher, and thus, should be said immediately following the statement 

of the theme. Owst agrees that, even when the prayer is said after 

the antetheme, it is often elaborated to include special intercessions 

for the preacher and the people of 6od.~2 Because early preachers 

liked to vary the time they said this prayer, the use of the prayer 

changed somewhat in its significance and was used for different 

purposes. The preachers w~o liked to greet their listeners with a 

prayer and then state the theme, and those who preferred to state the 

theme and then pray both indicate that they desired Bod to bless their 

work and to award the people who had come to hear His Word. The 

~l Brinton, 85, p. 195. 

~2 Preaching in Medieval England, p. 317. 
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preachers, who liked to conclude the antetheme with the prayer, often 

used a prayer to invite the audience to respond. Either the audience 

answered with an "AmenN or joined with the preacher in saying the 

Pater Noster and the~. Because their response involved the 

audience in the sermon, thus gaining their attention and preparing 

them for the lessage of the sermon, some preachers and later critics 

contend that the preacher used the prayer for this purpose. 33 

Although Robert favored the custom that the prayer be said 

immediately, he accepted the practice that it was often said at the 

end of the antetheme and offers some directives for forming it. He 

reasons that the prayer at the end of the antetheme provides a 

conclusion for the explanation of the antetheme and should therefore, 

refer to the content of it. As the conclusion for the antetheme, the 

prayer should also include at least one word of the main theme that 

would link the antetheme to the main theme and would introduce the 

main part of the sermon (Chapter XXV). 

Brinton's prayer after the antetheme provides a good example. 

Brinton concludes the antetheme, in which he has explained the oneness 

of God, by asking all present to join their voices in the Pater Noster 

and Ave. Thus, he demonstrates how the audience, though many and 

diverse, are united in their praise of Sod and must be united in their 

33 Humbert Romans, according to Wenzel, Preachers, Poets. and 
the Early English Lyric, p. 68; Charland, p. 126. 

34 Brinton, 85, p. 195. 

----------------------------------- --
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Introduction of the Theme 

The fourth ornament for structuring the sermon is the 

introduction of the theme. Here begins the discussion of the main 

part of the sermon. The theme is restated, according to Robert, first 

for the benefit of late-comers and second to provide the preacher with 

the opportunity to show the relationship of his theme with the 

divisions, those parts of the theme he intends to address in an 

elaborate explanation. 

Robert maintains that the theme must be stated explicitly 

after the antetheme but that it lay be introduced in one of three 

ways--authority, argument, or both together. In Robert's judgment the 

Parisian manner, in which the preacher uses a second biblical text as 

an authoritative confirmation, and further confirms each division with 

a text from Scripture, is most artistically pleasing (Chapter XXXI). 

Brinton varies the Parisian method somewhat to introduce his 

theme--Simul in unum. diues et pauper--after the prayer. He lists six 

statements, defining the law that establishes the equality of the rich 

and poor, and confirms the first three with one biblical text and each 

of the others with its own biblical reference to show that all are one 

in the Father. He concludes that all are alike and equal, which is a 

restatement of his theme. 

Some English preachers, Robert notes, often introduced the 

theme by using authority other than Scripture. A text from a Father 

of the Church, a philosopher, a poet, or any other authority was 

acceptable (Robert, Chapter XXXI). In SerlAon 36 of MS. Royal 18 B. 

xxiii, the preacher confirms his theme Diliges DeuB tuum ~ou shalte 

~--------------~-- - - - -~ ---



loue ~in Sod) (199/16, 20) with a passage from Chrysostoll. 

!1rulpis is~e skill, as sey pa grett clerke, 

Ct,isostoll!!.s: "Like as triacle distroyse all unU,. of 

veneme and is nedefull to mans bodye in ev~ sekenes, 

ryght so~e loue of Sod all myghtye, e wiche is goostely 

tryacle, fordope all lIIanU,. synnes !n..!!. kepep a mans 

sowle euU,.more in clennes." 

<199/22-27) 
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The use of additional authorities, whether from Scripture or 

other sources, not only gives credibility, it also extends the meaning 

of the theme. 

The English often employed one of the four methods of 

argument--induction, example, syllogism, or enthymellle--to introduce 

the theme. If the preacher employed induction, he revealed the 

effects of a cause and then concluded the proposition with the thelle. 

Wimbledon introduces his theme as a conclusion to his antetheme: 

My wordes ;Pat y haue take!:!. to make!:!. of )?is sU,.IIIO!:!.!l. 

bey ~us syche to seye:1 "3ilde rekenYn]e of Py bailie." 

(6B/119-12IiH 

Wimbledon uses the antethellle to express the reasoning that brings him 

to his conclusion that all lust give a reckoning of their stewardship. 

Wimbledon presents his reasoning by recalling the parable Christ told 

of stewardship: 

My Nordes pi!..t y haue take!:!. to uke!:!. of j>is sU,.mo!:!.!l. 

bey> ~s ayche to seye: I')i Ide r!l,.keny!:!.ge of ~y bai lie. 

Crist, auctor of pita !n..!!. louer!l,. of ~e saluaclon of his 

----------------- -- - - - ----



peple, ill. pe ptQ.cesse of ')'is gospel enforllleJ' euerich~ 

ma!!., pLt is his baile, by .an~ of a parable of a bayly 

pilt he speke], of to araye hy!!. for to answer~ of fe goodis 

pilt Sod hap by take!!. hy!!. wha!lne pe day of str!,Yt r!!.kenyrut 

shal calle, p~t is pe day of doom. 

(68/119-69/126) 

Wimbledon then proaises that he will show how to avoid Sod's 

vengeance: 

••• for now I shal sheNe '301'1 how 3e 

shal dispose 30U to auoide pa!lne ~e ve!!.geau!lce of Sad, 

whan ver shal be tyllIe of so strgyt dome pilt we shulle 

')el de r!!.kenyng of eVID ydel word pilt we haue!!. spoke!!..· 

For pa!!.ne shal it be sayd to vs, and we shul not IIOW 

flee it: 3elde r~keny!!.ge of l'y baylie. 

(69/131-136) 

44 

He concludes that the impending judgment should draw men's sinds away 

from the pleasures of earthly goods. Thi~ method of introducing the 

theme appeals both to the reason and the emotions of the listeners, 

who will want to know what is to their benefit. 

Not all themes, however, are best introduced through 

induction. Robert shows that some preachers chose to introduce the 

theme by employing an example, taken from nature, art, or history 

(Chapter XXXI). Although many preachers merely drew these examples 

from the reference books,3e Ross suggests that salle preachers, feeling 

3e Ross, Middle English Sermons, pp. lix, Ix. 

------------------- --- ---
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that all things are "made for lan's instruction,· took their exalples 

from the things that surrounded them in nature or life, using these 

natural objects as analogies for spiritual insights.~6 The preacher 

of Sermon 10 in MS. Royal 18 B. xxiii, who chose Diliges Dominum Deul 

tuum as his thele, uses a natural event. This speaker compares the 

servant who serves a lord with love with a creature who should give to 

the Creator the same kind of love. Love should encourage a man to 

please his lord and make his services acceptable. The servant owes 

his lord the love that stimUlates his Hork. The preacher then 

declares that no one is lore deserving of love from a servant than is 

the Lord Jesus. He concludes by restating his theme: 

And so ~ou shalt, as I seid, laue ti Lord God. 

(59/34) • 

Robert describes the introduction of a theme through art by 

using the example of a doctor who instills confidence in a patient. 

Once the patient trusts the doctor, the doctor is able to cure him. 

Robert then shows that Christ is the doctor who instills confidence. 

According to Robert, the preacher can restate a theme such as "all 

things work together for them who love God" (Chapter XXXI). The 

preacher of Sermon Ibb from MS. Royal 18 B. xxiii uses a cOlparable 

example of a woman gaining the confidence of a child who has cold 

hands. The woman gives the child straw to rub. As the child's hands 

begin to warm, he is confident that the woman is working for his good. 

The preacher then compares this attitude to the believer who has 

~6 Ross, Middlp English Sermons, p. 1. 

------ --- -- -_. - -
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confidence in God. God asks us to love Him, give aIls, and do works 

of mercy for our benefit. Thus, the preacher can introduce his theme: 

aru!. '}>ru:..-fore, fore ow:-e profett, MDiligu!ts Deu!.,· 

lohanis xv--"loue we God.-

(96/25-26) 

Another preacher may introduce his thele with an historical 

example. To illustrate this method, Robert tells the story of two 

friends. When Dionysius demanded that one of the men be put to death, 

the man asked to be allowed to return home to settle his affairs. 

Dionysius agreed only on the condition that the friend offer himself 

as surety. When the man returned, Dionysius was so impressed that he 

freed both men and asked to be admitted into their friendship. Robert 

maintains that such an example can easily be used to introduce a theme 

such as "all things work together for them who love Sod" (Chapter 

XXXII. 

The third method to introduce a theme by using argument is to 

structure the theme in a syllogism. According to Robert, the theme is 

a major premise, which should be confirmed. Once this is stated, the 

minor premise should be stated and followed immediately by its 

confirmation. Robert warns that the preacher must take great care to 

state the premises, for false information can be transmitted here. In 

Sermon 32, HS. Royal 18 B. xxiii, the preacher chose the theme [Hlic 

recipit peccatores (162/21). He uses this quotation as a major 

premise to indicate that God will receive sinners now and confirms the 

premise with a natural event. A man who transgresses against the king 

seeks mercy. This preacher then takes each word of the theme as a 
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minor premise, saying that each Nord assures the sinner that Sod 

accepts him and grants His grace. His eKplanation of these Nords as 

comforts to man establishes the reasons why man should return to Sod 

through penance (162/26-163/221. 

The fourth method to introduce the theme by means of argument 

is to use the enthymeme. The enthymeme states the consequence or 

conclusion before it states the premise upon Nhich it is based. Once 

the consequence is eKpressed, then the premise is shown to verify the 

truth. Robert suggests that the preacher may invert the teKt. If the 

text reads, "To them that love God all things Nork together for good; 

and to them that hate Sod, all things work together for evil," the 

preacher inverts the two statements, beginning with "to them that hate 

God, all things work together for evil ••• " With the inversion of 

the text the preacher infers that the consequence of hate suggests the 

truth of the major premise (Cha~ter XXXII. 

Divisions 

Once the theme is introduced, it lust be divided into parts. 

The division, which determines the instruction or matter of the 

sermon, must be performed with care, for it generates the essence of 

the sermon. The preacher uses division to dilate the subject and make 

his message as clear as possible.~7 Robert cautions that in dividing 

the theme the preacher should choose his words with care, use 

37 Wenzel, Preachers. Poets. and the Early English Lyric, pp. 
82-83. 

--------------- -- - -- ---
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authority to support each division, attend to the ordering of the 

parts, and distinguish each part from the whole. These four concerns 

are closely connected. The preacher generally divides his theme by 

choosing some belief, related to but not stated in the same Hords as 

the theme, to distinguish the divisions from the main theme. The 

preacher then finds authority to support each of the divisions with a 

"real" and a "verbal" ~oncordance. A real concordance occurs when two 

biblical passages convey essentially the same pOint. A verbal 

concordance refers to repetition of words or variant forms of words. 

Although the preachers of the sermons in MS. Royal 18 B. xxiii divide 

the theme, they are not as precise as Thomas Aquinas, who confirms 

each of the parts with another biblical text. Indeed, Ross 

characterizes the later preachers as careless about confirming the 

divisions of their sermons. 30 

To divide the theme in the most proper form, the preacher 

states the theme, distinguishes the parts, and confirms the parts with 

references to other Scriptural texts that correspond in word and 

substance with the parts of the theme (Chapter XXXI). Thomas Aquinas 

provides a good example in Sermon LV for Passion Sunday. Aquinas 

restates the theme taken from John 8:47. 

Qui est ex Deo. verba Dei audit etc. 

(He who is of God hears God's words and so forth.)3~ 

The divisions and confirmations are precise and easily detected in the 

30 Middle English Sermons, p. liii. 

3 .. Opera Omnia, XV, p. 151. 
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passage. He distinguishes the parts with the words "primo," and 

"secundo,· and so forth, following each distinction with his statement 

of division and of how it relates to the main theme. He then confirms 

the division with another biblical text. 

In verbis istis quatuor notantur. Prilo sanctorum magna 

gloria, ibi, Qui est ex Deo. Quid enil gloriosius potest 

esse quam ex Deo esse? Joan. 1:12, Dedit eis potestatem filios 

Dei fieri. Secunda magna ipsorul sapientia, ibi, ~ 

Dei audit. Psal. 18:8 Testimonium Domini fidele. sapientiam 

praestuus parvulis. Tertio reproborum stultitia, ibi, 

Propterea vos non auditis. Sapientiam recti dogmatis 

at que doctrinam purae conversationis stulti, ut Pharisaei 

dicta et facta Christi, despiciunt. Quarto magna ipsorum 

miseria, ibi, Quia ex Deo non estis. Quid infelicius esse 

potest quam ex Deo non esse. Oseae 7:13 Vae eis gui 

recesserunt a me. 

(In these words four things are noted. Firstly, the great 

glory of the saints: He that is of God. For what can be 

more glorious than to be of Sod? S. John 1:12, He gave 

power to become the sons of God. Secondly, their great 

wisdom: Heareth God's words. Psalm 1818 The 

testimony of the lord is sure. making wise the simple. 

Thirdly, the foolishness of the reprobate: therefore ye 

hear them not. because ye are not of Sod. For fools 

despise the wisdom of right dogma, and the doctrine of pure 

conversation, as the Pharisees did the words and works of 



Christ. Fourthly, their great lisery: [Because they] are 

not of God. What can be lore unhappy than not to be of 

Sod? Hosea 7:13, Woe unto them! for thev have fled 

f.r:.Q.m.111t. I 4 III 
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Aquinas relates the first division sanctorum magna gloria, ibi 

to the theme, Qui est ex Deo, by asking the question, Quid enim 

gloriosius Dotest esse guam ex Deo esse. He confirms this division 

with the quotation from John 1112, Dedit eis potestatem filios Dei 

~. The second text of confirmation contains words that repeat 

words of the division; eis potestatem filios Dei fieri is a verbal 

confirmation of potest esse guam ex OeD esse. This "verbal" 

confirmation is supplemented with a "substantial" or "real" 

confirmation that does not contain words that repeat any word of the 

theme or division or is a variant of the word but carries the same 

meaning. The second division is organized in the same form. The last 

two divisions treat the results of not being of God. Only the third 

division is not confirmed with any further text from Scripture. The 

indefinite reference to the Pharisees is sufficient to confirm this 

division. Robert claims, as Ross confirms, that biblical confirmation 

of the divisions further assures the audience that even the divisions 

are based in Scripture. 41 

Brinton divides his theme in a very simple way. Having 

defined the law that establishes the equality of the rich and the 

4111 Opera Omnia, XV, p. 151. 

41 Middle English Sermons, p. xlvii. 
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poor, Brinton divides the theMe into two ways the rich and the poor 

ought to be alike and equal--videlicet se mutua supportando et pro 

inuicem exorando (that is in supporting each other and in praying each 

for his neighbor).42 He confirms the first division with a reference 

to Augustine's sermon Sermones de Diversis and then develops this 

whole division before he states the second division, confirming it 

with references to Acts 1:14 and the Decretum 6ratiani. 

Dixi secundo guod debent esse siaul in vnum diues et pauper 

pro inuicem in orando. Sicut enim leuius apparet pondus quod 

a multis equaliter comportatur, cicius optinetur triumphus 

quando exercitus concorditer ad[iluuatur, sic a Deo cicius 

exauditur oracio si diuites et pauperes, senes et iuuenes, 

religiosi et seculares, conueniant in orando, dicente 

apostolo, Estote vnanimes in oracione (Acts I:14), quia 

veritas stat in multorum per concordiam connexionem 

(Decretum 8ratiani C. 23, q. 5, c. 20). 33 q. vltima c. ii. 

(1 have said that Rich and poor ought to be alike in one in 

praying for their neighbors. Just as a weight appears to be 

lighter when it is shared and carried by many people, so 60d 

shall hear prayers if rich and poor, old and young, religious 

and secular clergy come together in prayer, the apostle saying: 

Ve shall be of one spirit in prayers (Acts 1:14), because the 

truth is to be found in the concord of many (Decretum 6ratiani, 

42 Brinton, 85, p. 194. 

----------------- --- ---
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C. 23, q. 5, c. 20). 33 q. ultima, c. 1i.)43 

Each of these divisions may be further divided and each 

subdivision should be confirmed with a real or verbal confirmation. 

Thomas Aquinas again provides the lodel in Serlon LV for Passion 

Sunday. The subdivisions for the first three lain divisions are 

similar. Each aain division is divided into three or four 

subdivisions, and each is confirmed ·verbally· or "really· with a 

reference to Scripture. The first division is typical of the first 

three. 

Circa primum notandum, quia sancti tribus modis dicuntur 

esse ex Deo. Primo per creationem, sicut effectus ex causa. 

Rom. 11:36, Ex ipso et per ipsum et in ipso sunt omnia. 

Secundo per justificationem, sicut splendor ex luce. 

Ephes. 5:8, Fuistis aliguando tenebrae. nunc aute. lux in 

Domino. 1 Joan. 3:9, Qui natus est ex Deo. non peccat. 

Tertio per imitationem sive assimilationem, sicut exemplum 

ex exemplari. 1 Joan. 2:5, In hoc sci~us guoniam 

in Deo sumus. si in ipso perfecti erimus. Ibidem: ~ 

dicit se in Christo manere. debet sicut ille ambulavit et ipse 

ambulare. 

(On the first head it is to be noted, that in three ways 

the saints are [said] (sic) to be of God. (1) By creation, 

as an effect from a cause: Rom. 11:36, For of Him. and 

through Him. and to [in] Him are all things. (2) By 

43 Brinton, 85, p. 198. 

---------------------------------- ---



justification, as the splendour from light: Ephes. 5:8. 

Ve were someti~es darkness. but now light in the Lord. 

1 John 3:9, Whosoever is born of Sod doth not commit 

~. (3) By i.itation or assililation, as a copy from a 

pattern: I John 2:5, Whoso keepeth His Word. in him 
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verily is the love of Bod perfected: and by this we know that we 

are in Him. He that saith he abideth in Him. ought himself 

also to walk even as He walked.)44 

Aquinas confirms this subdivision with real concordance. For 

instance, the biblical text from 1 John 2:5, In hoc scilus guoniam in 

Deo sumus. si in ipso perfecti erimus, the confirmation for the third 

subdivision reflects the substance of the the.e, Qui est ex Deo. verba 

Dei audit: the division, guia sancti tribus modis dicuntur esse ex 

Deo: and the subdivision, per imitationem sive assimilationem. sicut 

exemplum ex exemplari. In several places the words in ipso occur. 

This corresponds to ex Deo in the theme, and esse ex Deo in the 

division, and sicut exemplum ex exemplari in the subdivision, thus 

creating a real correspondence or real confirmation. 

In the fourteenth century, preachers still subdivided the 

divisions of their ser~ons. Brinton subdivides the first division 

videlicet se mutuo supportando (that is in supporting each other)4e 

into three subdivisions to explain why God permits poverty when He 

could provide enough for all. 

44 Opera Omnia, XV, p. 151. 

4e Brinton, 85, p. 194. 
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Primo ••• sic Deus satis prouidet pauperibus dum tantum dedit 

diuitibus •••• Deuterono~y 15 Hodie precipio tibi vt aperias 

manum eqeno et pauperi qui tecum versantur in terra . . . . 
Secundo pauperes sunt permissi vt Deus probaret dilectionem 

diuitum •••• Tereio propter meritum pauperum augmentandum • 

• • • Psalm 19:19 Pacienciaa pauperum non peribit in finem. 

(First ••• so Sod provides enough for the poor in giving so 

much to the rich •••• Deuteronomy 15, Today I command you 

to open your hand to the poor and the wretched who are your 

fellows in your own land •••• Secondly, the poor exist so 

that God may test the love of the rich. Thirdly, for 

increasing the merit of the poor. Psalm 9:19 The 

patience of the pogr will not perish [unheeded] in the end. 46 

Brinton confirms the first and third subdivision with real 

concordance. The meaning of the first subdivision corresponds with 

the biblical reference from Deuteronomy that implies the rich should 

provide for the poor. In like manner, th~ third subdivision 

corresponds with the verse from Psalm 19 in the merit that the poor 

gain for their patience. 

The number of subdivisions may vary from division to 

division. According to Robert, some preachers divide the first 

division into three parts, the second into two parts, and the third 

division they leave undivided. There seems to be no set practice for 

dividing the subdivisions (Chapter XXXIV, XXXV). 

46 Brinton, 85, p. 195. 
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Amplification 

For the development or amplification of the divisions and the 

subdivisions, the seventh ornament necessary for sermon development 

according to Robert, the preacher had at least eight rhetorical 

devices he could use. First, he could define a word or discuss its 

classifications. Second, he could divide a word into several parts to 

solve contrarieties and disputations. Or he could discuss the 

divisions of the species of a genus. Third he could use reasoning or 

argumentation. With this device, the preacher had three ways to 

argue. He could prove or disprove a point. He could reason with 

hidden enthyaemes by posing rhetorical questions, or he could reason 

by using examples. A fourth method of amplification a preacher could 

use is a complex method of concordances, such as those discussed 

above. With the fifth method, the comparative degrees of a thing, the 

preacher could show how the three concepts agree in essence but have 

differences. The sixth method could be metaphors. The seventh way 

could be allegorical exposition already known from the preaching of 

homilies. The eighth method could be the use of cause and effect 

(Robert of Basevorn, Chapter XXXIX). 

Brinton uses many of these devices to develop his argument 

that rich and poor should work as one. He defines the gifts of each 

social class to show how each Dust give to the other. He 

distinguishes the voluntary poor from those who have suffered some 

misfortune or who are poor from laziness or ill-use of goods. Using 

an historical example, he describeg the Saracens who complained to 

Charlemagne about the Christians' ill-treatment of the poor. He uses 

.----------------- - -- - ---
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an analogy to show that Bod provides for his people as a mother cares 

for her child. He argues that the rich should care for the poor 

because the poor are people like the rich and because Bod rewards 

those who help others. He relinds his listeners that no one was made 

from precious materials, such as gold or silver, and allows his 

audience to conclude that no one is created to be rich or poor. He 

compares the death of the rich and poor with chess pieces that are 

thrown back into the box at the end of play. He uses rhetorical 

questions to involve his listeners. 

Brinton, however, depends most of all on the exemplum to 

amplify and to enthrall his listeners. Each exemplum implicitly 

exhorts the listeners to examine their own lives in response to the 

exemplum. The last exemplum, which applies to both the rich and the 

poor, provides a good example of how Brinton uses this form of 

amplification to exhort while creating a vivid picture. Approaching 

the end of the second division--guod debent esse simul in unum diues 

et pauper pro inuicem in orando (I have said that Rich and poor ought 

to be alike in one in praying for their neighbors)47--Brinton speaks 

of what is needed to have our prayers heard. First, one must have a 

clean conscience, and secondly, each must conform his life to his 

deeds. Brinton explains through the exemDlum of a thief and a hermit 

how one must bring his life into conformity with his deeds. The 

thief, as the story goes, comes to a certain holy hermit to be 

converted. When the hermit does not convert hiD, the thief swears he 

47 Brinton, 85, p. 198. 
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will decapitate the hermit. But the hermit, who knows why the thief 

has not been converted, asks him to help him carry a rock from the 

cave. Each time the thief tries to love the rock, the hermit pulls 

the rock in the opposite direction. When the thief complains that he 

can not move the rock if the hermit works against him, the hermit 

answers, neither can I convert you if you work against me. While 

Brinton does not apply this to either the rich or the poor, he implies 

that each one, rich or poor, must rid himself of any flaws that would 

prevent his being converted to a life with Christ. 

Brinton also amplifies his discussion by referring to 

Scripture or the Fathers at times other than when he is confirming a 

division. Robert describes this method as a variant method that some 

preachers use to structure their sermons and to assure the audience of 

the Scriptural basis for the discussion. In addition to confirming 

the theme and divisions with a reference to Scripture or the Fathers, 

Brinton inserts a reference each time he states a phrase that has a 

comparable raference in Scripture or the Fathers. For instance, he 

concludes the story of the thief and hermit with a reference to 

Ecclesiasticus 34: Vnus edificans et vnus destruens, quid proderit 

illis nisi labor? Vnus orans et vnus maledicens cuius vocem exaudiet 

~? (One building and one tearing down, what do these produce, if 

not labor? One praying and one cursing, whose voice shall God 

hear?).4B Referring frequently to Scripture or other authority not 

only elucidates the idea the preacher is explaining, but also reveals 

48 Brinton, 85, p. 199. 
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the relationship of one belief or truth to another, which may be found 

in a different book of the Bible or another explanation of the 

Fathers. 

Transitions 

To create a tight and unified message, Robert contends, the 

preacher must connect each principal part with the next through verbal 

and real concordance. This orna;ent, called "transition," is 

developed in one of two ways. The first is a highly sophisticated 

technique that summarizes the ideas discussed in the principle 

divisions being connected, restates the two principle parts in one 

sentence, and confirms the restatement with three additional 

authorities. After the first two principle parts are connected, the 

preacher then moves to connect the second and third principle 

divisions. Robert demonstrates how these connections are made. Using 

the theme--Justus de angustia Iiberatus est (the just is delivered out 

of distress)--Robert divides it into three main parts: 1. Justus (the 

just man), 2. Iiberatus est (is delivered), 3. de angustia (out of 

distress). He subdivides the first division--Justus the just man-

into three further divisions. 

Fuit igitur sanctus iste justus per triplicem sanctitatem: 1. 

tribuendo superiori suo quod suum est, scilicet sanctam 

affectionem, in contemplationis fervore, 2. tribuendo proximo 

quod sibi debetur, sanctam dilectionem, in compassionis 

dulcore, 3. tribuendo sibi quod sibi debetur, scilicet sanctam 

operationem, in mundae conversationis decore. 
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(This just man, therefore, was a saint by a triple sanctity; (1) 

by giving his superior his due, namely holy desire in the 

fervour of contemplation; (2) by giving his neighbor his due, 

namely love in the sweetness of compassion; (3) in giving 

himself his due, namely, holy action, in the beauty of 

clean living.) 

(Chapter XL) 

Robert develops each of these subdivisions with a full explanation of 

how the just man attains sanctity in these three ways. To create the 

unity of the sermon, Robert then adds a paragraph of warning, which 

contrasts with the development of the three subdivisions. He closes 

the warning with a restatement of the three subdiv!sions--Rfaedictam 

munditiam apud seipsum, debitam amicitiam ad proximum. fervorem 

caritatis in Deum (having with him the aforesaid purity within 

himself, true friendship for his neighbor, the fervor of love for 

God). He verifies this restatement with a reference to Provo 12:13, 

Effugiet justus de angustia (The just shall escape out of distress), 

which restates the main theme--Justus de angustia est liberatus (The 

just is delivered out of distress" (Chapter XLI). 

The second method of connecting the parts is achieved through 

an implicit transition. Instead of using verbal or real 

correspondence, Robert has the preacher summarize what is said in the 

two divisions and conclude with a reference to the main theme. He 

uses the following as an example: 

Sed quia dicit beat us Augustinus quod bonorum vel justorum 

in vita ista est bona agere et mala pati, ideo post beati 
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Joannis descriptam conversationem virtuosam, cum dicitur 

justus, subditur sua passio poenosa, cum dicitur de angustia. 

(But because St. Augustine says that in this li~e it is the lot of 

the good, or just, to do good and suf~er evil, then after the 

virtuous li~e of St John, since he is called just, there follows 

his painful passion, since it says: from distress. 

(Chapter XLI) 

In both of these methods, Robert connects the theme to the divisions 

and subdivisions with real and verbal correspondence. The ideas 

developed create a real correspondence. Robert's reference to 

Proverbs in the first example and the repetition of the word justus in 

the second create verbal correspondence. 

Unification 

Once the preacher has completed his discussion of all the 

divisions and subdivisions, he draws all together into a closure. 

This process Robert of Basevorn calls ·unification," which establishes 

once again the relationship of the divisions with the theme. The 

preacher shows that the sermon is a unit, explaining one important 

doctrine or thought first announced in the theme. Robert maintains 

that the preacher should close his sermon with some combination of 

verbal and real concordance between the theme and divisions, the 

divisions with divisions and the divisions with the theae. He can 

establish a verbal concordance of each division with the theme. Or he 

can create a verbal concordance between the divisions that shows one 

verbal concordance with the theme. Or the verbal concordances of the 
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divisions may relate to the theme through a real concordance. 

Brinton brings Sermon 44 to closure by showing the results of 

the proper use of gifts. He creates a sense of equality between the 

rich and poor by implying that each one has gifts of one kind or the 

other. He divides all gifts into three kinds: temporal, spiritual, 

and heavenly. He then confirms each division with a reference to 

Scripture that both defines and projects a result of giving. 

concludo sic quia tria sunt genera diuiciarum quia alie 

sunt diuicie tempcrales de quibus Psallo 61:11: Diuicie si 

affluant. nolite cor apponere. Alie sunt diuicie 

spirituales vt gracie et virtutes, de quibus Isaiah 33:6 

Diuicie salutis sapiencia et sciencia. Alie sunt diuicie 

celestes et eternales de quibus in Psalmo 111:31: Gloria et 

diuicie in domo eius. et cetera. 

( ••• I conclude by saying that there are three kinds of 

riches. One kind is temporal riches, of which the Psalm 61:11: 

If wealth increases. do not set your heart upon it. Another 

kind of wealth is spiritual, such as graces and virtues, of which 

Isaiah 33:6 says: The riches of salvation are wisdom 

and knowledge. The third kind of wealth is heavenly and 

eternal, of which in the Psalm 111:31: Slory and riches in 

his house and so forth.)49 

He then collects all of these ideas into one reference, Ephesians 2:4, 

which suggests that God gives gifts to those who first have given of 

49 Brinton, 85, pp. 199-200. 
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their abundance. The first gift, taken from temporal abundance, 

ensures the preservation of spiritual gifts and grants permission to 

aspire for heavenly treasure. 

Ille qui diues est in omes gui inuocant eum det vobis graciam 

primas diuicias ita pauperibus meritorie errogare, secundas ita 

salubriter conseruare et ad tercias ita corditer aspirare • 

(He who is rich in those who call upon him, shall give you 

grace as you give the first kind of riches to the worthy poor, 

the second shall thus be well preserved, and to the third kind 

you may aspire in your heart ••• )~0 

At this point, Brinton restates his theme Simul in vnum. diues et 

pauper, declaring that all shall be united in heaven. He concludes 

with one final reference to Psalm 132:1 that praises living in unity. 

Ecce guam bonum et guam iocundum habitare fratres in vnum. 

(Behold how good and joyful it is to live in one. 

as brothers).~l 

Concluding Prayer 

After the "unification," the preacher concluded the sermon 

with a prayer directing the mind to Bod. The prayer often contained 

some offering of praise, an exhortation to the listeners to avoid sin, 

and a reference to the theme. The preacher often added the doxology 

to show that his sermon and the prayer were all accomplished through 

~0 Brinton, 85, p. 200. 

~1 Brinton, 85, p. 200. 
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the Trinity (Robert of Basevorn, Chapter XLVII). Brinton concludes 

his sermon by referring to his theme--Simul in unum diues et pauper. 

The verse fro~ Psalm 132 offers praise to the Trinity as the model for 

living in unity, in which Brinton exhorts his listeners to find joy. 

Artistic Devices 

Although this concludes the description of the essential parts 

of sermon construction, Robert of Basevorn describes several artistic 

devices that the preacher could use to develop his sermon or to show 

how the parts of the sermon are related. These devices-

correspondence, agreement of correspondence, circuitous development, 

or convolution--are means whereby the preacher could show, through 

artistic connections, the relationships of the divisions and 

subdivisions of his sermon. Because of their purely artistic 

function, these devices are rarely used, and modern critics tend to 

omit them in their description of sermon structure. They are included 

here to complete the description of what was available to Langland. 

The main function of these devices is to create a relationship 

between the subdivisions of one main division with the subdivisions of 

the other main divisions to show a complete unification of the 

subject. Robert of Sasevorn labels the subdivisions as follows: the 

subdivisions of the first aain division are ~, ~, £J the second, ~, ~, 

U and the third, ~, ~,L. An interrelationship then is devised by 

developing an agreement such that the first subdivision of each main 

d i vis ion i s rei ate d : ~,~,!U the sec 0 n d, ~, ~, !!.; and the t h i r d, £,., 

i., L (Chapter, XLI I) • 
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The first of these relationships is called correspondence. 

Robert shows two ways that correspondence is made artistically. The 

difference between the two ways exists in how the different 

subdivisions are linked and when the authority is added to support the 

agreement of parts. The first way to develop the ornament of 

correspondence follows the procedure: (1) Each of the lain divisions 

is subdivided without further use of authority. (2) The preacher then 

states that the subdivisions correspond. (3) He then takes the first 

subdivision of each aain division, a, ~, ~, and confirms each with an 

authority as he states the three in one sentence. Robert uses the 

following example for the theme "The just man from distress was 

delivered" (Chapter XLII), After the division of this theme into its 

parts, the parts are confirmed. Then the aain divisions are 

subdivided again. The emphasis indicates the subdivisions. 

Justus, inquam, triplici justitia in qua omnis justitia, 

~ triplici angustia est tripliciter liberatus. 

(The just man, I say, by a triple justice in which is 

all justice ~ a triple distress was triply delivered.) 

(Chapter XLII) 

The preacher indicates the subdivision with a number and adds three 

ways the subdivision is triplici. 

Erat anie justus puritate pudicitiae virginal is, doctrina 

dulcedinis spiritualis et dilectionis privilegio specialis. 

(He was just with the purity of virginal modesty, 

with the teaching of spiritual sweetness, and with the 
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privilege of special love.) 

(Chapter XLII) 

The preacher establishes the relationship of contrast of the first 

subdivisions with the second subdivisions by indicating that "evil is 

against good." He delineates the three ways in which distress, the 

second subdivision, occurs. 

Cujus tamen, quia contra bonum malum, angustia triplex 

erat: ardor olei comburentis, rigor exilii affligentis, 

horror periculosi poculi perimentis. 

(Because evil is against the good, his distress was 

threefold: the heat of burning oil, the rigor of a 

prostrating exile, the horror of a destroying dangerous cup.) 

(Chapter XLII) 

The preacher then summarizes the afflictions named in the second 

subdivision, links these to the "just man" and then connects this with 

the last subdivision "deliver" and divides it into three parts to show 

how the just man is freed. 

Sed quia multae tribulationes justorum. et de omnibus 

hiis liber~L~t eos Dominus, liberatus est potenter, 

sapienter, clementer. 

(But, because many are the afflictions of the just. but 

out of them all will the Lord deliver them, he was freed 

with power, with wisdom, with clemency. 

(Chapter XLII) 

The preacher then establishes the subdivisions in their new 

relationship: ~, ~, ~, ~, ~, a, ~, l, L, giving an authority for each 
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subdivision. This new relationship with the biblical correspondence 

is formed as follows. 

quia justus candore meriti virginali., ut de eo 

illud Ps.[91:13] verificetur: Justus germinabit sicut lilium, 

de angustia olei ferventis, de qua potest exponi illud 

Job. 15:24 Angustia vallabit eum. liberatus est per 

potentiam Protectoris, sir. un us de talibus [factus] de 

quibus dicitur I Macc. 2:59 capitulo: Credentes liberati 

sunt de flamma. 

(the just man with the candor of virginal merit, 

as is verified about him: PS, [91:13] the just man shall grow 

like a lily. from the distress of burning oil, which can 

be explained by Job 15:24: distress shall surround him, 

[hel was delivered through the power of his Protector, and 

thus became one such of whom Macc. 2:59 saysl [they] 

believing were delivered out of the flame.) 

(Chapter XLII) 

The author combines the first description of the "just man," "virginal 

merit," with the first description of "distress," "burning oil," and 

with the first description of "deliver," "the power," to form this new 

relationship. Each new statement is confirmed with a biblical 

reference. Both parts two and three are developed as this first part. 

The ornament called congruence of correspondence complements 

the ornament, "correspondence." Congruence of correspondence is a 

statement expressing the new relationship between two subdivisions. 

To form the congruence of correspondence, the preacher summarizes the 
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relationship and confirms it with reference to Scripture or other 

authority. The new relationship of correspondence is stated as 

follows: 

quia justus candore leriti virginalis, ut de eo 

illud Ps.[91:13] verificeturl Justus germinabit sicut lilium, 

de angustia olei ferventis, de qua potest exponi illud 

Job. 15:24 Angustia vallabit eum, liberatus est per 

potentiam Protectoris, ••• 

( ••• the just man with the candor of virginal merit, as 

is verified about him: PS, [91:13] the just man shall grow 

like a lily. from the distress of burning oil, which can be 

explained by Job 15:24: distress shall surround him. [he] 

was delivered through the power of his Protector, 

(Chapter XLII) 

Here he adds a statement, summarizing the new relationship. 

qui ei virgini Virginem commendavit. 

(Who commended to him, a virgin, the Virgin.) 

(Chapter XLIII) 

Then the preacher adds a simple congruence, a statement, expressing 

the relationship between the two subdivisions and confirming the 

relationship with some authority. Here the author refers to Jerome. 

Etenim conveniens nimis erat ut qui in se flammas extinxerat 

vitiorum, ipsum non exurenent incendia tormentorum, et qui 

liber erat a corruptione carnis ita fieret a dol ore mortis 

alienus, sicut Hieronymus dicit. 

(Indeed it was very appropriate that tormenting flames did 
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not burn him who had extinguished the flames of vice within 

himself, and that he who was free from the corruption of the 

flesh was thus aade a stranger to the pain of death, as St. 

Jerome says.) 

(Chapter XLIII) 

The preacher adds some reference of confirmation to the other 

subdivisions also. 

A very artistic ornament which Robert describes but admits Has 

rarely used is the "circuitous development." This connection makes 

one further link between subdivisions after the correspondence has 

been completed. This technique links the second subdivision of the 

first set of subdivisions with the first subdivision of the last set 

of subdivisions, ~ to ~, and the third subdivision of the first set of 

subdivisions ~ with the second subdivision of the last set of 

subdivisions, t. When the connection of correspondences is complete-

a, the first subdivision of the first main division is linked with ~, 

the first subdivision of the second main division, and ~ is linked 

with ~, the first subdivision of the third main division--then 

circuitous develpment can be completed. The preacher links ~ with ~ 

the second subdivision of the first main division, and t, the second 

subdivision of the third main division with ~ the third subdivision of 

the first main division. Circuitous development, which links the last 

to the first, completes a circle. 

Another ornament that Robert describes also connects different 

parts of the sermon. Convolution differs from correspondence and 

circuitous development in its function. Whereas correspondence 
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connects parts of separate subdivisions, and circuitous developmDnt 

connects specific ending subdivisions with specific beginning 

subdivisions, convolution connects one subdivision to every other 

subdivision. Thus, the first subdivision of the first main division 

corresponds to every subdivision of the second and third divisions. 

This ornament is best used, Robert admits, when only one main 

statement is given (Chapter XLVI. 

Because the structuring of convolution is highly complex, the 

method seems to have been used only rarely. The preacher would have 

had to know Scripture and the intricacies of doctrine quite well, and 

he would have needed the time to develop the pattern required by the 

device. However, those who wanted to create such correspondence and 

concordance could refer to the encyclopedic manuals. Because 

convolution is not used in the sermons in B. L. MS. Royal 18 B. xxiii, 

or by Brinton or Wimbledon, it is sufficient to present a very simple 

outline of the pattern. 

Robert divides the theme ·understand" into three main 

divisions: A. mental perfection, B. spiritual humility, and C. 

brotherly kindness (Chapter XXXIIII. To exemplify convolution, he 

concentrates on the first main division: A. mental perfection. He 

subdivides this phrase into three subdivisions: 1. the intellect of 

the three Persons of the Trinity, a. the Father, b. the Son, c. the 

Holy Spirit; 2. the intellect of the angelsl and 3. the intellect of 

man. He i.plies that 3. the human intellect, can be transformed to 

the perfect state of 1. the Divine Intellect, through preaching truth 

(Chapter XLVI. This transformation takes place at three levels. As 



70 

the human intellect begins to understand--theme, 3. the human 

intellect will be a.uexalted", b."extolled," and c."shall be exceeding 

high" (Chapter XLV). Robert posits three procl~mations about the 

hu~an intellect: elevation, exaltation, and subliaation, which he 

joins with the theme as follows: 

Ecce intelliget et elevabitur, intelliget et exaltabitur, 

intelliget et sublimabitur. 

(Behold he will understand and will be elevated, he will 

understand and will be exalted, he will understand and will 

be sublimated.) 

(Chapter XLV) 

When the subdivisions of the human intellect have been shown to 

connect with the theme, then the preacher supplies an example, Peter, 

who through his actions achieves elevation, exaltation, and 

sublimation. To summarize the preacher says something like the 

following: Peter was elevated because he resisted the artificial life, 

exalted because he attacked falsehood, and sublimated because he 

conquered vices. 

The preacher then supplies a commentary on the life of Peter 

to show the transformation of the human intellect of Peter to the 

Divine Intellect--the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. At this place in 

the sermon, the preacher connects the subdivisions of the intellect of 

man, elevation, exaltation, and sublimation, with the subdivisions of 

the Divine Intellect, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

Robert cites Augustine, who states that Peter is elevated for wisely 

resisting falsehoods. The elevation transforms Peter, making him like 
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the Holy Spirit. Then, the preacher confirms the new statement-

Peter's elevation--with a verse from Scripture, exhorting his audience 

to understand--the theme--these things. He then states that Peter is 

exalted for wisely attacking the errors of the universe. This action 

transforms Peter so that he is similar to the Son, the Wisdom of the 

Father. The transformation is confirmed with a text from Scripture. 

Again the audience is exhorted to understand--the theme. Finally, 

Peter is sublime for conquering the evils of the faithless. For these 

Horks, Peter is like the Father, who has the power to conquer evil. 

The preacher confirms this statement with a Scriptural verse, giving 

no exhortation. Instead, he concludes this part to show that Peter, 

the example of human intellect, is transformed to the Divine 

Intellect. Since Peter has been given eternal life, he is cum Spiritu 

excelsus pro primo. cum Filio exaltatus pro secundo. et sublimis cum 

Patre pro tertio (first, eminent with the Spirit; secondly, exalted 

with the Son; and thirdly, sublime with the Father) (Chapter XLV). 

The preacher moves, then, to show the same interconnections of 

the human intellect with the angelic intellect. To make convolution 

absolutely complete the preacher then must show the same 

interconnections of the other main divisions: spiritual humility and 

brotherly kindness. Robert appreciates the artistry of this method, 

but he comments that a preacher who tries to confirm all of the parts 

with Scripture, as convolution requires, would be too complex to be 

informative. Yet, without confirming each one, the formation of 

convolution is incorrect (Chapter XLV). 

The ornaments that Robert describes require skill and 
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knowledge on the part of the preacher. To use these devices 

artistically, the preacher must understand the material he is trying 

to present and the best way the interconnections can be made. To 

connect the subdivisions skillfully, as some of the ornaments require, 

the preacher must organize his material to state the truth, and, yet, 

follow the pattern of the ornament. Only the very best preachers 

could use these devices with grace and force. And not all preachers 

were able to use all of the ornaments in every sermon. Most, it 

seems, formed their sermons according to the basic framework of the 

sermon and used the more artistic devices only on rare occasions, if 

at all. 

This review of features characteristic to the sermon as used 

by preachers in the late Middle Ages provides a basis with which to 

compare Langland's poem. As Robert of Basevorn indicates in forma 

praedicandi (Chapter VII), he is synthesizing the forms of preaching 

used in the universities at Paris and Oxford. This is significant 

because the synthesis of the artistry of sermon writing shows the many 

variations that were available to the preacher. In general, most 

preachers used only the basic structure, and as this examination 

reveals, some were careless about including even the essentials. But 

the variety allowed for the preacher to develop a sermon to fit his 

personality and his people. The practices for structuring the sermon 

and using rhetorical techniques, shown here from Robert's manual and 

the sample sermons, reveal the essentials and their variations that 

Langland could have used to develop his poem. The comparison of the 

structure of ~ and Langland's use of these rhetorical devices with 
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the practices of the preachers, will reveal that Langland is as 

careful in adhering to the rules set forth in the manual as are most 

preachers. 



CHAPTER III 

PIERS PLOWMAN AND THE SERMON STRUCTURE 

Piers Plowman does nat, at first, appear to confor. to the 

structure of the university sermon. The pausus, the many visions, the 

drama of village life, and the allegory of religious quest, all 

distract the reader from seeing the sermon framework as the structural 

basis of the poem. But the relationship of ideas in ~ reveals a 

structure that compares with the sermon form as presented in Robert of 

Basevorn's Forma praedicandi. The poem becomes, then, a unit, at once 

logical and aesthetic, which reveals theological insight not apparent 

in the separate passus, visions, drama, and allegory. 

Evidence within the poem reveals that Langland knew the 

terminology peculiar to scholastic debates, the form of the dialectic, 

and the substance of the arguments. It is noticeable at once that 

Langland refers to terms of the thematic sermon. In at least six 

separate places, he describes a character who, in some way, preaches a 

theme. In Passus III, for instance, the Dreamer describes Lady Mede 

trying to bribe the "Mair" (B. III. 881 to maintain his ·Reg~tiers· 

(B. III. 901. The Dreamer indicates the immorality of the act by 

stating that Solomon once preached a thematic "s~mon· on taking 

bribes: 

For to amenden Maires and men f~t kepen [~e] lawes, 



And [took hyml Yis tele pat I telle pynkel 

19ni s deuor.abit tabernacul a eorue 9ui Ii benter 

accipiunt munera etc. 

Among pise lettrede l[orldes pis latyn [amountepl 

That fir shall hlIe 0- [forbrenne at pe hstel 

The hou[sl and [pel ho[ml of hel rat desire 

Yiftes or yeresyeves bycause of hire Offices. 

(B. III. 94-100) 
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In two places the Dreamer describes a character preaching a theme. In 

Passus V, Repentaunce rushes to the stand after Reason and "reherce(s) 

his telle" (60). In the sallie Ilanner Scripture ·skipte(s) an hei3 and 

p~che(s) •••• hir teme" (B, XI. 107-111). In both cases, a 

personification takes the role of preacher of a sermon. 

Langland indicates at least once that he knows Scriptural 

truth must be interpreted with integrity. At the end of Passus III, 

Conscience corrects Mede for distorting the meaning of a Scriptural 

passage. By quoting only the first half of Proverbs 2219, Mede has 

misconstrued the meaning to support her briberYI 

That 3yuen 3iftes, [takep yemel, pe victorie wynne 

And [muchel worshipe ha[pl }'!U:.Wir as hoI y writ tell ep: 
Honorem adguiret gui dat @unera 

(He that maketh presents shall purchase victory and honour.) 

(B. I II. 334-336) 

Conscience shows that when the passage is quoted in its entirety, the 

aeaning reveals the outcome of receiving bribes: 

Animam aut em aufert accipientium 
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(But he carrieth away the Gouls of the receivers.) 

(B. III. 350) 

Langland also is fa~iliar with the debate, as used by the 

school men to probe the doctrine and the contrarieties of Scripture and 

tradition. In one of his Haking periods~ the Drla~er asks sOle friars 

to tell him where Dowel dwells (B. VIII. 13). The question is 

reminiscent of the questions students asked their lasters in the study 

of philosophy or theology, and both question and answer follow the 

form of debate students learned in their philosophical studies.! When 

the friars explain that Dowel lives with them and ever has (B. VIII. 

18-19), the Drea~er, using the language and style of disputation, 

contradicts the friars, challenging them to defend their statement and 

explain the paradox of how Dowel and Do-evil could exist in one place. 

The friers, like the masters in school debate, remain in charge. They 

answer the Dreamer's challenge, explaining by example how Dowel and 

Do-evil could exist in the same place simultaneously. The friars 

conclude by giving an opinion to cease further objections. Here they 

act as the masters, who represent the traditional opinion of the 

Church. 

Langland also was faailiar with scholastic arguments. Once 

the student had learned dialectical analysis in theological studies, 

he had to face the dile~ma of whether to rely on logic or on faith in 

confronting theological paradoxes. This dilemma was not fully 

! Armand A. Maurer, Medieval Philpsophy, 2nd ed., The Etienne 
Gilson Series, 4. (Torontol Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval 
Studies, 1982), p. 91. 
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resolved even by the great theologians Bonaventure and Aquinas. Thtir 

works reveal that, for 60le theological knowledge, man had to rely on 

faith. Logic could not probe the very lecrets of God. But the great 

aaster. encouraged their students to apply logical analysis where the 

answers deepened their understanding of God and heaven. 

Scripture's instruction to the Dreaner alludes to such a 

dilemma. The case of Mary Magdalene illustrates that logic can not be 

applied in all cases. Mary, the lowly sinner and prostitute, was 

saved because of her faith. She was not capable of logical analysis 

but was saved because she had been drawn to Christ through love and 

belief. 

That Fides sua sholde sauen hire and saluen hire of synnes. 

Thanne is bileue a lele help, aboue logyk or lawe. 

(B. XI. 218-219) 

Scripture further reveals that no Legend of the Saints contains a 

story in which one is saved by logic. 

Of logyk [ne] of lawe in Jegenda sanctorum 

Is litel alowaunce maad, but if bileue hem helper 

(B. XI. 220-221) 

Rather, Scripture counsels the Dreamer to reaain faithful: 

Bo~e logyk and lawe, pat louep n03t to lye, 

I conseille aIle cristene clyue n03t Feron to soore, 

For BOle wordes I fynde writen, were of Fei es techyng, 

That laued synful men • 

(B. XI. 224-227} 

The pOOl shows not only Langland', familiarity with current 
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theological controversies but also with the university form of 

preaching. Langland incorporates short sermons that preach a "te.e· 

on SOBe religious subject. Piers, for instance, on learning that h1s 

pardon is not a true pardon, tears it asunder and beginning in the 

manner of a preacher with a quotation fro. Scripture speaks briefly on 

trusting in Sod's mercyt 

S1 ambulauero in media umbre mortis 

Non tiaebo mala quonia. tu .ecum es. 

(For though I should walk in the midst of the shadow of 

death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with se.) 

(B. VII. 120-121) 

Although the discourse is too short to sustain divisions, it reveals a 

logical organization that explains a thene. Piers first explains that 

he will cease to plant and harvest a crop, and that he will no longer 

concern himself with providing for himself. Instead, he will 

substitute prayers and penance for his plow. Piers develops the 

thought that he shall trust in God for his livelihood, and supports 

his ideas with Scripture. The psalmist (Ps. 4114), Piers clails, says 

that one need only to love God to be assured that he will be given 

bread, that Hill consist of his Heeping: 

Fuerunt .ichi lacrime mee panes die ae nocte. 

(~y tears have been my bread day and night.) 

(B. VII. 128a) 

Referring to Luke 12:22-32, Piers reainds his listeners that the birds 

of the air are not Horried about finding food during the winter: 

By foweles [pat are] n03t bisy aboute ~e [bely ioye]; 



Np. soliciti sitis he sot? in pe gospel, 

And shewep vs by ensampl[el VI lelue to wille. 

The foweles in pe [firaaDentl, who fynt hee at wynter? 

[When ~a frost fresep fode hel bihouepl, 

Haue pei no gerner to go to but god fynt hem aile. 

(B. VII. 131-135) 
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With this exhortation to trust in Sod's generoiity and care for His 

creatures Piers ends his serlon. The priest cOllends him for his 

preaching and encourages him to extend the exposition of hil "teae" 

(B. VII. 141). 

In another instance Reason gives a serlon to the king and his 

council. But Langland does not record it in its entirety. Instead, 

the Dreamer reports what he hears, luch as the clerks kept notes of 

the preaching of the masters. Nevertheless, several of the 

characteristics of the serlon can be detected. Although the Dreamer 

does not quote the text of the theme, he states what Reason chooses to 

discuss: 

He preued}>it ]?ilii! pestilences were for pure synne. 

(B. V. 13) 

The Dreamer makes it fairly clear how Reason divides his 

sermon. He first shows the effects of lan's sin on nature, exhorting 

individuals to aaend their ways and to set an example for others. 

Reason first describes the destruction that a particular wind stora 

left 'Saterday at Gluen" (B. V. 14). The strong trees, such as the oak 

and the beech, were blown to the ground and fruit trees were uprooted. 

Reason attributes all this to nan's pridel 



. pe Southwestrene wynd • • • 

Was pertliche for pride and for no point ellis. 

(8. V. 14-15) 
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In the second part of his sermon, Realon provides the logical 

action to be taken. Reason first admonishes those who sin through 

pride to correct their way. (B. V. 24-28). Next he exhorts the 

leaders, directing the priests and prelates to preach to the faithful 

and to live as they preach (B. V. 41-43). In like manner, he enjoins 

the king and his council to live more sililply (B. V. 46) and give salle 

of the state's revenue to their subjects (B. V. 47-49). The pope also 

must set an example with his life (B. V. 50-51). Reason then 

addresses lawyers, commanding them to be guided by truth in their 

interpretation of the law (B. V. 52). 

Reason concludes with one lore exhortation, a prayer, and the 

usual doxology. 

Seker Seynt Trure, for he may saue yow aIle 

Qui cum patre et filio; at faire hem bifalle 

That sewer my sermon; ••• 

(B. V. 57-59) 

Langland', use of scholastic tools and fares suggest that he 

might have made even greater use of the sermon forD in~. It 

seems worth examining the poem for possible structural similarities to 

the seraons of his time. 

However, the thematic structure is not readily apparent in 

Piers Plowman. The Latin quotation from Scripture that would open a 

sermon, indicating the biblical basis of the content, is sis5ing. The 
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poem begins aore like a quest. The hermit-dreamer sets out into the 

wide world ·wondres to here· (Pro. 4) • Sl eep overtakes hiD, and he is 

thrust into the dreaM of the tONer, the dungeon, and the field of 

folk. Holy Church's eKplanation of this scene dOlI not appear to 

state the thue or divisions of a serllon. Subsequent drea.~ and 

passu; do not seem to fora a pattern that light eKplain a theDe; in 

the later dreams and passus the focus seems to be on the Dreamer and 

Pieri or on the decadence of the priesthoodl in addition, the 

conclusion seems to be anticliaactic. And, yet, the Dreamer's 

questions form a pattern that suggests a theme, divisions, and. 

subdivisions, comparable to the structure of the sermon. This pattern 

is indicated in the synopsis below. 

A SCHEMATIC SYNOPSIS OF PIERS 

Structure of Piers Plowman compared with the farm of the sermon. 

Introductory 
Material 

Invention 
of Theme 
I. 84-209 

Prol.-
1. 83 

1. 84 

I. 85-
137 

1. 138-
139 

1. 140-
209 

Establishes setting, introduces tere! 

Dreamer's question: 
'How I may saue my louIe' 

Holy Church's answer 
Search for Truth 

Dreamer's questionl 
'Yet haue I no kynde knowyng' quod I, 

'ye mote kenne me bettre 
By what craft 1n IIY cors it co.seb, 

and where.' J 

Holy Church's answer 
Know the law of love 



Antethue! 
Prothell1e 

II - VII 

Summary! 
Conclusion 
of Ante
theme! 
Prothellle 

Prayer 

Re-intro
ducti on 
of t heAle 

Confirma-
ti on of new 
thellle 

Division 
of Parts 

I I. 4 

II. 5-
101 

II. 102-
II I. 353 

IV 

V. 10-59 
V. 60-505 
V. 506-536 
V. 537-VI. 330 
VI I. 1-143 

VI I. 1-
20" 

VII. 102-
206 

VIII. 1-77 
VIII. 13 

VIII. 8-56 

VIII. 77 

VII I. 78-
110 

VII I. 112-
114 
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Dreaftler's questionl 
'Kenne me by soa craft to know, be 

falSI. ' ) 

A. "ede defined 
1. by Holy Church 

2. by Conscience 

B. Return to Truth 

1. Realon calli sinners to repent 
2. Sinners confess 
3. Conversion begins 

Piers enters 
4. Truth sends pardon 

Drea~er concludes Dowel is best 

Dreamer 
A. Summarizes antetheae 
B. Asks for grace to Dowel 
C. Introduces theme - DONel 

Dreamer's question to friars: 
'Where p~t dowel dwelley, dOop 
/lie to Nitene.' 

The friars' narrativel 

Dreamer's question to Thought: 
'Where dowel dweller, and do ae [to 

winel. ' 

Thought divides Dowell 
A. Dowel 
B. Dobet 
C. Dobest 

Dreamer's question leads to Witl 
• How dowel, dobet and dobest 

doon among ~e plple.' 



Confirma
ti on of 
Parts 

Amplifi
cation of 
Divisions 

Division 
I 

Dowel -
Know 

Bod 

IX. 1-210 
IX. 1-201 
IX. 2B2-

2111 

X - XVI 

X. 149-151 

X. 238-,348 
X. 351-376 

X. 377-482 

X I. 
XI. 
XI. 
XI. 
XII. 

5-UH 
137-317 
320-405 

406 
25-297 

XI II. 103 -
XIV. 335 

Division XVI -
II XVIII 

Dobet -
Love 

Bod/ XVI. 1-3 
Neighbor 

XVI. 3-166 

XVI. 176-
275 
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Wit's confiraationl 
A. Dowel is within lllan 
B. Dowel is the law of love 

1. Fear [Know] 
2. Love 
3. Serve 

Drealer's question to Study to know 
DONel1 

As longe as I lyue, ••• 
For to werch!! your ~ Ni 11 e • • • 
[To] kenne me kyndely to know!! what 
is dowel.' 

Intellectual learning 
Clergy - Precepts of the Church 
Scripture - LaM. love God and 

neighbor 
Dreaaer repeats learned knowledqe 

Affective learning 
Fortune 
Scripture - Value of Nork 
Nature - The Nill of God 

Huaility 
Vaaginatif - Charity - Conforming 

one's Nill to Bod's Will 
Patience - Conscience 

Works lust be done with love 

Dreamer's question: , 

Ac 3it I aa in a Neer what charite 
is to IUIne.· 

Charity explained 
Tree of Charity - Position in life 

Theological Virtues -
Faith, Hope, Love 



Di vilion 
III 

Dobest -
Serve 

Sad 

Unifi
cation 

Con
clusion 

XVII. 127-
354 

XVIII. 20 -
431 

XIX - XX 

XIX. 10-11 

XIX. 12-335 

XIX. 336-479 
XX. 1-50 
XX. 51-379 

XIX. 110-
356 

XX 380-385 
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Bod's love for Ian 
Chrilt's sacrifice 

Chrilt', rede.ption of man, 
Chrilt·, retrieval of Dan fro. Hell 

Drea~er's questionl 
'Is this I~us ~e Iuster~', quod 

I, '}J2..t lewes dide to de)?e? 
Or it 1S Piers ~e Plowman? who 

peynted hym so rede?' 

Christ's work complete - Piers, 
Christ's representative on earth 

Conscience continues Piers' work 
Service explained 
Attack of Antichrist 

Divisions, Dowel, Dobet, Dobest 
as Life of Christ 

Prayer 

Transitions usually occur between the main parts of the serlon. While 
Langland usually introduces each section with the Dreamer's question, 
the content of the poem and the personae who answer the Dreamer's 
questions often create the transition of subject matter. 

Introductory Material 

The synopsis shows that Langland introduces the Dreamer in the 

mode of a quest before he states his theme. This arrangement 

corresponds in structure to Sermon 16b in I1S. Royal 18 B. Joliii. This 

preacher opens his sermon with a rhetorical question that asks what 

sign Christ showed through His Redemptionl 

Where-fore I prey you, what syne of love shewed C~ist 
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1n oure geynebyinge? 

(93/14-15) 

The preacher answers his question with a definite statement about 

Christ's care for lanl 

Trewly re moste rat myght be. Fyrste, he shewed hie-selfe 

a sikere frende and a trew louere, 

(93115-17) 

By stating that Christ is a true friend and lover, the preacher 

prepares the audience e~otionally to respond with whatever sacrifice 

is required to return Christ's friendly approaches. Thus the 

listeners are ready to hear Solomon's description (Proverbs 17:17) of 

a true friend: 

·O~i te!pru:e diligit qui verus amicus est,· 

P~uerbio~ xviij--a trew frende loueth eu~ tYle; 

as who seiY, "As well he louep in adurulsite as in 

P~SPruli te. H 

(93/18-211 

Like the preacher of Sermon 16b, Langland prepares his 

listeners for the theme by describing a scene that pertains to living 

a holy life. Holy Church's explanation of the scene and her self

disclosure arouses curiosity in the Dreamer, who falls to his knees, 

begging to be instructed as to how he lust live to attain eternal 

life. His entreaty forms the the/llel "How I llay saue illY soule?· (B. 1. 

84) • 

In this introduction Langland alludes to the reason why Ian 

needs instruction on saving his soul. The Prologue and the first part 
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of Passus I portray man's dual nature which simultaneously draws him 

to satisfy his earthly needs and stimulates his desire for heavenly 

existence. The Dreamer, who leaves his convent in search of 

"wondres", but turns to seek eternal life, illustrates that aan wishes 

to know how he must deal with physical necessities when he longs for 

spiritual satisfaction. Ending this scene with the Drea.er's 

question, "How I may saue my soule?" (B. I. 84), Langland iaplies that 

the instruction to follow will teach man how to use material goods to 

bring him to salvation. 

At the same time Langland introduces teras and concepts that 

pertain to salvation. The Dreamer vie~s the Tower of Truth, Heaven; 

the Castle of Care, Hell; and the field of folk, earth in the way the 

fourteenth-century Christian understood man's position in the casias. 

He recognizes a correlation between the greed of the people in the 

field and the people in the everyday life of his tile, but Holy Church 

introduces Truth as the Maker of all, the occupant of the Tower, and 

deserving of worship (B. I. 13-15), and tells the Drea&er that God has 

put lIIen on earth to help each other to attain salvation (B. I. 17-19). 

She states that the goods of this world are to be used as the measure 

that one owes to God (B. I. 54-56) and that, if one does not use the 

treasures God gives with prudence and for the benefit of others, the 

user has "don illeR (B. I. 53). Holy Church ilplies that, if the 

Dreamer and his companions do not Nork with love (B. I. 77-79) against 

the flesh and evil, they will not be saved. This review of Christian 

knowledge prompts the Dreamer to ask how to save his soul, the 

question that forms the theme of the poel. 
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Inyention of Theme 

Langland cOlposes his thele by referring to several Old and 

New Testament texts that ask how one lay save his soul. He states the 

theme through the Drealer's question and Holy Church's answer. 

'Teche ae to no tresor, but tel Ie ~is ilke, 

How I may saue my soule ... 
(B. I. 83-84) 

To this request, Holy Church responds. 

'Whan aIle tresors arn tried treupe is ~e beste;' 

(B. I. 85) 

Although neither the question nor the answer i& found as a single 

Scriptural text, together they comprise the essence of several texts 

that explain how one is saved. In addition, Holy Church verifies her 

answer with a reference to 1 In 4:8 that encompasses both question and 

answer and gives meaning to the phrase "treupe is pe beste." 

I do it on Deus caritas to deme pe so~. 

(B. I. 86) 

In her confirmation of her answer, "Deus caritas,· Holy Church states 

the whole Christian doctrine. 

Qui non diligit, non novit Deum, quonial Deus caritas est. 

(He that loveth not, knoweth not God: for God is charity.) 

(1 In. 418) 

To gain eternal life one lust know that God is love. 

Passages in the Gospels (Matthew 19116; Mark Uh 17; and Luke 

18:18) and the Old Testament ask the same question. In Luke 10:25, 

for instance, the lawyer asks Christ: 



Magister, quid faciendo vitim aeternam p05sidebo? 

(Master, what must I do to possess eternal life?) 
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Deuteronomy 6:3-5, 10112-13 record statements of the law as followsl 

Audi Israel, et observa, ut facias, quae praecepit tibi 

Dominus, et bene sit tibi ... 
Diliges Dominul Deum tuum ex toto corde tuo, et ex tota 

anima tua, et ex tota fortitudine tua. 

(Hear, 0 Israel, and observe to do the things which the 

Lord hath commanded thee, that it lay be well with 

thee 

Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with thy whole heart, 

and with thy whole soul, and with thy whole strength.) 

In the later chapter of the Old Testament, Moses delineates the 

commands: 

Et nunc Israel, quid Dominus Deus tuus petit ate, 

nisi ut timeas Dominum Deum tuum et aabules in viis ejus, 

et diligas eum, ac servias Domino Deo tuo in toto corde 

tuo, et in tota anima tua. Custodiasque mandata Domini, 

et ceremonias ejus, quas ego hodie praecipio tibi, ut bene 

sit tibi? 

(And now, Israel, what doth the Lord thy God require of 

thee, but that thou fear the Lord thy God, and walk in his 

ways, and love him, and serve the Lord thy God, with all 

thy heart, and with all thy soul. And keep the command

ments of the Lord, and his ceremonies, which I command 

thee this day, that it may be well with thee?) 
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These references to the passages that state the coaaandments reveal 

that no single text contains the two love cOllandments, the 

divisions--fear [i.e., knowJ, love, and serve, and the eternal reward 

for keeping these laws. Without quoting any passage exactly, Langland 

is free to include as .any aspects of salvation that is needed to 

answer the Dreamer's question. Thus, he forls his theae in essence 

rather than in word. 

The last part of Passus I establishes the lain points of 

Langland's discourse. With references to David (B. 1. 98-104) and 

Lucifer (B. 1. 105-127), Holy Church describes the results of doing 

well and working evil (B. I. 128-130). The Drener's protests that he 

does not have the knowledge (B. 1. 130-139) to understand suggests 

that he wants to be taught the law of love. Holy Church tells him to 

look into his heart "For to louen ri lord" (B. 1. 143), the first 

commandment of love. But in her cOlplete response, Holy Church tells 

the Dreamer he will be taught to know, "That Treupe is tresor ~e 

trieste on erpe a (B. 1. 137); in addition, he will be taught to love, 

aile hise werkes he wrou.3te "U!l.loue as hYIII list" (B. 1. 150); 

and to serve, 

hauep r~e [onJ pe pouere; 

Thou) ye be mY3t[yJ to sote beep aeke [ofJ youre "erkes, 

For ~e same mesur[eJ ]>.it ye mete, alys o~~ ellis, 

Ve shulle ben weyen y~wir whan ye wenden hennes; • 

(B. I. 175-178) 

The emphasis that Holy Church puts on truth as treasure 



9B 

reveals the meaning of Christ's response to the rich young Ian in Luke 

18:22: 

Dania, quaecumque habes, vende et da pauperibus, et 

habebis thesaurul in r.aelo, et veni, sequere Ie. 

( ••• sell all, whatever thou hast, and give to the poor, 

and thou shalt have treasure in heaven I and cOle, follow Ie.) 

It also shows that the Dreamer, Nho protested that he Nanted to be 

taught ·no tresor" (B. I. 83), Nill learn a new way to view salvation. 

The implication is that the goods of this world are to be used for 

others, and the eternal reward is God. 

In the second part of her response to the Drealer, Holy Church 

states how the treasure may be gained. The ultilate doctrine the 

Dreamer or any Christian must learn is ·to louen pi lord' (B. I. 143) 

and "louen leely and lene jJe pouere" (B. I. 1811. According to both 

commands, however, one lust do good works. 

[Ac] }?O }/!.t werche weI as holy Nrit tellep, 

And enden, as I er seide, i n t r upe pat i s r e beste , 

HOHe be siker p!.t hire soul[e] sh [a II Hende to hauene 

Ther Truepe is in Trinitee and troner hm. aIle. 

(B. I. 13B-133). 

The phrase hoc fac. at vives (this do, and thou shalt live), found in 

Luke 10:28, states that good works are rewarded in hoaven. In 

addition, et bene sit tibi (that it aay be will with thee) (Deut. 

10:13) suggests that doing as the cOlmands require also brings man to 

God. Reference to these two texts bring the words "do· and "Nell" 

together Nhich Langland combines at the restatement of his theme to 
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form ita divisions. Here, at the invention of the theae, he has 

already prepared his audience to accept the idea. In addition, he has 

confirMed the idea with biblical texts. 

Reference to Deuteronomy 10112-13 provides the divisions 

Langland will use to explain what is required of the Christian to gain 

eternal life. 

Et nunc Israel, quid Dominus Deus tuus petit a te, nisi ut 

timeas Dominum Deum tUUI, et aabules in viis ejus, et 

diligas eum, ac servias Domino Deo tuo in toto corde tuo, et 

in tota anima tua. Custodiasque mandata Domini, et 

ceremonias ejus, quas ego hodie praecipio tibi, ut bene sit 

tibi? 

(And now, Israel, what doth the Lord thy Sod require of 

thee, but that thou fear the Lord thy Sod, and walk in his 

ways, and love him, and serve the Lord thy God, with all 

thy heart, and with all thy soul. And keep the cOllandaents 

of the Lord, and his ceremonies, which I cOlmand thee this 

day, that it may be well with thee?) 

Indicated in this reference are three distinct injunctions--timeas, 

fear [knowl, diligas, love, and servias, serve--that Langland refers 

to briefly in the first passus as those concepts of the love 

commandments that the Christian lust understand and practice and that 

will be developed lore thoroughly in the body of his poem. Holy 

Church alludes to the love one lust have for Sad and neighborl 

For to louen ~i lord 

(B. I. 143) 



But if ve louen leellv and lene ~e poutre, 

[Of] swich good as god sent goodliche parte , . . . 
(B. I. 191-182) 

and the service one gives to Sod through the neighborl 

Foryi I rede rye] riche, haue? ruye [on] pe pouere; 

ThoU} ye be aY3t[y] to lote beep aeke [of] youre wlrkes, 

For pI same aesur[e] r~t ve lete, aiYs OUpiL ellis, 

Ve shulle ben weyen y~wip whan Ve wenden hennes. 

(B. 1. 175-179) 
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But she does not state the concept of fear [know] explicitly. In the 

poem, Langland treats fear [know] as a religious virtue or devotion to 

Sod, the Old Testa.ent definition of fear. Augustine explains this 

meaning in more depth in his discussion of the phrase, "fear is the 

beginning of wisdom."2 Langland introduces this concept when the 

Dreamer begs Holy Church to teach him how he is to know truth: 

'Vet haue I no kynde knowvng', quod I, 've lote kenne ae bettre.' 

(B. I. 139) 

Holy Church explains that "kynde knowvng,· which is in each one's 

heart, guides the Christian to purify his love for God bV avoiding sin 

and doing all for the love of Sod (B. 1. 142-144). Purity of love 

brings to the Christian a power and a gift of happiness that cannot be 

stopped: 

And for to knowen it kyndely, it cOlsey by myght, 

2 De Doctrina Christiana, Book II, Chapt. VII. See Chap. I, 
n. 27. 



And in ~e hurte y!U:..e is ye heed and re hei,! Nelle. 

(B. 1. 163-164) 

She further explains that the Father provides the exaaplel 

For in kynde knoNynge in herte ~er [colsep a aY3t], 

And fat fallep to pe fader pat forDed VI aIle, 

Laked on VB Nif laue and leet his lone dye 

"ekely for oure mysdedes to amenden vs aIle. 

And yet Nolde he he. no NO rat "rou)te hym pat payne, 

But aekely Wip moupe mercy [he] bisou3te 

To haue pite [on] yat peple fat peyned hym to depe. 

Here mY3tow sen ensample[s] in hYlself oone 

That he was IY3tful and meke and .!Lcy gan graunte 

To hem pat hengen hym heiJ and his herte pirled. 

(B. 1. 165-174) 
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Holy Church iaplies that the Christian must be led by God to deepen 

his love for others. Just as the Father showed mercy to those who 

crucified His Son, so lust man not only extend mercy to his neighbor 

but also beg for consolation of divine assistance. 

rThlat is}Je 10k of loue [pat] leter out ay g~ce 

To conforten ye carefulle acombred "if synne. 

(B. I. 202-203) 

Withdrawing hi.self from every deadly sin, then the Christian must 

turn toward love of the Trinity. 

Loue il leche of lif and next oure lord selue, 

And also pe graipe gate ~at goP into heuene. 

(B. 1. 204-205) 
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As Augustine shows and Holy Church iaplies in Passu5 1, the concept of 

fear [know] is understood as knowing and striving to conform one's 

life to Sod's "ill. Knowledge of Sod'. will shows how one can cOle to 

live in a close union with God. 

It is obvious that Holy Church's answer to the DreaDer in 

Passus 1 rephrases the law, Langland has not found a particular text 

that encompasses all of the law, but he su~.arize5 and restates freely 

what Christians believe to be the law, It seels that Langland phrases 

the first part of his theme to allude to passages of Scripture in a 

Hay that incorporates freely all the parts associated with the 

Drealer's question. Langland makes his clarification of the theae in 

Passus I so reminiscent of the several separate passages that the 

audience Hill at once feel the theme is based in Scripture. 

In addition, Holy Church shoHs in her tHo-part clarification 

of "trupe is ~e beste" truth is equal to Deus carita., Both truth and 

the love of God are God's "dereworpe" gifts to man because they Bake 

man divine: 

He is a god by ye gospel, a grounde and 0 lofte. 

(B, I. 90) 

But to possess this treasure, Holy Church explains, one must be true 

in speech, do good Horks, and help others (B. I. 88-89). By referring 

to the law, Holy Church circles back to the preaile. Love creates 

love that lust love in order to possess Love. Langland hal not 

proposed a new answer for a very faailiar question. Rather, he has 

uniquely combined the separate Sacred Texts to fora a complete answer 

for the Dreamer's question and confirmed it Hith a text that 
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encompassos all of Christian doctrine. 

Antetheme/Protheme 

Langland's use of the antetheae compares with that of 

preachers who discussed soae aspect of their theae that they would not 

discuss later. Langland explains -false-, which he dlvelops in 

considerable detQil (B. II - VII), to show that Ian IUlt be free of 

sin before he can approach God with the purity of love. Knowing sin 

and its consequences and understanding how to regain God's favor, the 

Christian, even though he has sinned, will be encouraged to approach 

Sod. Thus, Langland introduces the antetheMe with the Drealer's plea 

to be taught false: 

'Kenne me by som craft to knowe pe false'. 

(B. II. 4) 

He confirms it with a reference to Matt. 7117 that shows through the 

allegory of Mede that the offspring of False il like the fatherl 

And Mede is .an~ed after hym [as aen of] kynde [carpepll 

Gualis pater talis filius; 

(As the father 50 the sonl) 

(B. II. 27-27&) 

Langland relates the antetheae to the thele by contrasting 

Holy Church with Mede. Haly Church's complaint shows that Hede, who 

rules the world, receives the attention that should be directed t~ 

Holy Churchl 

I oU3te ben hyerlt, Van she, I kam of a bettre. 



My fader ~e grete god 11 and ground of aIle g~ees. 

(B. II. 28-29) 
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Contrasting "falue" with Deus carita., Holy Church shows that he who 

trusts in false and desires the security goods can buy falls farther 

froM God. Using goods for his own pleasure, Ian knows nothing of the 

love that aceo.panies Qiving to relieve the burden of othersl 

That he shal lese for hire loue a l[ilppe of Caritatis. 

(B. II. 35) 

A reference to Ps. 1411, which restates the the~e, confiras the 

relationship of the antethe~e and the theae: 

Domine quis habitabit in tabernaculo tuo 

(Lord, who shall dwell in thy tabernacle •• ) 

(B. II. 39) 

Langland then divides the thele of false in the context of man 

falling from grace and regaining Sod's love through penance, the 

restoration of goods, and the reformation of one's life. He develops 

the divisions with further subdivisions and alplifies each with 

description, drama, and allegory. The first division of the antetheae 

(B. II. 5-101) addresses the paradox of Hede, which begins thg 

discussion of the use of goods. It establishes the aloral character 

of Mede as such, and shows that lan's use of goods causes Mede to be 

good or evil. Soods are given to Ban to help him attain salvation, 

but, according to Conscience, Hede has used thel to assure aaterial 

comfort and pleasure (B. II. 35). This first division of the 

antetheae clarifies the leaning of Hede and showl that Mede exists in 

two ways along len. Listeners must determine how to treat Hede as 
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they encounter her in their daily lives. 

A break in the DreaMer's sleep separates the first division of 

the antetheae from the second one which portrays man in sin and his 

restoration to grace (B. V-VII. 143). The confelsions of the sins (B. 

V. 60-50~) show that good has succulbad to false and vice 3 but that 

good can be restored. Reason and Repentaunce help the sinnerl to 

acknowledge and confess their faults, thul regaining reason and 

control of the appetites (B. V. 506 - VI. 330). Each sinner foliows a 

three-step processl the recognition of his sin (B. V. 10-59), 

confession of sin (B. 60-536), and restoration to virtue (B. V. 506-

536). His return to grace "ill merit pardon of his sins (B. VII. 1-

143). 

When the Dreamer falls asleep again, he returns to the field 

of folk, who are obviously under the influence of sin. They are 

assembled to hear Reason preach on the effects of sin. Reason's 

sermon shows how the people come to the realization that they are the 

cause of much of their own suffering. As Reason indicates through his 

description of the uprooting of the mighty trees, these people need to 

control their appetites and begin to care for others. Reason speaks 

to all classes from the least reasonable, Wast our (B. V. 24), to the 

most graciously endowed, the pope (B. V. 50), exhorting them to return 

to grace. 

Reason closes his sermon with several references to the 

3 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica (New Vorki McGraw-Hill, 
1964), 84.4.1. 
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antetheme, "false,· and to its opposite, the main theae "truth" 

established by Holy Church to encourage the sinners to confess their 

sinu 

••• lat tru~e be your~ coueitise. 

(B. V. 52) 

He warns the penitents that if they do not choose truth over false, 

they will not be recognized by God on J~dg~ent Dayr 

"Amen dico vobis, nescio vos· 

("Amen, I say to you, I know you not"). 

(B. V. 55) 

Reason's conclusion, which calls the sinners to confession, 

connects the antetheme "false" with the main theme "truth,· and acts 

as a transition between divisions--false and the confessions. Reason 

returns to the main theme and introduces the next step in the process 

with an exhortation to seek Truth: 

Sekey Seynt Trupe, for he may saue yow aIle. 

(B. V. 57) 

Reason's reference to truth directs listeners to confession. In this 

way, Reason's adQonition becomes the transition between the section in 

which false is described and the following division that discusses 

reforming one's life through confession. 

Repentaunce directs confession (B. V. 6@-505), which follows a 

formula: the sinner recognizes his sin and expresses his sorrow; he 

confesses and asks for mercy; he then promises conversion and/or 

restitution. 

Repentaunce's prayer (B. V. 478-505) at the end of all of the 
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confessions serves as a transition between the confessions and the 

return to truth, and prepares the listeners for the entrance of Piers 

in the next subdivision and his description of the road to Saint 

Truth. Repentaunce asks God for grace and mercy to cleanse the 

sinners of their ·.ysdedes· (8. V. 479) and looks forward to 

conversion (B. V. 488-490). Repentaunce introduces here the theMe of 

"walking in darkness,u which Piers takes for his theme at the end of 

the antetheme and which looks forward further to Christ's redemption. 

It is through this prayer for mercy that the poem loves fro. false to 

conversion. 

The second subdivision of the antetheme concludes and the 

third, the amendment (B. V. 506 - VI. 330), begins without the usual 

"aaen" to a prayer or further indication of completion. The third 

subsection indicates that man has repented and will beg Sod for life. 

It also shows the joy of the saved. In this section of the antetheme, 

Langland draws up the plan that will help sinners reach Saint Truth. 

His division of the sinners into two groups subdivides this subsection 

further to show that some willingly choose to follow in strict 

obedience, while others will work out their salvation. Again, these 

subsections develop through dramatization. After Repentaunce 

concludes, the sinners rush out to begin their journey to truth. 

Because no one can tell them the way, they almost despair. Piers the 

Plowman, however, emerges to give them direction (B. V. 560-638) that 

would lead them directly to truth. But few can travel such a path. 

The second group, who find the road of strict obedience too difficult 

must work out their salvation by tilling the field (B. VI. 5-330). 
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This drama, in which "wastours· and the "good" work iide-by-side, 

teaches the concepts of work and of love for one's neighbor. Hire, 

the paradox of good, working with evil, ii the Friars later explain 

(B. VIII. 22-56), is dramatized. 

Pardon is the final step in returning to truth (B. VII. 1-

143). Piers' pardon extends to all who live by the labor of their 

hands: 

All libbynge laborers pat lyuen [by] hir hondes, 

That treweliche taken and treweliche wynnen 

And lyuen in loue and in lawe, for hir lowe hertCe] 

HaCdde] pe same absolucion pat sent was to Piers. 

(B. VII. 61-64) 

Absolution is given, however, only to those who give to the needy: 

For if he wiste he were no]t nedy he wolde Cit ,yue] 

Anope-L that were moore nedy; so ~ nedieste sholde 

be holpe. 

(8. VII. 70-71) 

Piers' pardon and vow to live Dore closely to God unify the 

theme with the antetheme, bringing the first part of the poem to 

closure and providing a prologue for the re-introduction of the theme. 

The pardon refers to the command to do good work in order to be saved 

and indicates that the work done with ill-will leads to Hell; it also 

verifies that both good and evil exist together. Paralleling the 

effects of good works with evil ones, the pardon sumaarizes the 

invention of the theme and the antetheme. In addition, the pardon 

looks forward to the divisions in which the commandments will be 
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explained. Piers' vow to live more closely to Bod links the antetheme 

with the divisions. Desiring to do the will of Bod, Piers vows to 

seek union with Bod. How he will achieve union with Bod is explained 

in the divisions. 

The Dreamer's reflection on the credibility of the dreams (B. 

VII. 145-200) restates the closure that is evident in the pardon and 

Piers' vow. But the Dreamer delineates the significance of Piers' 

acts. He explains the difference between receiving pardons, as a pope 

could grant, and working for salvation. The Dreamer acknowledges that 

the pardon is a way to salvation but he recommends that to ensure 

salvation, one should perform good works (8. VII. 185-186), which will 

stand before the Judge on Judgment Day and plead for mercy. The 

Dreamer is convinced that this is the surer way to salvation and the 

way he will take (B. VII. 193-196). 

Prayer to Conclude Antetheme 

Finally, the Dreamer concludes the protheme with the prayer 

(B. VII. 102-206). Beginning with the word "FOrpi" (therefore), a 

term used by school_en as a conclusion to an argument, the Dreamer 

favors good works over supplication for pardons. The Dreamer decides 

that one must show his love for Bod and neighbor through good works 

and, then, petition for grace to perform the worksl 

Forpi I counseille aIle cristene to crie god mercy, 

And Marie his aoder be leene bit",ene, 

That god gyue vs g~ce er we go hennes 
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Swiche werkes to werche, while we ben here. 

(B. VII. 201-204) 

The prayer essentially repeats the two coamandlents of love. It 

iaplies that by good works, the faithful lighten others' burdens and 

show love for Sad. Narks done with love clarifies hON Narks Mdone 

well" will help on Judgment DaYI 

That, after oure deer day, dowel reherce 

At pe day of dome we dide as he hi3te. 

(B. VII. 205-206) 

The counsel to do good works, introduced in the prayer, looks forward 

to the theme of love, now redefined as "do well,· and re-introduced as 

the main theme of the poem. 

Re-introduction of Theme 

Robert of Basevorn prescribes that the preacher re-introduce 

his theme (Chapter XXXI) after the prayer. The search for Dowel, that 

re-introduces the theme, is comparable to the search for salvation or 

truth. Although it is unusual for the preacher to substitute a word 

for his original theme, Langland has prepared the audience to accept 

this change. "DoHel" is concordant with "this do· that Christ spoke 

to the lawyer (Luke 10:2S) and "aay it be welP (Deut. HI: 13) written 

in the law. The new term summarizes all of the concepts introduced in 

Holy Church's speech and discussed in the antetheme. In addition, 

"Dowel" as defined in the prayer is a summary of the law. Bod 

requires that man love Sod and neighbor, and to love properly man lust 

know and serve. Furtherlore, Holy Church has earlier introduced this 



103 

concept in the invention of the theme, telling the Dreamer, that those 

who do well will be saved: 

[Ac] ro ~~t werche weI as holy writ tellep, 

And enden, as I er seirie, in trupe pat il pe beste, 

Mowe be siker pLt hire soul[e) sh[all wende to heuene 

Ther Treure is in Trinitee and tronep he. aIle. 

(B. I. 130-133) 

Again, in the antetheme, Langland has prepared for this shift frOB the 

Dreamer's first question to "Dowel." In the confrontation of 

Conscience with Mede, Conscience defines those who will go to heaven. 

He refers to David who asked the question the Dreamer asked of Holy 

Church: 

Lord, who shal "onye in pi wones wip yyne holy seintes? 

(B. III. 235) 

The answer is that only those who do good Horks and refrain from bad 

will be selected: 

Qui ingreditur sine macula et operatur Iusticia •• 

Tho~at entren of 0 colour and of one wille 

And han ywroght werkes wip right and wip reson, 

And he pat vsep n03t pe lyf of vsurie, 

And enformep pouere [peple] and p~sue~ trope. 

(B. III. 237a-241) 

When Piers emerges with his offer to guide the repentant sinners to 

truth, he summarizes the Nork he has done for truth: 

Idyke[dl and Id[ollue, Ido pat [hel hoter. 

Som tyae I sowe and som tyme I rresshe, 
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In taillours craft and tynkeril craft, what truye kan dluyse, 

I weue and I wynde and do what trupe hotep. 

(B. V. 545-548) 

This prepares for the pardon that states: 

But do weI and haue weI, and god shal haue pi soule. 

(B. VII. 116) 

In addition, the "ede narrative develops the opposite of doing well. 

Her story amplifies the contrasts. 

Finally, in the prayer Langland summarizes Dowel as 

accomplishing what the Commandments require: 

• • • er we go hennes 

Swiche werkes to "erche, while we ben here, 

That, after oure deep day, dowel reherce 

At pe day of dome we dide as he hi3te. 

(B. VII. 203-206) 

Langland has prepared his listeners well for the change from "How I 

may saue my soule" to "Dowel." Thus, Dowel is not a new theae but a 

re-statement of the reference in Luke and in Deuteronomy. 

Confirmation of Theme 

Langland confirms the new theme, "Dowel,· first with the 

pardon (B. VII. 1-143) and then a narrative told by sorae friars (B. 

VIII. 8-56). The pardon, which precedes the prayer and formally 

introduces Dowel, is a verse frog the Athanasian Creed. 4 The 

4 "Athanasian Creed," The Greek and Latin Creeds. with 
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reference to a Church doculent is enough to confira the thele. But 

Langland follows the prayer with the Drealer's encounter with the 

friars. Because the friars represented Church authority, their 

testimony would be acceptable as confiraation of a theme. In 

addition, the search for Dowel, which brings the Drealer to Holy 

Church's representatives, who debate with the Dreaaer about the co-

existence of good and evil, further establishes the friars as those 

who speak for the Church and her teachings. 

Division of Theme 

After introducing and confiraing the theme, the preachers 

divided it. Langland likewise divides the thele of DONel (B. VIII. 

78-110'. Not finding synonyas of DONel in Scripture, Langland, using 

a device sOletiaes practiced by preachers (Robert of Basevorn, Chapter 

XXIVI, treats Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest, the comparative and 

superlative parts of Dowel, as adverbs. When the Dreamer leaves the 

friars, he falls into a dream state again. In this dream, he asks 

Thought where Dowel dwells. Thought, not answering the Dreaaer's 

request directly, says instead, that Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest are ·pre 

faire vertues· which are related to len by the degree each man 

practices virtue. For instance, Dowel accompanies one who speaks 

truth and labors with his hands to earn his livelihood. He who 

follows Dowel will take only what belongs to him (B. VIII. 80-84'. 

Translations, Vol. 2. The Creeds of Christendom with a History and 
Critical Notes. Vol. 3. ed. Philip Schaff, 1877. (Grand Rapids, MIl 
Baker Book House, 1966), p. 70. 



106 

Virtue is within Dobet, who is truly humble and lowly of speech, and 

who helps all, both the wise and the poor (B. VIII. 85-95). Dobest 

embraces as luch virtue as hUlan nature is capable. He is compared 

with a bishop who directs aen to a life of good deeds. It is Dobest 

Mho will intercede to rescue the sinner who wishes to do well (B. 

VII1. 96-106). 

Although Thought's division of the theme suggests that Dowel, 

Dobet, and Dobest correspond to degrees of intensity in the pursuit of 

salvation, in fact the concept of comparative and superlative degree 

is developed only slightly. Rather, the divisions emphasize the three 

inseparable parts of salvation. Thus, when the comparative qualities 

of Dowel are equated with the law, they show the parts of the law as 

they interweave with each other. 

Confir~ation of Parts 

How the cOlparative parts of the Dowel are equated with the 

parts of the law becomes clearer in Passus IX, in which Wit confirms 

these divisions by relating Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest to qualities of 

aan and to the particular laws in Deut. 10112, thus, showing how one 

can bring his will close to Sod's. First, Wit 9Kplains that man lust 

practice virtue because he is entrusted with Sod's beloved, Anima, 

whom he lust protect, serve, teach, and guida. Thus, Dowel, the "duc 

of '}Jise Marches" (B. IX. 11), lIIust speak truth and work with his hands 

to protect Aniea. Dobet, Dowel's daughter, the servant of Anima (B. 

IX. 12), must be humble and gentle. Dobest, the bishop, must guide 

B.!l...lM to spiritual growth (B. IX. 15-16). Entrusted to keep Kynde's 
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possessions and the cOlmands of God until God cOles (B. IX. 65-100), 

man becomes 'lik to god allaY3ty· (B. IX. 65). 

Having clarified with the analogy of an.!.!.!. that keeping the 

law enables Glan to do Sod's Nill, Wit leads directly to equating the 

divisions of the th •• e--Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest--with references to 

the law of "oses in Deuteronomy 10:12: 

Dowel, my [deerel, is to doon as lawe teche?: 

To loue [and to lONe pee and no life to greue; 

Ac to loue and to lene], leue me, pat is dobet; 

To )yuen and to yemen bo~e yonge and olde, 

To helen and to helpen, is dobest of aIle. 

(B. IX. 202-206) 

Wit follows this passage Nith another statement that equates the 

comparative parts of Do"el--Dowel, Dobet, Dobest--with the terms: fear 

[knowl, love, serve, found in the law. 

[Thanne is dowel] to drede, and dobet to suffre, 

And 50 comer dobest [aboute] and brynge~ adoun 1I0dy, 

And pat is wikked "ille pat many "erk shendep, 

And dyruey awey dowel poru3 dedliche synnel. 

(B. IX. 207-210) 

By confirming Thought's divisions with the different parts of the law, 

Wit has established the divisions that must be developed in the body 

of the poem. 

Distinctions of Theme 

The confirmation reaffirms the original theme and incorporates 
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the new divisons--Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest. These divisions noted by 

Skeat are grouped as Passus VIII-XV under Dowel, Passus XVI-XVIII 

under Dobet, and Passus XIX-XX under Dobest. When these Passus are 

studied in their separate groupings, it is noticeable that each 

focuses on the distinctions of the lawl Passus VIII-XV (DoNel) focuses 

on the process of learning or cODing to knowledge, Passul XVI-XVIII 

(Dobet) on love, and Passu; XIX-XX (Dobest) on serving. The 

separations are not complete. Just IS doing well includes dOing 

better and doing best, so knowing Sod must result in loving Sod and 

serving Him, silultaneously. 

Langland does not develop the divisions evenly.e The Dowel 

section is expanded to describe the process of learning. This section 

makes clear how one achieves knowledge and how knowledge affects the 

Christian. The Dobet section, co~parable in length to Dowel, depicts 

the traditional description of Sod's love for Ian. The Dobest 

section, much shorter than the other two, develops the seaning of 

service. 

Amplification of Divisions 

Langland uses several techniques available to preachers to 

amplify these parts. He portrays dramatically the Dreamer's 

intellectual and emotional growth. The Dreamer's knowledge deepens 

into wisdom and his love becomes concern for another. Only when he 

e Ashley ix. Although Robert of Basevorn teaches that each 
division should be fully developed, preachers sOGetiaes developed only 
one division completely. 
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has grown to these heights can he extend hiaself in service. Langland 

also uses description, narrative, and allegory to hold the attention 

of his audience and to explain the concepts. And he uses 

argulentation with all of its devices to convert his listeners to do 

well to achieve salvation. In addition, Langland uses two aeans not 

described in Robert of Balevorn. The first il a process loaewhat 

related to the quest, but it explains the significance of knowledge 

and shows the growth of the Drealer toward wisdom. Second, Langland 

elaborates on concepts introduced in earlier Passus. These references 

create a sense of unity or coherence. They are not the saae 

techniques that Robert of Basevorn calls concordances or circuitous 

development, which expand divisions by supplying further Scriptural 

texts. 

Division I - Dowel - Fear [Know] Bod 

Langland develops the Dowel section by showing the Draaaer's 

progress toward wisdom. The process the Dreamer follows is vaguely 

reminiscent of the steps Augustine describes in his discussion of 

-fear is the beginning of wisdom.n Augustine shows that when the 

Christian acquires a virtue, he mounts one of the seven steps that 

brings him closer to the wisdom of Bod. Thus, fearing, the Christian 

seeks to know what Sod orders and what san aust flee. Striving to 

bring his will into conformity with Sod's makes the Christian gentle 

and brings him to the second step, piety. He reaches the third step, 

knowledge, when he devotes hi.self to the study of Scripture in which 

he finds that he must love God and neighbor. His knowledge of 
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Scripture directs him to seek divine consolation to prevent his being 

overwhelled with sorrow for his sins. His search for consolation 

brings him to the fourth step, fortitude, which teaches him to hunger 

and thirst for justice. He then turns aside from Ivery pleasure and 

finds his joy in the love of eternal things, naaely, the Trinity. At 

the fifth step, he is in the counsel of lercy. Although too weak to 

look at Bod directly, he cleanses his soul from every desire for 

inferior things and practices love for his neighbor, even his enemies. 

At the sixth step, the Christian cleanses his sight to be able to see 

Bod as clearly as anyone who has died to this world. At this level, 

he is so pure that he prefers to exult only in his love of truth. The 

Christian reaches the seventh step when he cannot be turned frol truth 

to gratify any person or attend to any inconvenience in his life. o He 

achieves each step, as Aquinas explains, when he intensifies his love 

of God. The more perfectly he loves God, the aore cOlpletely he will 

know God. 7 The love, which in essence is the desire to do the will of 

God, assists the Christian in attaining wisdom. 

Thought (B. VIII) and Wit (B. IX) establish the Dreamer's 

state of learning. When the Dreamer comes to Thought he is at the 

first step of learning--acknowledging that he lust search for Dowel. 

He already recognizes that Dowel represents Bod's law and that to 

understand and follow that law will lerit eternal bliss. The Dreamer 

reflects within himself to find the seaning of Dowel, and his own 

o See Augustine, Chap I, n. 27. 

7 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Ia. 12, 6. 
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thought reminds him what he has learned. Thought recalls that Dowel 

has component parts and that each part is a virtue. These virtues of 

ordinary knowledge of good and evil, depict a Dan who, like the 

Dreamer, strives to live as he should. In general, the person Thought 

describes is the diligent Christian, who, at the first step, fear, 

recognizes his failings and strives to overcome them. He gives what 

is due to his neighbor (B. VIII. 80-94", and he also strives to 

control his gossip and the accumulation of things (B. VIII. 85-95). 

Because he knows that he can fail, he places himself under the 

direction of a bishop or someone else who will guide him to a better 

life (B. VIII. 96-99). This is the state of the Dreamer. He is a aan 

of natural goodness, but he has not developed the spirituality that 

could lead him to a true life of love. His knowledge extends only to 

those things that help him work with his neighbor. Now he desires to 

learn lore. 

The Dreamer reveals his intent to learn of Bod and to come to 

the second step, piety, when he approaches Study with humility. He 

convinces Study of his desire to learn, and she directs him to Clergy 

(B. X. 153). The Dreamer's question, which indicates his desire to 

attain wisdom, begins the narrative of the Dreamer's growth that 

illustrates the process he will go through to conform his will to 

Bod's. 

'As longe as I lyue, bo~e late and rape, 

For to werche your~ wille while my life durep, 

[To] kenne me kyndley to knowe what is dowel.' 

(B. X. 149-151) 
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The Dreamer's encounter with Clergy (B. X. 238-348) reveals 

the facts the Drealer knows and understands. The Dreamer can use his 

knowledge to argue and to analyze a paradox, but he is not wise. He 

lacks the quality of love that telpers knowledge. Clergy, speaking 

extensively of what the creature, ignorant or learned, lust believe 

about the Trinity, teaches the lesions that lust be learned at the 

second step. Learning probes beyond ~hat the natural reason or 

intellect can know (B. X. 255-256). Clergy also teaches that one must 

be what one professes (B. X. 258-263), and recognize sin (B. X. 265-

266), because sin inhibits growth in virtue. 

The Dreamer could find knowledge, the third step, in Scripture 

(B. X. 351-376), but arrogance and pride keep him from searching 

correctly. Scripture tells the Dreamer that one must abide by the 

injunctions set forth in the two commandments of love (B. X. 357-376). 

She repeats here the thesis of the poem, recalling Holy Church's 

introductory remarks, which the Dreamer has not yet incorporated into 

his desire for God: 

He sholde louye and lene and pe lawe fulfille. 

This is, loue pi lord god leuest abouen aile, 

And after aile cristene creatures, in co~une each man oop~. 

(B. X. 360-362) 

The Dreamer does not, however, assiailate Scripture's lessons. He 

repeats all that he has learned, but he does not love. The Dreamer 

will not reach the third step, knowledge--love of God and neighbor-

until he turns away from his self-centered and self-righteous 

arrogance to become aware of others' needs and the love God offers. 
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The Dreamer's response to Scripture's rebuke reveals his lack of love 

(B. XI. 1-3). Proud and angry that Scripture should not accept his 

argument, the Dreamer turns away from his study of Scripture or the 

love of Sod to experience the falsity of Fortune (B. XI. 5-107). 

Fortune, however, teaches him only to fear. He learns there is no 

lasting hope in earthly treasure. The Dreamer's experience with 

Fortune brings him to the realizaton that the salvation he desires 

lies not in the letter of the law but in the love of Bod. Only when 

he sees Sod's lercy to Trajan and Sod's gift of choice to man does the 

Dreamer perceive the meaning of love. When the Dreamer returns to 

Scripture for further instruction (B. XI. 137-317), he learns that 

God's mercy extends outside of the letter of the law. Sod looked 

beyond the law of baptis~ into the heart of Trajan and saw his desire 

to do what was just and loving. With this example of Bod's lbY~ for 

man, Scripture teaches the Drea~er how he can show that his love is 

like Bod's. Man, Scripture indicates, must reach out in love to help 

the poor and needy. 

Under the tutelage of Nature, the Drea~er learns that all 

creation images Bod's love and providence. (B. XI. 320-406) But 

unlike the man whose knowledge causes him to hope and become sorrowful 

for his misdeeds, the Dreamer rises in pride. He rebukes Reason for 

regulating the sense appetites of the beasts and for failing to guide 

man in the same way (B. XI. 370-375). Reason's stern correction 

humbles the Dreamer, and with the fear he learned from Fortune, he 

turns from his self-centered knowledge to express his sorrow to 

Ymaginatif. Howeve~ his sorrow. arising from his desire to know all 
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things, is still not the sorrow that leads to a tloser union with God 

or the fifth step. The Drealer 1s still in pursuit of knowledge for 

knowledge's sake. Vaaginatif explains that if the Dreaaer wants to 

know the wisdom of Dowel, he lust wait patiently for God's grace which 

will teach him the love he desires. 

Vmaginatif shows the Dreaner as just beginning to realize the 

true leaning of wisdom. Still guided by knowledge, he must learn 

patient silence (B. XIII) before he can deepen his knowledge into 

wisdom. To show that the Dreamer is ready to learn, Langland brings 

the Dreamer from his dream, depicting him in a state of near Madness, 

stemming from his eagerness to pursue his lesson: 

And I awaked ~~Wir, witlees nerhande, 

And as a freke pat [fey] were fo~ gan I walke 

In man~e of a aendynaunt many yer after. 

(B. XIII. 1-3) 

When Conscience comes to him as he falls asleep again, the Dreamer 

begins the learning that will bring him to the fourth step--fortitude. 

Conscience invites hi. to dinner where he is served ·sour" bread (B. 

XIII. 49) and the drink Df aDieu] perseuerans" (B. XIII. 50). 

Although he should desire nothing of earthly pleasure, he accepts this 

nourishment grudgingly, speaking out ilpatiently. In addition, a 

well-known master is eating at the aain table, gorging himself with 

the dainties of spiritual food. The Dreamer 1s insulted and speaks 

against hie for not sharing his dainties with the rest, as he had 

preached that others should do at st. Paul's in London, only four days 

earlier. This outburst against the Master of divinity shows the 
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Drea~er beginning to recognize that one lust turn away from earthly 

plea&ures. The Master of divinity lirrored to the Dreaaer what the 

Dreamer hisself had been displaying. He had no love for his neighbor 

or his enemy, and he still indulged in saterial goods. 

When he joins Patience and Conscience, who leave the dinner in 

search of true knowledge, the Drealer is learning that he aust turn 

from pleasure to the things of Bod. Conscience's adlission that 

learning lust be teapered with patience and suffering is the turning 

point toward true wisdom. To speak of Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest, and 

to define and explain them are not all that is required of the 

Dreamer. Patience and Conscience demonstrate that the knowledge that 

tends toward wisdol sust include an understanding of Isn's weaknesses. 

However, knowledge te~pered "it~ love will also demonstrate the 

courage to expose those weaknesses for man to correct. The Dreamer's 

understanding and courage grow as Patience and Conscience teach 

restraint, justice, and lercy to Haukyn, Actiya Vita. 

~ teaches the Dreamer that to love one's neighbor, even 

one's enemies, the sixth step, is to act like Christ, Who, sent by the 

Father, sought out the suffering and needy and gave thea relief. In 

like Danner, the Dreamer lust turn his knowledge into acts of love for 

his fellow companions (B. XV. 58-59). The work which he does must be 

accomplished for the love of Bod and for the benefit of others (B. XV. 

166-175). ~ warns the Drealer against sharing love that seeks 

renown. The works of charity can be accomplished only by those who 

receive the special gift of grace (B. XV. 250), which will deepen 

one's love for God and, in so doing, will lead one to attend to the 
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needs of others. Working to relieve the burdens of otherl requires 

great patience and understanding. The Chriltian who acts with charity 

searches his own gifts to know how to be of help to another. It is 

the deep, continuing care, extending the proper help to those who 

need, that marks the wise person, who alone can know Sod properly. 

Langland does not demonstrate that the Dreamer has reached the 

seventh stap, wisdom, which would show him enjoying the Trinity in 

perfect calm and serenity. However, through this description of the 

Dreamer as he follows the steps from fear to wisdol, Langland has 

delineated the process one follows in advancing towards wisdom, the 

beginning lessons of knowledge. 

The Dowel section ends here without a SUI.ary of what has been 

discussed and without a circling back to the beginning of the section. 

In fact, the failure to ShOH the Dreamer's coaplete development in the 

knowledge of God forces the author to end this division without 

completely describing the process of knowledge. In addition, Langland 

does not indicate with a division head that he is beginning the Dobet 

section. 

However, a change of subject is evident. Langland uses two 

techniques to aake the transition. First, he relies on the Dreamer's 

question: 

Ac 3it I am in a weer what charite is to aene. 

(B. XVI. 3) 

Second, he focuses more clearly on the love of Sod and neighbor that 

he has begun to discuss in the first division. The Dreamer will learn 

love in its lost profound expression and COle to realize in the Dobest 
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section how he "ill eventually mirror Sod's gift of love by attending 

to the needs of others. 

Divisipn II - Dobet - Love Bod/Neighbor 

The second division of the body of the poe., Dobet, 

concentrates on the love Sod Bhows to Ian (B. XVI - XVIII). This 

subject is confirmed with the word ·charite,· which corresponds 

verbally with "caritas· (B. I. 86), the Nord used to confirm the main 

theme at the beginning of the Dreamer's instruction. 

This section is divided into four subsections that show four 

ways Sod reveals His love to man, providing man with an example of how 

he should love his neighbor. Using the very fa~iliar figure of the 

Tree of Charity, ~ introduces the complex subject of love and 

shows Bod's intervention in the life of aan (B. XVI. 3-166). Anima's 

allegorical explanation, which shows that it is through Sod and good 

men that the fruit of the tree grows to maturity, links the love of 

God with the love of man. Aniaa brings the Dreamer to Piers, who 

explains that Sad the Father helps to protect the neNly created bud so 

that it will not be nipped off with lusts (B. XVI. 32) and the wicked 

words of sin (B. XVI. 33-34). Sad the Son protects man against the 

attacks of the Devil. Through His passion, the Son staves off the 

sins committed against the blossoaing tree. Through the grace of the 

Holy Spirit, Piers protects aan until liberuB arbitriu! has grown 

strong enough through Sod's grace to drive off the fiend and his 

minions. The acts of each Person of the Trinity intervening in the 

life of man prepares man for redemption. 
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In the second subdivision (B. XVI. 176-275) Langland discusses 

the three theological virtues--faith, hope, and charity--their 

characteristics, and the dependence of the first two on the third. 

This subdivision is introduced with the Drealer', characteristic 

question directed to Abrahal froD whom the Dreamer learns of Abraham's 

continual faith in the Trinity (B. XVI. 172-17). Abrahaa's search for 

the savior bears witness to his faith that has lasted even in Hell. 

The second theological virtue, hope, i5 portrayed through "oses, who 

teaches the Dreamer to rely on the two law5 of love to bring him to 

Sod (B. XVII. 1-25). The Sood Samaritan dramatizes the third 

theological virtue, love (B. XVII. 51-82). When the Dreamer tells the 

Samaritan that Faith and Hope had turned away fro. the victim of 

robbery, the Samaritan explains the virtues of love to sho~ that Faith 

and Hope actually depend on love to act. Love alone can heal and only 

then if it is nourished and sustained with the blood of Ch~ist (B. 

XVII. 96). The Samaritan implies that the Old Testament prophets 

could only believe and hope for salvation, but with the CODing of 

Christi Who brought love into the world, salvation becomes a reality. 

Thus, through the sacraments of baptism and later penance and then 

Holy Eucharist, one can dare to enter the woods of darkness without 

fear of being overcome (B. XVII. 97-100). But when love finally 

conquers the fiend that lurks in the dark, then Faith will assume his 

rightful place as forester in the wilderness (B. XVII. 115) to guide 

travelers safely to the other side. And, Hope will with Holy Church 

act as hosteler to heal the sick (B. XVII. 121). The Samaritan's 

explanation shows the dependence of faith and hope on love. Love 
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feeds and supports the first two virtues, thus suggesting that the 

whole Christian belief in and hope of salvation can be accolplished 

only if love sustains t~e Christian. 

Langland connects the first two subdivisions through parallel 

descriptions of the Trinity. In the first subdivision, he describes 

the props as followsl 

'Now faire falle yow, Piers', quod I, 'so faire ye discryuen 

The power of ~ise pastes and hire ptQPre mYjt[el. 

Ac I haue ~ou3tes a ),reve of )'ise pre piles, 

In what wade pei waxen and where ~~t ~ei growed, 

For alle are yei aliche longe, noon lasse pan ooper, 

And to my aynde, as me pinke~, on a more ~ei growedl 

And of 0 greetnesse and grlne of greyn pei seaen.' 

(B. XVI. 53-59) 

In the second subdivision, Abraham describes the three Persons of the 

Trinity in aany of the same terms: 

'Thre leodes in oon lyth, noon lenger yan ooper, 

Of oon muchel and ayght in sesure and lengre. 

(B. XVI. 181-182) 

In like sanner, the fruits of the tree--aatrimony, continence, and 

maidenhood (B. XVI. 69-7l)--are paralleled with the fruits of the 

Trinity--"Wedlok and widwehode wi virginite" (B. XVI. 203). 

Abraham's explanation of the work of the Trinity also 

parallels the description Piers has aade. Bod the Father, Piers 

explains, has the power to protect the creation against the strong 

attacks of the wicked works and sins of this world (B. XVI. 30-35). 
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Abraha~ also shows the Father as all-powerful and creator of all. 

The firste hap mY3t and laiestee, aaker~ of aile pyngesl 

~ is his prgper naae, a p~one by hy •• elue. 

(B. XVI. 184-185) 

Piers describes the second Person as the Savior Mho stands against the 

attacks of earthly cruelty (B. XVI. 36-45). Abrahara, like Piers, 

calls hira a MlolardeynM (B. XVI. 187). Both describe the Holy Spirit in 

similar ways. Piers suggests that through grace and the help of the 

third Person, the Holy Spirit, liberul arbitriu. will be victorious 

agal nst the Devil (B. XVI. 50-52). 

Thls explanation of the three theological virtues provides a 

prologue to the description of Christ's sacrifice on the cross and His 

reclamation of souls. It teaches that those who desire to live in 

union Hith Bod must first have faith, hope, and love before they can 

understand the great love Sad ShOHS for his people. Those who do not 

love their neighbor, suffering and groveling in sin, cannot understand 

how Bod could allow His Son to die for sinners and to descend to Hell 

to retrieve sinful, even though faithful, souls. 

Thus, the third and fourth lubsections of this second aain 

division reveals Sod's great love for aan. Through Christ', 

crucifil<ion (B. XVII. 127-354) and His descent into Hell (B. XVIII. 

20-431), God's love is revealed. He sacrifices His Son to redeee san 

and forces Satan to relinquish the souls that had been faithful, 

hopeful, and/or loving during their lives. These two examples of 

Bod's love for man show that Christ did fulfill Sod's justice required 

by the Old Testament law and that Bod extended His eercy by releasing 
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man from the clutches of Satan. 

An explanation of the two cOllandlents and man's response to 

Sod's lercy brings this section on love to closure. This part of the 

discussion shows Sod's mercy as Sod's love for .an. Christ explains 

to Satan that Bod's love goes beyond the law. Bod is like a king who 

looks upon a felon and chooses to pardon the felon, allowing him to go 

free (B. XVIII. 379-383). Christ, King of kings, can pardon through 

mercy (B. XVIII. 384-392). This analogy shows God as granting 

leniency to whomever He pleases. Sod can fulfill his law and still be 

loving. Because justice and love need not be autually exclulive, God 

can be merciful and just. 

Furthermore, Christ explains hOM Ian is to transfora the love 

Sod has shown for Ian to the love man lust show to others. Christ 

redeemed man because He loved man as a brother. 

And IY lercy shal be shewed to manye of my [haluelbreperen, 

For blood may suffre blood bope hungry and acale 

Ac blood may n03t se blood blede but hYI rewe. 

(B. XVIII. 393-395) 

Christ saw the need of His brother and gave Hilself. Han, also, must 

look at other aen with the same pity or helpful love that Christ gave. 

This section of the sermon defines love and draaatizes how God 

has intervened in the life of aan not only to redeem hiD from his 

sins, but to exemplify how man is to act toward his neighbor. This 

section shows that Sod's justice, tempered with lercy, and the law, 

tempered with love, creates hope for salvation. In addition this 
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section shows that faith and hope stem from the love Christ showed for 

man. 

Langland introduces service, the subject of the third 

division, Dobest, at the end of Dobet. In Chrilt's speech to Lucifer, 

Langland describes what constitutel need and service. After He has 

told Lucifer that no one could allow his brother to bleed without 

offering some help, Christ explains exactly what that means. 

Ac blood may n03t se blood blede but hym rewe: 

Ac my rightwisnesse and right shul rulen al helle, 

And lercy al mankynde bifore me in heuene. 

For I were an vnkynde kyng but I Iy kynde helpe, 

And nameliche at swich a nede per nedes help bihoue~. 

(B. XVIII 395-400) 

Christ saw the need of man and came to take him out of the clutches of 

Satan. 

The bleeding hue represents lan's need. If the bleeding is 

not tended, the person will die. Just as the Samaritan in the second 

subdivision bound the wounds of the victil, Christ washes away the 

sin, gathers His faithful in His light, and leads them to heaven where 

they will be safe. Thus, Christ shows man the way to Gerve another. 

Division III - Dobest - Serve 

The final section (B. XIX - XX) develops the leaning of true 

service. The poet recounts Christ's life, showing how Christ served 

man and, thereby, set the example for Ian to serve others. The 
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Dreamer's characteristic question draws attention to the service Piers 

is entering upon. The Dreamer asks Conscience if Christ or Piers is 

wearing the bloody armor (B. XIX. 9-10). The question itself ilplies 

the service Christ has accolplished and relinds the Dreaaer that just 

as Christ served lan, man lust serve his brothers. 

Christ's service to Ian extends even beyond His death. He 

provides man with His constant assistance even after His departure 

from earth (B. XIX. 12-335). He bestows His powers of granting 

forgiveness and grace to Piers to distribute to deserving souls. 

And whan piS dede was doon do best he [pou3teJ , 

And yaf Piers [pardon, and powerJ he grauntede hym, 

Hyght [menJ to assoille of aIle lanere synne[sJ, 

To aIle aaner men mercy and for3ifnesse 

In couenaunt pat pei come and knewelich[eJ to paie 

To Piers pardon ye Plowman redde quod debes. 

(B. XIX. 182-187) 

Christ does not leave Piers without help, however. Help coaes 

from the Old and New Testaments (B. XIX. 273). Also available are the 

seeds of virtue--prudence, temperance, fortitude, and justice--to sew 

and to fight off the weeds of vice to allow for love to grow (B. XIX. 

262-297). In turn, Piers is to create a service that will last for 

all time. He is to build a house of Unity from the cross and crown of 

thorns. This shelter is to protect against the attack of the enemy 

and to provide a priesthood to extend the work beyond Piers' human 

life (B. XIX. 332-333). 

Implied in Christ's establishment of the Church and Piers work 
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to serve others is each sinner's obligation to do good works for 

others, thus, paying what he owes. Christ sends the Holy Spirit to 

guide sinners in their help to others and to resist the Antichrist who 

will eventually appear (B. XIX. 212-228). It is the grace of the Holy 

Spirit that lust be used to serve others. This reference to Christ's 

gift of His grace to Pieri, in particular, and the rest, in general, 

describes three aspects of service. First, Christ has set the exaaple 

for service that all should render to each other. When one is in 

need, another lust come to his assistance. Christ found all of 

mankind in need of redemption. Thus, He sacrificed His life to gain 

the grace man needed to be saved. In order to continue His guidance 

on earth, Christ sent the Holy Spirit who brought special grace to 

Piers. With this grace, Piers is endowed to serve others by forgiving 

their sins. Conscience (B. XIX. 336-449) and all the others, also 

receive a grace peculiar to each person. Each individual must use his 

special grace to relieve any need or burden of another. 

Lokepp~t no[onJ lakke ooper, but louep as bre~ren; 

And who pat .oost aaistries kan be ayldest of berynge. 

And crounep Conscience kyng and .ake~ craft youre Stiward, 

And after craftes conseil clopep yow and fede. 

(B. XIX. 254-257) 

This division shows how Sod has provided for man even after 

Christ's ascension. It also reveals why Sod deserves aan's service 

and how he has supplied every grace man needs. And it implies that 

when one does not possess the grace he needs at the time, he should be 

able to find help from another. The implication that man must help 
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another provides the transition for the description of the cOling of 

the Antichrist. 

The very short description of the Dreamer experiencing hunger 

and cold (B. XX. 1-50) and the description of Conscience's defense 

against the attack of the Antichrist (B. XX. 51-379) defines the 

leaning of need. Conscience is in need of Piers to distinguish the 

Christian from the heathen and the heretic. He il also in need of 

Clergy to fight off the heresy that is creeping into the house of 

Unity. Selfishness and greed show corruption rather than service. 

This corrupt service accentuates the work Conscience is trying to do 

and puts in stark relief the few that are actually serving. Ending on 

this note, Langland emphasizes man's failure to pay what he owes and 

underscores where man is in most need. Without the leadership of the 

Church, the faithful have no guide to teach them how to walk in love 

and service and no guard against sin. 

In this third division of the thele, Langland has described 

man's great need. Without the spiritual guidance that he needs from 

the church, man has fallen prey to his own greed and selfish desires. 

And as he allows material goods to rule his life, he drives Conscience 

from him, so that he has no guardian for his soul at all. This bleak 

picture shows man that he needs to strengthen his moral life and that 

he needs to pray for grace to repent and return to God. Han will find 

that grace as Bod's gift in hit own soul. While the ainisters of the 

church can encourage repentance and restitution, the sinner himself 

must willingly make his confession. 

This short division implies that man must use God's grace to 
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learn to love 10 that he can help himself and encourage his neighbor 

t~ live a life with Sod also. "an's salvation is nON in man's hands. 

God has opened the way for man to learn how to love Sod and find his 

Nay back to God. Now man lust do for himself. If he Nants salvation, 

he lust, as Kynde tells the Dreamer, learn to love and go to Unity to 

practice that love. 

Unification 

The closure of the discussion of the divisions is a verbal as 

well as a substantial expression of the the~e of the poeM (B. XIX. 

110-3561. The three parts of Dowel that in turn represent the three 

distinct parts of the law signify separate stages in Christ's life. 

Christ's life from his youth to the first miracle of changing water 

into wine forms the Dowel period (B. XIX. 110-1231. The healing and 

grace that brings one to a reconciliation with one's ene~ie9 is 

suggested in the virtuous qualities Thought defines as Dowel. There 

Thought says Dowel is mild in his speech and through the labor of his 

hands takes what is his own (8. VIII. 80-84). The closure also 

reflects the confiraatiDn of these ideas spoken by Wit, who teaches 

that one must learn to live 50 as not to cause grief for another (B. 

IX. 202-203). The Dobet division signifies the public life of Christ. 

His siracles, death, harrowing of Hell, and resurrection, that 

Conscience describes to show Christ serving san (B. XIX. 129-181a), 

all reflect the love Thought accredits to Dobet at the distinguishing 

of the parts (B. VIII. 85-95). And Wit confirms Thought's division of 

Dobet with a reference to that part of the law that speaks of love and 
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suffering (8. IX. 204, 21117). Finally, the Dobest division shows 

Christ's preparations to preserve His flock (8. XIX. 182-334). 

Christ's concern for Dan after His death reflects Thought's 

description of the virtuous quality of Dobest. Just as Piers and 

Conscience were endowed with grace to withstand the wickedness of the 

Antichrist, Dobest bears a bishop's cross to ward off the wicked and 

to lead len to life. Thought explains that those who were serving God 

would establish a king who would rule their lives (8. VIII. 94-110). 

Thought's description of service, too, is confirmed by Wit, who 

describes Dab est as performance of good works that will help the young 

and old and will prevent the wiles of evil from gaining control (9. 

IX. 205-206, 208-210). 

The entire poem is concluded with a question from the Dreamer 

that echoes the question he asks Holy Church (8. I. 84). Plagued with 

disease and Old Age that Conscience called to help control the advance 

of Antichrist, the Dreamer asks Kynde in desperation what craft he 

should learn: 

'Counseille me, kynde', quod I, 'what craft is best to Ierne?' 

(8. XX. 207) 

Kynde's answer, in essenr.e, echoes the answer Holy Church gave to the 

Dreamer (8. I): 

'Lerne to loue', quod kynde, 'and leef aile opere.' 

'And yow laue lelly lakke shal ree neu~e 

[Weede] ne worldly [Ietel while ~i lif lastep.' 

(8. XX. 2I11S-210) 
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Kynde's answer which essentially recalls Christ's admonition 

to the rich young aan--

Dania, quaecuaque habes, vende, at da pauperibus, at habebis 

thesaurum in caelo, et veni, sequere ae. 

( ••• sell all whatever thou hast, and give to the poor, 

and thou shalt have treasure in heaven I and come, follow me.) 

(Luke 18:22)--

reflects all aspects of the love commandments. This answer repeats 

Holy Church's answer to the Dreamer's first question -How I may saue 

my soule?- (B. I. 84) and brings the explanation of this theme to its 

completion. 

Kynde's command to love and to depend on God for sustenance, 

then, encompasses the whole law. One cannot really give until he has 

love, nor can he give until he knows that his craft is to express 

compassion and love to another. The Dreamer now knows the complex 

interdependence of each of the divisions of the law that teaches how 

to love properly. That concept becomes clear with this double closure 

at the end. 

Conclusion 

Like the preachers, Langland ended his poem with a prayer (B. 

XX. 380-385), which summarizes the theme and pleads for lercy and 

forgiveness of sin. Conscience's cry for grace and his appeal to the 

Trinity, in the prayer, to give him happiness echoes the Dreamer's 

plea to Holy Church. Conscience asks this through the three Persons 

of the Trinity. This prayer i& Langland's final sumaary of the law. 
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To know Sod is to recognize that each Person of the Trinity loves and 

serves man. Thus, knowledge will teach the Dreamer how to bring his 

will into conformity with Sod's. Like Sod, the Dreamer or Ian can 

serve with true love and cOlpassion. In turn, he and his cOlpanions 

will attain eternal happiness. 

This parallel of Piers PlONlan with the seraon fora reveals 

that the poem contains the couplete doctrine of Catholic belief on 

salvation. This structure provides Langland with the aechanisD to 

discuss fully the main thele of love and its opposite, the evil that 

attacks love. The structure allows Langland to develop each concept 

of salvation fully and, thereby, teach all that is necessary for the 

Christian to be saved. 

Even though visions and allegory are lore visible features of 

the poem, the sermon form, used as the basic framework, allows 

Langland to show the unity and coherence of the doctrine. Even as he 

developed the discussion of each separate part of the doctrine, this 

form allows that each part be related to the other parts, thus showing 

how each of the constituent parts forms the entire law or the love 

commandments. 



CHAPTER IV 

UNITY IN PIERS PLOWMAN 

COMparison of the structure of Piers with the sermon fori 

reveals a theMatic and structural unity in the poem. The sermon 

structure accentuates in Piers the arrangement of the aany aspects of 

doctrine and tradition generally related to salvation and shows that 

the organization of the poem follows the steps a Christian takes to 

bring his will into complete conformity with Sod's. The serlon 

divisions provide the logical basis for the organization of the 

materials, and the visions and passus, grouped according to the 

Dreamer's question and subject matter, show the poem as a closely knit 

explanation of salvation. The logic of extending particular dreams 

beyond the division created by the passus shows that the visions and 

passus function in Piers as devices to group and divide materials 

pertinent to the theae. The vision, which often encompasses more than 

one passus, groups aaterial that explains one aspect of salvation. 

The passus, on the other hand, designate divisions in the subject 

discussed within a particular dream. Those instances, when the 

Dreamer is a~ake, reveal the progress of the Dreamer. The sermon form 

provides that digressions, biblical and authoritative references, 

repeated explanations, and allegorical elucidations be u~ed together 

Dr separately to explain in depth the doctrine of salvation without 
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breaking the continuity of the explanation. In short, the 

encompassing form of the sereon allows that numerous aspects of the 

complex subject of salvation can be treated without losing the unity 

of the theme. 

The Introductory Material 

Although preachers rarely used an introduction, the Prologue 

and the first half of Passus I in Piers functions, thematically, as 

the statement which reveals the need for instruction on salvation. 

The anecdotal nature of this introduction establishes the discord that 

exists between the Dreamer's carnal and spiritual self. When the 

Dreamer leaves the convent ""ondres to here" (B. Pro. 4), he leaves 

behind his spiritual life to satisfy his carnal pleasures. The 

discord becomes evident through the description of the "tour", the 

"dongeon", and the "feeld ful of folk" (B. Pro. 14-17). The Dreamer's 

concentration on the field of folk, which shows len engrossed in 

providing for their earthly welfare, reveals that neither the people 

in the field nor the Dreamer has learned to use aaterial goods for 

spiritual growth. They, by their own choice, suffer spiritual poverty 

and need to change. Thus, the Prologue and the beginning lines of 

Passus establish lan's dual nature that lust be brought into harmony 

before man can embrace the law that will lead hi. to salvation (B. I. 

13, 17-18). 

The Dreamer's own state of confusion emphasizes the need for 

spiritual instruction. The Dreamer is an example of the natural man, 

who desires to know what he lust do to be saved, but does not know 
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that he must bring his natural and tipiritual being into harmony. 

Awake but unaware that the convent would teach him how to achieve 

haraony within himself, he ventures forth to IKperience the growth but 

falls into sleep. Vision I (B. Pro. 11 - B. V. 2) discloses his 

spiritual deficiency. 

The Invention of the Theme 

The invention of the theme, which allows the preacher to state 

the subject for discussion, also allows him to include any concepts 

that are pertinent to the subject. The invention of the thele in 

Piers is the Dreamer's question--"How I may saue my soule"-- and Holy 

Church's answer, comprising the entire teaching of the church on 

salvation (B. I. 84-209). In the first part of her two-part answer to 

the Dreamer's question, Holy Church introduces the cOlland.ents, love 

Bod and neighbor, indicating that such concepts as truth, charity, 

knowledge, love, servico, grace, gift, reNards, and treasures are 

related. When Holy Church confirls ·Whan alle tresors arn tried 

treupe isFe beste" (B. I. 85) with the reference to Deus caritas, ~he 

relates truth with God and introduces the first cOlmandment--love Bod. 

It is a kynde knowyng ~at kenne~ in pyn herte 

For to louen ~i lord leuer pan piselue. 

(B. I. 142-143) 

Holy Church i.plies that the love Bod gives must be used to help the 

neighbor. 

[For] who is trewe of his tonge, tellep noon oor~, 
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Door fe werkes ~~wir and wilnep no aan ille. 

(B. I. 88-89) 

This love, however, is the grace that makes man "ylik to oure lord" 

(B. I. 91) and leads to the truth that dwells within man and to Truth 

that awaits lan's cOling to heaven. 

CAc] po p~t werche weI as holy writ tellep, 

And enden, as I er seide, in tru~e vat is pe beste, 

Howe be siker y~t hire soul[el sh[all wende to heuene 

Ther Treupe is in Trinitee and trone~ hem aile. 

(B. I. 130-133) 

Holy Church does not, however, explain to the Dreamer how these 

commands are to be fulfilled. Instead, she introduces what man's 

response should be. 

In the second part of the answer, Holy Church relates the gift 

of grace to what man must do to gain heaven, and thus, indicates that 

man must use grace to bring his will into conformity with the will of 

God. Each person, who recognizes God's disclosure of Himself, Dust 

share the secrets with others.' 

[Thlat is no trure of ~e Trinite but tricherie of helle, 

And 1 ernynge to 1 eNed len"p e 1 atter to deel e. 

Fo[r] Vise [ben wordesl writen in pe [euaungeliel: 

"Date9'dabitur vobis, for I deele yow aile." 

[Thlat iii ~e 10k of loue [rat] leter out illY g!:,!.ce 

, Thomas Gilby, Introduction, Summa Theologiae, by Thomas 
Aquinas. Vol. 3 Ed. Herbert McCabe (New York: HcGraw Hill, 1964), p. 
x K i 1. 



To conforten ~e carefulle aco.bred wiP synne. 

Loue is leche of lif and neKt oure lord selue, 

And also pe graipe gate ~It goP into heuene. 

(B. I. 198-2051 
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Thus, in the invention of the thame, Holy Church has shown the 

relationship of the concepts that form the meaning of lalvation. 

structurally, the Dreamer's question and Holy Church's answer 

are a response to the introductory material and thus related through 

cause and effect. Because the Dreamer's question is in logical 

sequence to his eKperience, the introduction lerges into the invention 

of the theme, and both Bpan the Prologue and Passu; I. The Dreamer's 

curiosity has been aroused by the vision of the Tower of Truth, the 

Castle of Care, and especially the field of folk and the presence of 

Holy Church. When Holy Church identifies herself, the Dreamer begs to 

be taught salvation, and Holy Church summarizes what he needs to knOH. 

However, Vision I does not end with Passus I. The Dreamer indicates 

with a request to be taught "false" that he is still in need' of 

knowledge that deals with aaterial goods. He is not ready to learn 

spiritual direction, yet. Continuation of Vision I suggests that more 

about goods Hill be discusued. 

The Antetheme 

In addition to the structural unity accomplished through the 

continuation of Vision 1, the discussion of the ~rong use of goods 

creates a thematic unity through contrast. The invention of the theme 

implies that the commandments given to Mosos establish a relationship 
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between God and man that benefits man entirely, if Ian keeps his part 

of the covenant. Just as Sod's approach to Ian with the co •• andments 

reveals God's concern and love, so also do the co •• andoents reveal 

Sod's faithfulness to the covenant. Holy Church implies that the 

viability of the covenant rests with man's acceptance of and growth 

within the teras of the laN, and that, as long as Ian hal free Nill, 

there is no guarantee that he will choose God's love. Thus, before 

the Christian can learn how to gain happiness, he must learn of man's 

ability to sin and how he is to cleanse his soul and return to loving 

God and neighbor. 

A discussion of man's rejection of Sod's love interrupts the 

explanation of salvation and Nould normally be considered as 

intrusive. But the sermon form allONS for a discussion of an 

unrelated theme. As Thomas Naleys indicates, the preacher could 

present in the antetheme discussion that he would not develop in the 

main divisions of the sermon. 2 Thus, the antetheme in ~ contains 

material that contrasts thematically with the main purpose of 

discussion. Here is a description of man's ability to reject Sod's 

love and a dramatic portrayal of the process man chooses to return to 

God's grace through confession and restitution. Han's ability to 

reject God teaches him the use of free will, allows for the growth of 

conscience and the exercise of reason, and introduces him to God's 
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justice, tempered with mercy. 

The discussion of the proper use of goods reveals how aan can 

reject God. While the fourteenth-century Christian might have been 

taught to deplore earthly possessions, the antetheae teaches that 

goods are gifts from God and lust be used to bring all Christians to 

"blisse." However, acting in opposition to the law, man often takes 

pleasure in goods and grows secure in amassing thea. In his pride, 

man grows less dependent on God for life's necessities and forgets 

that the gifts are to be used for the neighbor's and his own welfare. 

Thus, through his own choice, man allows the treasures to become a 

barrier between him and God. 

The drama of Mede illustrates that man has the ability to 

choose how he "ill use God's gifts. By adamantly rejecting the offer 

to marry Mede, who encourages men to use material goods selfishly, 

Conscience shows his ability to avoid avarice and to choose the right 

use of goods. Conscience lakes his choice on the basis that Mede 

promotes sinfulness in the siaple folk and attempts to destroy the 

kingdom with favors to false and discredit to truth (B. Ill. 120-169). 

Through reason man can predict the outcome of his own actions and 

judge whether his choices are for the good or hare of others. This 

ability to speculate on the outcome of a choice indicates that man is 

in control of his own salvation. 

Vision II (B. V. 7 - VII. 145), which cOlllpletes the antethellle, 

signals a change in thematic material. The latter part of the 

antethele describes the steps man takes to return to Bod', grace. 

Brought to the recognition of their sinfulness through Reason's sermon 
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(B. V. 12-59) and with the prodding of Repentaunce, the sinner 

expresses his sorrow and intent to reform (B. V. 60-476). Return to 

Sod's grace, however, requires man to restore what he has taken 

selfishly or to aake aaends for what he cannot restore and, then, to 

deMonstrate that he is willing to conform to the life Bod desires for 

hi~. Piers teaches that the sinners aay either travel a road directly 

to God (B. V. 561-629), Dr work out their salvation. The plowing of 

the field indicates how the majority of aen work to bring their will 

closer to the will of Sod (B. VI) and receive the reward that 

accompanies work Nell done. 

Vision II also discusses Bod's justice and aercy as necessary 

for man to change his life. The confessions, the plowing of the 

field, and the pardon show that Sod requires justice equal to the 

transgression but offers mercy once justice is satisfied. Reason's 

sermon, describing the uprooted trees (B. V. 13), reveals the serious 

effects of sin (B. V. 24-59). Repentaunce's enthusiastic 

encouragement to each sinner to confess and the prayer for the sinners 

indicate that Sod does forgive (B. V. 60-505). In addition, the 

appearance of Piers to guide the sinners to Sod (B. V. 537-638, B. VI) 

and the issuance of the pardon (B. VII. 1-4) indicate Bod's hovering 

protection and care. Moreover, Bod shows His mercy in making 

accessible the truth which man ought to leek (B. I. 85). Piers tells 

the repentant sinners that truth exists in man. Truth, in this 

context, is the go~l that Piers sets for the repentant sinner, who in 

strict obedience would follow the cOlmandments and receive the 

sacraments (B. V. 561-608). Even though God is just, He provides a 
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way for man to be reinstated in grace. 

Structurally, the antetheme ShOMS no break froa the theme. 

Vision I continues from Pass us I through PassuG IV, and Vision II 

enco.passes Passus V through VII. Each passus, however, discusses a 

distinct aspect of salvation. Passus II defines "ede by describing 

the use of goods. Passus III, "ede's trial, depicts Conscience's 

ability to lake choices. Passus IV discusses man's ability to reason 

and speculate the outcome of his choices. A definite change in 

subject is signaled by the awakening of the Dreamer that ends Vision 

after Passus IV and begins Vision II with Passus V. The latter half 

of the antetheme describes how Ian can return to God's grace. The 

passus, however, show the continuity through the description of man's 

ability to choose. Passus V contains the drama of the confessions and 

the call to reformation and restitution. Passus VI depicts the 

plowing of the field, and Passus VII describes Piers' reception and 

rejection of the pardon. Although Vision II ends with Piers' 

resolution to pursue a life closer to Bod, Passus VII continues beyond 

the conclusion of Vision II to describe the Dreamer's concern that his 

dreams are true. The continuation of Passus VII functions as a 

conclusion to the first part of the poem and as a prologue to the re

introduction of the theBe. 

The discussion of sin and restitution, iamediately following 

the invention of the thele, then, is not intrusive, but properly 

placed. Since the antetheae allows the preacher to develop concepts 

that contrast with his theme and that will not be developed further in 

the sermon, Langland treats sin and restitution IS the preparation for 
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the Christian who desires a deeper understanding of the law of love 

and a life lore closely associated with Sod. But before he could show 

how the Christian can begin this deeper learning and thereby live 

close to God, Langland had to eKplain lan', rejection of God and 

eventual return to God. He had to convince the sinner that no sin is 

so great, but that it can be forgiven, and the sinner can again live a 

life of grace. Thus, the antetheme provides the place to eKplain how 

the Christian is to control his carnal nature, bringing it in harmony 

with his spiritual nature, and prepare for a deeper eKperience of 

God's love. Once he has eKplained how the improper use of goods can 

keep a person from going to God, Langland devotes the rest of the poem 

to a deeper understanding of the law and man's greater cOlaitaent to 

loving God. 

The Conclusion of the AntethemelThe Be-introduction of the Theme 

The serMon structure allows that the antetheae and preceding 

discussions be concluded. Generally, a prayer, which also sUI.arizes 

the antetheme and looks forward to the main discussion, is added to 

arouse the audience and to gain their participation in the serlon. 

The theme is then reintroduced and the lai~ part of the sarBon begins. 

In Piers the Dreamer, awakened fr08 his dreal, concludes the 

discussion of the use of goods and man's return to God's grace (B. 

VII. 145-206) and re-introduces the thele to begin the lain discussion 

(B. VIII. 1-67). As part of the audience, who has partiCipated in the 

first instruction on goods, the Dreamer's conclusion becoaes his 

commitaent to doing good Norks and following the cOlmand.ents. His 
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musings lead him to accept the dreams as authentic (B. VII. 173) and 

to choose to do good Norks over a pardon (B. VII. 185). He then prays 

that Bod will give him the grace to Nork for others (B. VII. 201-206). 

Having com.itted himself to doing good Norks, the Dreamer goes in 

search of Dowel (B. VIII. 1-67)--the re-introduction of the theme. 

Passus VII and VIII provide the structural transition betNeen 

the conclusion of the antetheme and the re-introduction of the theme. 

Although no vision spans these tNO passus, the aNakened Dreamer 

accepts the instruction of the antethele, thus making a personal 

conclusion, and he begins the search for DONel, making his commitment 

to seeking a closer union with Bod. His musings about the 

authenticity of dreams, the usefulness of pardons, but the greater 

assurance that Nork Nell done will gain hil heaven suggest that he 

accepts Nhat has been taught. The Christian can gain eternal life if 

he lives a good life, working for his earthly welfare and that of his 

neighbor. But the Dreamer reasons, that to be assured of eternal 

life, he must search how he eay do Nell. Like Piers, who chooses a 

life of prayer and penance (B. VII. 124), the Dreamer desires to go 

beyond that which is required. BOing in search of "Dowel,' he commits 

himself to living a life close to Bod. The Dreamer b.gins here to use 

his pONers of choice and to speculate about his future. The lack of a 

vision for this transition suggests that the Dreamer has made the 

choice without the benefit of a Dentor. He not only encourages 

others, in the prayer, to lake the saae choice, but he also shows by 

his example what must be done. The fact that he bmgins Vision III 

before the end of Passus VIII suggests that his commitment is sincere 
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and that his search has begun. 

The Division and Cgnfirmation 

Preachers use the divisions and the Scriptural confirmation in 

the serlon to expand the theme and to discuss the subject in greater 

depth. In Piers Thought" divisions and Wit's confirlationl state 

what ~he Dreamer lust learn to come close to Sod. In the prayer, the 

Dreaser implies that he lust find and follow Dowel, who will represent 

hi~ before God on judgment day. 

... dowel reherce 

At ~e day of doae we dide as he hi3te. 

(8. VII. 205-2061 

At the division of the theae (8. VIII. 79-991, however, Thought refers 

to Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest as )pre faire vertues,· which the Dreamer 

must develop within himself. Thought i.plies that Dowel, Dobet, and 

Dobest define the degree that virtue is inherent in the soul, and 

suggests that the person who is associated with DONel is less virtuous 

than is Dobest who does the Nark of Christ. Virtue is extrinsic to 

Dowel who works with his hands and speaks kindly, using the 

necessities of life with teaperance. 

Whoso is [Ieke of his aoup, _ilde of his spechel, 

Trewe of his tunge and of his two handes, 

And poru) his labour or his land his liflode wynnep, 

Trusty of his tailende, take~ but his owene, 

And is n03t dronkelewe ne [dleynous, dowel hya fOlwep. 

(8. VIII. 80-841 
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But because Dobet suffers like Christ, virtue peraeates this man's 

being. 

Dobet [~us doorl, ac he doo~ muche Doore. 

He i6 as lowe as a 10mb, louelich of speche, 

Whiles he hap oU3t of his OMena he helpepper neda is]; 

... 
[Ve Nisel suffrep pe vnwise wir yow to libbe, 

And Nir glad Nille doop hel good for 50 god hot~. 

(B. VI I I. 85-951 

Dobest, possessing the bishop's cross, Nith Nhich he strives to save 

man's soul from the Nicked, performs the Nork that is most affiliated 

with Christ's death and resurrection. 

Dobest is aboue bore and berer a bisshopes crosse; 

Is hoked [atl ~at oon ende to [holde men in good lifl, 

A pH is [inl pat potente to [pungel adoNn fe NiHed 

That Naiten any wikkednesse dONel to tene. 

(B. VII I, 96-991 

Virtue defined by Dobest so changes this aan that he becomes allost 

indistinguishable froa Christ. 

Wit confiras Thought's divisions of DONe 1 Nith reference to 

the divisions of the law. Wit iaplies, if one desires to grow in 

virtue, he must act as the IaN prescribes. 

[Thanne is dowell to drede, and dobet to suffre, 

And so coaep dobest [aboute] and bryngap adoNn Body, 

And pat is wikked wille rat many Nark shender' 



143 

And dyru~f a"ey dowel ~oru3 dedliche synnes. 

(B. IX. 207-210) 

Thus, Nit intiaates that the one who has virtue "ill display through 

his actions that he fears [knowsl, loves, and serves. 

These divisions and their confiraations expand the theme to 

determine the distinct aspects of salvation that will be discussed. 

The virtues of which Thought speaks are those the Draaaer seeks in 

Dowel and must acquire before Dowel "ill defend him on judg_ent day. 

The confirmation suggests that he can become virtuous by practicing 

the la". 

Again the vision and passus help to group and individualize 

the material that "ill be discussed in each divilion. Vilion III, 

which encompasses the Drealer's intellectual instruction, begins when 

the Dreamer states that he desires more knowledge about Do"el (B. 

VIII. 58). Passus VIII introduces the distinct virtues, and Passus IX 

shows the correspondence between the virtues and the distinctions of 

the law. 

Division I - Dowel - Fear [Know] 

The Dowel division (Passus VIII-XV) describes the intellectual 

and affective learning that lust occur before the Dreamer possesses 

Do"el or can begin to live close to Sod. The Dreaaer Dust grow in 

knowledge that will teach him how to sho" concern for his neighbor. 

This knowledge will eventually bring his life into conformity "ith 

Sod's will. To succeed he must first know God, that is, understand, 

as far as he is capable, the nature of God and godliness. The Dreamer 
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must recognize that God acknowledges aan's sinfulness and approaches 

Ian with hUlility, patience, and justice to bring Ian back to Hilself. 

The Drealer Bust learn that his approach to others lust reflect the 

saae care and concern not only to relieve their burden but also to 

teach thea of Sod's care. 

This division discusses how the Christian can learn of Bod's 

work along len. Dowel explores lan'l ability to know Bod 

intellectually--through Scripture and study--and affectively--by 

observing how Sod works along men and in nature. In addition, the 

division explores the love with which aan acts 1n his concern for the 

spiritual welfare of others. Knowing Bod in Scripture is an 

intellectual pursuit. Study's discussion implies that Ian w1ll seek 

knowledge of all manner of sciences, espeCially, the wisdom of 

Scripture (B. X.I, but as Clergy teaches, some doctrine, such as the 

Trinity, can only be known on faith (B. X. 251-2541. Although the 

student of Scripture can aelorize paslages, he will not understand 

them thoroughly because Bod does not always reveal the secrets they 

hold. In addition, not all knowledge will be cOlmendable. Unless it 

i6 sought in love, knowledge is useless. 

In the first part of the discussion of knowing, the Dreaser 

acquires facts. The accumulation of facts, however, does not 

guarantee that he really knows Sad. Facts cannot teach him why they 

have been revealed or how they affect others. Only when he begins to 

use his knowledge for others can one truly know why Sod reveall His 

secrets. Until he supplants his self-love with the works of charity, 

the Dreamer cannot begin to learn truth. 
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study, Clergy, and Scripture ilply that true knowledge of Bod 

does not end when the student masters all of Scripture Q-r believes all 

~ysteries without question. Their warning to be aware that 

intellectual study has its dangers ilplies that true knowledge reveals 

Sod working among the poor to relieve their burden and their misery. 

Such understanding of God's work lust fill the student with concern 

for others especially the poor. The concern that is offered with pure 

love reveals the wise man and the evidence of true knowledge. 

The second part of Dowel shows the effects of true knowledge. 

The story of Trajan, saved by St. Gregory's prayer (B. XI. 140-170), 

shows that true knowledge of Bod or God's work aQong men is evident in 

one person's concern that another be saved. One must study: 

• • • al for loue of oure lord and ~e bet to loue re peple. 

(B. XI. 175) 

Knowledge is of value only when used for love. The Dreamer does not, 

as yet, know that God's great kindness eKtends to those who live a 

life of love for others. The Dreamer's ignorance is revealed in his 

rebuke of Nature. If the Dreamer had truly loved, he could never have 

questioned how Sod cared for his creatures, even man (B. IX. 373-375). 

He questions because he lacks true knowledge. 

But Vmaginatif warns the Dreamer that he must not disparage 

knowledge. Knowledge is ilportant, even though Trajan was saved 

without it. Knowledge leads one to greater understanding and pity for 

others. Those who know can give with greater charity. Vaaginatif 

makes clear that a sinner who has knowledge of the law can rise from 

sin more quickly than the ignorant. The one possessed of knowledge 
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knows the things that are sinful and the effects of contrition and 

confession, and will choose what will benefit his soul (B. XII. 170-

1751. 

The third part explores through the care Patience and 

Conscience give to Hawkyn how one is to show his care for others. 

Patience and Conscience teach HaukYh to recognize his own failings in 

order that he be able to correct them himself. Through his sin he has 

broken the covenant with God, and it cannot be amended without the 

help of those who know the forgiveness of God. Haukyn needs the 

loving care of Patience and Conscience, who encourage him to receive 

confession and forgiveness. 

The gift of forgiveness, which Patience and Conscience offer, 

demonstrates the importance of knowledge and the grace of humble 

charity. Patience and Conscience acknowledge the presence of God in 

Haukyn, Haukyn's need of God's forgiveness, and their own desire to 

bring Haukyn back to the presence of God. When Haukyn excuses the 

neglect of his soul, Conscience and Patience demonstrate how knowledge 

of Scripture and tradition, given with love, can be used to show 

Haukyn the way back to Sod's grace through contrition and confession. 

Patience proaises to provide Haukyn with the bread of life (B. XIV. 

38-401, and then teaches him the value of poverty, which shields the 

soul against the attacks of sin and teaches one to desire only that 

which God gives. 

The acts of Conscience and Patience demonstrate the kind of 

care and concern one lust have for others. If the Dreamer is to know 

Sad and show his knowledge, he must perform services for the needy and 



147 

assist the poor to return to Sod. Such service is outreaching, but as 

Holy Church explains, it is also the gateway to further grace (B. I. 

202). Whether awareness of others coaes intuitively, as to Trajan, 

who ruled with love and justice (B •. XI. 141-145), or froa the study of 

Scripture (B. XIII. 100), or direct revelation (B. XII. 60-61), the 

wisdom gained lust be used to bring linners back to Sod. 

If the Drea~er is to experience close union with Sod, he Dust 

love his neighbor as did Patience and Conscience, who gave of their 

Health to Haukyn. They put God's Nill above their own, demonstrating 

that Haukyn's concerns were also theirs. This division shows that the 

knowledge the Dreamer has gained from Patience and Conscience is not 

an accumulation of intellectual or theological facts that can be 

memorized from Scripture or authorities. But the Dreamer has learned 

that the facts authority has taught must be used to care for another. 

Such care is given with great understanding because the one living 

close to God knows how to heal and bring the sinner back to grace. 

Nature and Scripture will teach facts, but the Dreamer lust learn from 

helping others that knowledge brings him closer to Sad, also. 

This is the key to understanding Dowel, who is unselfish and 

charitable. Dowel acknowledges Sod through love on earth. The point 

is amplified in the Dreamer's exchange with Anila. When the Dreamer 

expresses his desire to know all sciences and crafts (B. XV. 48-49), 

Anima upbraids him for coveting knowledge as Satan and Adam and Eve 

coveted it (B. XV 51, 63-63al. For their pride, they were punished. 

Knowledge is displeasing to Sod (B. XV. 65-66), unless turned into 

works performed with love (B. XV. 60). The Dreamer has yet to learn 
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how to put into effect the knowledge that ht has gained. He needs to 

emulate Sod's love for man. Through benefici.l service of one to 

another, man follows God's exalple of love, relieving oppression and 

lifting the sinner to blessedness. Thus, the Dowel division explains 

that to know God is to strive to eDulate His love and concern for Ian. 

Again the enco.passing nature of the visions and the 

individualization of the passus eaphasize the unity in this division. 

The Dowel division has two visions--Visions III and IV and one inner 

vision--Inner Vision I. Vision Ill, which begins with the Dreamer's 

encounter with Thought (B. VIII. 68) and continues through the 

teaching of Ymaginatif (B. XII), focuses on the acquisition of facts. 

Each passus contains a particular aspect of knowledge to explain just 

how the Dreamer learns the nature of Dowel. Thought (B. VIII. 68-131) 

and Wit (B. IX) establish the focus and give the general meaning to 

each of the large divisions--Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest. In Passus X 

Study, Clergy, and Scripture state the facts that the Dreamer aust 

know and warn him to use the facts in the service of Sod. Study, who 

would deprive the Dreaaer of all learning, explains what courses of 

study are available. Clergy directs the Dreamer to know his faith 

from the study of Scripture and believe in the doctrine that cannot be 

understood. Scripture warns the Dreamer that he must, above all, 

fulfill the commandments of the law--love Sod and neighbor (B. X. 1-

376). The Dreamer's rebuke to Scripture shows that he has acquired 

the facts but does not use them to love his neighbor (B. X. 377-481a). 

Scripture's scolding, which comprises the first three lines of 

Passus Xl, connects this latter passus with the former. Scripture's 



scolding, however, gives reason for the change of topic and the need 

of a new passus and Inner Vision I. Passus XI describes the Dreaaer 

turning from the knowledge, that Cin be obtained fro. books and study, 

toward events in the world, that can teach through experience. In 

Inner Vision I, Fortune and her two daughters teach the Drealer to 

fear the 1055 of things (B. XI. 7-62). He learns frol the friars that 

he depends on knowledge for its own sake. Until his encounter with 

the friars, the Dreamer has presumed that baptisl and burial in a 

Christian plot would surely save him (B. XI. 63-106a). But he learns 

from the friars and again fro. Scripture that baptisl is no assurance 

of salvation (B. XI. 112-138). He learns that Trajan had been saved 

through the prayers of Gregory (B. XI. 140-157). The description of 

Trajan is followed by a long passage that discusses that all acts lu,t 

be done with love for others (B. XI. 158-319). From Nature the 

Dreamer learns of God's care for all creatures (B. XI. 320-494). His 

learning experience in the world ends with his rebuke to Nature, and 

embarrassed and humiliated, he awakens frOB the inner dream. 

Ymaginatif concludes this pass us with a lesson the Dreamer must know 

before he can continue in his learning. Vaaginatif implies that the 

Dreamer lust learn to accept what he is taught (B. XI. 413-441). 

Ymaginatif's continued instruction in Passus XII not only unites 

Passus XII to Passus XI, but Passus XII, which ends Vision III, 

concludes the section on the value of intellectual knowledge. 

Passus XIII, which begins with the awakened Dreamer reviewing 

his lessons, looks forward, with the beginning of Vision IV, to the 

new discussion that explains how knowledge is tempered with love. 
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Vision IV, which discusses affective knowledge in Passus XIII and XIV, 

contrasts with the previous discussion on intellectual knowledge. The 

answer the Master of divinity gives to the Dreamer's question about 

Dowel (B. XIII. 103-105) connects the two discussions. The Master's 

answer, an intellectual exposition, is sterile in co.parison with the 

advice Patience and Conscience give later to Haukyn for cleansing his 

soul (B. XIII). Vision IV ends si.ultaneously with Passus XIV in 

which Patience instructs Haukyn on poverty. In both Passus XIII and 

XIV Patience and Conscience demonstrate their knowledge and love. 

Although Vision V, which would in Piers suggest a new topic, 

begins with Passus XV, which ends the discussion on both intellectual 

and affective knowledge, Anima explains knowledge lust be used for the 

good of others. Just as Patience and Conscience use their knowledge 

to bring Haukyn back to Sod, so must the Dreamer and others who are 

privileged with knowing use their knowledge to help another with his 

burden. In short, Anima iterates in Passus XV that knowledge must 

become work done in love. 

Passus XV ends the Dowel section, but Vision V continues. The 

continuation of the vision suggests that the material discussed in 

Passus XV is related to the subject of the next passus. Vision V 

which begins with the first discussion of love continues in Passus XVI 

which is the beginning of the division of Dobet--Iove. ThUG, Vision V 

shows the thematic relation between knowledge and love and transcends 

the structural division created between divisions and passus. 
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Pivision II - Dobet - Love 

The four subdivisions of Dobet (Passus XVI-XVIII' teach that 

love is the full perfection of knowledge. The first subdivision 

describes the Tree of Charity. Han, like the fruit of the tree, 

springs from the source of love, returns love to God, and reaches out 

to one's neighbors. This tree which bears Christ, the full perfection 

of love, is the cross on which Christ redeems mankind (B. XVI. 4-166'. 

The second subdivision explains the theological virtues, the 

means for man to approach God (B. XVI. 172 - XVII. 356'. God's 

intervention into the life of aan teaches faith, hope, and love. The 

covenant with Abraham reveals God's truth,3 and Abraham's response of 

faith reveals his trust in truth. The intimate relationship of God 

with Abraham teaches the Dreamer to trust God's word. The covenant 

Sod initiated ~ith Moses creates hope through the cO.lands of love, 

Dilige deum et proxilul (Love Sod and your neighbor'. If love were 

evident, God would accompany and protect His chosen people. Moses' 

testimony that the Hebrews were successful at war when they followed 

the commandments (B. XVII. 22-25' teaches the Dreamer to hope in God 

and to practice love. The compassion the Samaritan shows for the 

victim of the robbery prefigures the love that Christ will display on 

the cross and demonstrates the third theological virtue. Christ's 

redemptive act is the actual fulfill.ent of the promises Sod aade to 

His chosen people. 

The third subdivision describes Christ's sacrifice on the 

3 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 2a2ae I, 1. 
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cross, the supreme act of love. Christ entered the world as man to 

retrieve the souls who had been snatched away through sin and to draw 

man into a union with Hi •• Christ's sacrifice requires & deeper 

commitment than Abraham or Hoses could have givan. Only through the 

love Christ shows for His people can union with Bod be accolplished. 

However, before he can approach Sod, lin lust have faith in Sod's 

truth and hope in His goodness. Both truth and goodness draw man to 

Sod, preparing him for a union in love. Like the Saaaritan, who loves 

as Christ does, the Drealer Dust submit to Sod's will and use the love 

that Sod gives to relieve the needy. Only then can he feel the 

effects of Sod's justice and experience full happiness. 

The fourth subdivision dramatizes Christ's harrowing of Hell, 

Sod's perfect love for Ian. The crucifixion satisfied Sod's justice, 

but the harrowing of Hell reveals Sod's great mercy. The four 

daughters of Sod--Mercy, Truth, Righteousness, and Peace--argue that 

man deserves death because he disobeyed and ate of the tree of life. 

However, Christ testifies that His death satisfies Sod's justice for 

man's disobedience, and yet God goes beyond justice to reveal His 

mercy. Christ's descent into Hell to release the souls faithful in 

love reveals that the sinner who loves truly can enjoy eternal 

happiness. 

Thus, the Dobet division describes Christ's cODpassionate love 

for man and shows that love is the fulfillaent of knowledge. Through 

love man is united with God and becomes aware of others' needs and 

concerns. This union that increases knowledge can only be 

accoaplished through the sacrifice of self. As one enters a deeper 
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relationship "ith God, compassion for others growl and overflows in 

service to thea. 

Vision V, which begins with Passus XV--Aniai's definition of 

charity--and spans Passus XVI and XVII--the explanation of the 

theological virtues in the context of salvation historY--lhows God's 

love through His preparation for aan's redemption and His continuing 

care for un. Anillla explains il' Passus XV that the Dreuer need. to 

learn how to turn his knowledge into deeds that would benefit others. 

In Passus XVI--Inner Vision II, which portrays Piers caring for the 

Tree of Charity--the Dreaaer views the lesson Anima taught. PaSSU5 

XVI ends "ith the introduction of Abraham, Faith, the first 

theological virtue, and Passus XVII describes Hoses, Hope, and the 

Samaritan, Love, the second and third theological virtues. God had 

intervened in the history of Ian to create faith and hope that He 

would fulfill with His love. The SaMaritan shows the love that man 

must develop to partiCipate in the salvation Christ wins. Vision VI 

and Passus XVIII separate the crucifixion and harrowing of Hell to 

show the supreme sacrifice of love. Inner Vision III (B. XVIII. 111-

424) acts as another division in Vision VI and Passu! XVIII. Because 

the harrowing of Hell is a result of the crucifixion, these two 

distinct events cannot be separated completely. However, since the 

crucifixion describes satisfaction for God's justice, it lust be shown 

to be distinct from the harrowing, which shows God's aercy. Thus, 

when the Dreamer draws into darkness to view the harrowing (B. XVIII. 

111), the separation of the two events is aCCOMplished without 

creating a complete division. 
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The Dreamer's awakened state at the end of Vision VI (B. 

XVIII. 425 - XIX. 3) provides a transition from the love that has just 

been demonstrated on the cross and in Hell with the division on 

service. Touched deeply by the love Christ expressed on the cross, 

the Dreamer desires to tell others. Calling his wife and daughter to 

go to church to worship and writing his dream, the Dreamer is 

beginning Christ's work on earth. The Dreamer is using his gift to 

serve others, and his acts of service introduce the third division-

Dobest. 

Division III - Dobest - Serve 

The third division (B. XIX-XX), divided into three 

subdivisions discusses service, the result of the love-union with Bod. 

The first subdivision (B. XIX) shows Christ's establishment of the 

church upon Piers and the distribution of His grace among the other 

followers of Christ to fight against the Antichrist. Piers who has 

shared in God's love must perfor. Sod's work on earth. He must guard 

against selfishness in hilself by using his gifts to prevent others 

from succumbing to the Antichrist. Because service depends on 

knowledge of and union with Sod, it is best performed within the 

church where love can sustain it. Thus, by giving love to others, 

Piers pays what he owed and prepares to withstand the attacks of the 

Antichrist. 

The second subdivision discusses need (B. XX. 1-50) and 

recalls the Mede drama. Need teaches the awakened Dreamer that 

although he has learned through his visions how to save his spiritual 
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life, he Bust use aaterial goodl to preserve his natural life. Placed 

immediately after the description of the establishment of the church, 

this subdivision seels intrusive. However, it shows how, by uling 

~aterial goods properly, man im to bring his dual nature into har.ony. 

This subdivision prepares then for the Dreamer'l vision of 

Antichrist's appearance. 

The third subdivision describes the results of selfishness-

the appearance of the Antichrist (B. XX. 51-379). Because Man is 

constantly drawn to good and evil siaultaneously, he often sucr.u'lbs to 

greed and sloth. Lack of trust and love lead man to neglect learning 

and to amass material goods. Without knowledge and the will to 

perform Christ's work of love, men are overturned by the Antichrist. 

Their debt is not paid, and they fall victia to death. 

This last division shows the interdependence of knowledge, 

love, and service, and thus concludes the discussion. Without 

knowledge of God man cannot love or serve effectively. Without love 

and service knowledge is empty. The interdependence of the three 

commands of the law forms a composite answer to the Dreamer's 

question, MHo" I may saue my soule?" The Dreamer nON knows that he 

must learn Sod's "ill, love Sod and neighbor, and serve those in need. 

The three divisions with their repective subdivisions allow 

Langland to discuss the various aspects of the three commands of the 

law and still show how each depends on the other. Langland's logical 

explanation of love and service as flowing from knowledge shows the 

relationship of the three concepts and the rationale for observing 

Sod's commands. 
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The two visions and two passus, joined with the awakened state 

of the Dreamer, seemingly divide rather than relate this division on 

service. Vision VII and Passus XIX coincide to describe Piers' 

building Unity to continue Christ's work on earth. In the period of 

awakening which follows this vision, the Dreamer writes once again (B. 

XIX. 481). Still awake in Passus XX, the Dreaaer aeets Need who 

upbraids him for not taking food and clothing when he needed it (B. 

XX. 1-50). And Vision VIII which describes the appearance of the 

Antichrist encompasses only Passus XX. However, the weak connection, 

established by the awakened Dreamer, between the establishment of the 

church and the cosing of Antichrist demonstrates that the aan who has 

brought his dual nature into harlony and is willing to offer his 

service for others' growth may not be able to withstand the power of 

Antichrist alone, but he sets the example for others to follow. Thus, 

the transition, achieved only through the awakened Dreamer and the 

contrast in subject, emphasizes the separate, but related aspects of 

service, Sin, and destruction. The Dreaaer's offered service, his 

poetry, can withstand sin and the attacks of Antichrist. 

Prayer 

The prayer concludes the explanation of the IaN. Conscience's 

departure from Unity suggests that the soul, or beloved of God is 

without protection (B. IX. 6-7, 23). The selfish shut the guide out. 

In the case of the Dreamer, however, Conscience has not departed. 

Conscience continuously alerts the Dreaaer to the pitfalls that 

threaten his life. Furthermore, Conscience prays so loudly for grace 
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that the Dreamer is awakened. At the awakening, the poem ends. But 

the symbolic emphasis is apparent. In the awakening, the soul is 

alert to the need to .ave itself. The entire vision awakens the 

Dreamer spiritually, so that he is no longer a dreamer. He is fully 

conscious of Nhat the law aeans and what he aUlt do to fulfill its 

requirements. Aware of the consequences of Sin, the Dreamer now can 

choose love that leads to truth. As the poem unfolds, the seeker of 

truth becomes aware that his service on earth is the natural outcome 

of his knowledge and love. As Langland iaplies, doing good Nork, or 

"Dowel," is keeping the law. 

The circular structure of the serlon provides a form for a 

thematic unity in the poem. The new search that Conscience and the 

Dreamer begin returns the poem to the beginning, thus unifying the 

discussions of law and sin. Because of his dual nature, man is always 

in danger of Sin, and, though he achieves unity with Sod and 

accomplishes Sod's Nork in the church, he must be aware of his ability 

to fall. 

Thus, the sermon structure provides Langland with a basic form 

to explain the complex subject of salvation as it is expressed through 

the two love co.sandments. This form allows the logical relationship 

and unity of the several seemingly unrelated parts to emerge through 

the visions and passus. The concepts introduced in the first passus 

are developed later. What seem to be repetitious references to the 

spiritual and social life of the tiles now can be understood as 

examples of the effects of a lack of knowledge, love, and service. 

The allegorized personae that seem inconsistent in description and 
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development are clearly understood in the sermon structure as draaatic 

examples of one or another aspect of the divisions or subdivisions of 

Langland's theme. Langland's use of luch personae not only clarifies 

difficult theological concepts but lakes the concepts vivid and 

meaorable. The renewed search for Piers or truth draws the poe~ into 

a tighter unity, thus, showing that the poem is one composite 

instruction on salvation, presented clearly, s1.ply, and delightfully. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

This study of ~ reveals that the poem is a detailed 

eKplanation of the theme of salvation and generally conforms in 

structure to the sermon form described by Robert of Basevorn. The 

sermon structure provides a framework of divisions and subdivisions 

within which Langland can arrange the dream-narrative into a thorough 

and coherent discussion of each aspect of salvation and illustrate the 

Christian's turning from a life of sin to a life close to Sod. 

Furthermore, the sermon genre allows Langland to use allegory, vision, 

eKemplum, repetition, and other literary and rhetorical devices, 

common to sermon writing, to make the history and theology of 

salvation vivid and .eaorable and to eKplicate the difficult paradoKes 

that result from man's dual nature. 

The sermon framework, comprising sections allowing for a 

logical organization of the subject, provides a form for Langland to 

present the rationale for the law. The Dreamer, who leaves his 

convent in search of wonders, stands for lan, drawn equally to good 

and evil and in need of the law to assist him in his struggle to 

resist evil and embrace good. Thus, the introduction prepares the 

audience to hear a discussion of the law. By composing his theme from 

several Scriptural passages refering to different aspects of the law 



160 

or love commandments, Langland introduces aany of the aspects 

Scripture and tradition have associated with salvation. In divisions 

and subdivisions that compare with sermon divisions, Langland explains 

the leaning and shows tbe relationship between the concepts and the 

commandments that require one to fear [knowl, love, and serve. 

Through the serlon structure, Piers addresses the leaning and 

benefits of the law and illustrates how living by the law brings san 

close to God. The antetheme explains in concrete terms how man i& 

drawn between the desire to s~tisfy human needs and the desire to 

attain salvation. Although he uses the antetheae to show how one who 

transgresses against God can return to God's favor through confession 

and satisfaction, Langland concentrates on how Ian should use goods. 

Even as he discusses how goods are misused, Langland is teaching 

implicitly that the right use of goods can ensure eternal happiness. 

In this way, Langland alludes to the rich young aan in the gospel, who 

was told to sell his goods and give to the poor (Luke 18:21). Thus, 

the growth in love of God is accomplished through loving service to 

others, and aaterial goods become linked with the treasure that Holy 

Church states is truth. 

The closure of the antetheae returns Langland to the main 

subject of his poem and the re-introduction of the theme. At this 

point, the sermon structure allows the thOle to be divided and 

discussed in depth. Langland introduces Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest and 

relates each to one part of the law (Deut. 10112-13). Dowel, which 

corresponds to fearing [knowingl, discusses how intellectual and 

affective knowledge leads to salvation when it is used to help another 
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overcome sin and return to Sod. Dobet, which corresponds to love, 

treats Christ portraying perfect love for aan through His crucifixion 

and harrowing of Hell. In addition, Dobet shows that Piers and the 

Samaritan, having learned love fro. Christ, offer hUMan love to others 

in need. Dobest shows that service is the outpouring of love. Piers, 

having achieved union with Christ, knows how to serve with true love, 

and willingly assuaes the position of Christ on earth. 

Although the subject of each division is one aspect of the law 

and already related through the law to the other divisions, Langland 

emphasizes this relationship through the visions and passus. The 

vision, which often encompasses several passus, establishes the unity 

of the topic under discussion, and the passus allow for distinctions 

in that topic. 

Langland also incorporates allegory and exemplum to embellish 

his explication and to elucidate difficult doctrine and paradoxes. 

Through Piers, growing to perfection in his embrace of the law, 

Langland provides the model for the Dreamer and shows the growth of 

Piers and the Dreamer through allegory. To show man's fall from 

grace, Langland personifies the seven deadly sins and dramatizes their 

confessions. He also dramatizes the harrowing of Hell, which treats 

the paradox of Sod's justice and mercy. With these techniques, 

Langland makes the law understandable and memorable. 

The sermon form and the techniques of developing and 

embellishing the discussion provide the frame and the artistic devices 

whereby Langland develops the various aspects of salvation and shows 

the relationship between each doctrine and concept. Thus, when 
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Langland concludes his poel, the audience knows that to search for 

salvation is to search for love. The listeners have been instructed 

in the leaning of love, grace, gift, service, and dobt. They know 

that greed is an obstacle to truth, but they know, too, that if they 

fail in any Nay, they can be restored to Sod's grace. In addition, 

they have examples in Piers and the Dreamer to umulate. Langland is 

thorough in showing that salvation depends on growth in love and 

service and that da~nation results fro. greed. Piers Plowaan is an 

invitation to the Christian to join Conscience and the Drealer as they 

renew their search for truth and love. 

Through the sermon structure Langland is able to organize the 

many complexities of salvation and to achieve logical unity in his 

poem. Because of the structural coherence of the sermon, he is able 

to develop a clear and full explanation of the search for truth and 

love. 
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