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Abstract

When late medieval English Christians went to church, they listened to and spoke
languages—Latin, Greek, and Hebrew—that most of them did not, in the usual sense, know. Yet
even when liturgical participants could not understand the semantic meanings of Latin sentences,
they could skillfully use ritual utterances to perform speech-acts and meditate on theological
mysteries. In fact, some medieval Christians—including both highly trained clergy and
nonliterate, nonlatinate lay people—specifically sought out the experience of unintelligibility,
which signifies sacrality and ineffability, invokes divine presence, and opens up possibilities for
endless interpretation. This dissertation explores how such practitioners made meaning from
sacred language by studying Middle English devotional and literary writings that represent,
interpret, and theorize liturgical texts. The chapters examine depictions of ignorant listeners
interpreting liturgical utterances in Nativity narratives, especially in the mystery plays; devotion
to the Holy Name of Jesus in the writings of Richard Rolle, Walter Hilton, and anonymous
hymns and lyrics; expansive translations and commentaries on the Lord’s Prayer from the
Myroure of Oure Ladye, Reginald Pecock, and John Lydgate; and literary code-switching in
Piers Plowman. Such texts model and encourage readers to practice the skill of mentally
coordinating multiple modes of signification, enriching liturgical participation for those fluent in

Latin and those with no Latin education alike.
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Introduction

In the year 1549, men of Cornwall and Devon took up arms against the English
government. Marching east from Bodmin and Sampford Courtenay, a group of rebels including
peasants, yeomen, gentry, and priests laid siege to the city of Exeter for six weeks before they
were at last driven off by a royal army. In all, more than 4,000 inhabitants of the west counties
were killed. Although complaints about taxes, inflation, and clerical corruption were undoubtedly
among the rebels’ motives, the primary reasons they gave for their resistance were religious: they
objected to the new, Reformed liturgy promulgated in the first Book of Common Prayer and
required of them by the 1549 Act of Uniformity. Their uprising came to be called the Prayer
Book Rebellion, and they made bonfires of the newly printed books wherever they went.! In its
place, they demanded, “we will have the masse in Latten, as was before.””2

You wouldn’t think they would want the Latin: few could understand it. Archbishop
Thomas Cranmer scoffed at this demand, asking, “Had you rather be like pies or parrots, that be
taught to speak, and yet understand not one word what they say, than be true christian men, that
pray unto God in heart and in faith?”3 For the Protestant Reformers, Latin was the language of
clerical control and lay ignorance, of superstition and blind obedience rather than rational
understanding; true faith required vernacular translations of scripture and liturgy alike. As the

Thirty-Nine Articles assert, “It is a thing plainly repugnant to the Word of God, and the custom

I Anthony Fletcher and Diarmaid MacCulloch, Tudor Rebellions, 4th ed. (Harlow; New York: Longman, 1997), 50—
63.

2 “The Demands of the Western Rebels, 1549,” in Anthony Fletcher and Diarmaid MacCulloch, Tudor Rebellions,
4th ed (Harlow: Pearson Longman, 2004), 140.

3 Thomas Cranmer, The Works of Thomas Cranmer, edited for the Parker Society by John Edmund Cox, vol. 2
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1846), 169.



of the Primitive Church to have public Prayer in the Church, or to minister the Sacraments, in a
tongue not understanded of the people.”

Modern scholars, like the early Reformers, tend to think of vernacular translation as
democratic and liberating, removing the oppressive hierarchy of authority and knowledge
imposed by Latin-English diglossia. Yet as we shall see, the situation was much more
complicated. Uneducated medieval Christians likely had a much better understanding of their
Latin liturgies than the mindlessly repeating parrots Cranmer imagines, although their linguistic
competence rested on the recognition and pragmatic use of rote phrases, without the native
fluency or grammatical training to readily understand the semantic meanings of Latin sentences.
Latin utterances might be in this sense unintelligible to them and yet still convey significance.
Peculiarly, this mixed and partial understanding had an appeal for some medieval Christians,
who preferred difficult, opaque Latin to unambiguous vernacular translations. Some, like the
Western rebels, were willing to fight and die for the sake of a language they could not fully
understand. Why?

Part of the rebels’ anger, of course, sprang from a conflict between vernaculars. Speakers
of Cornish resisted the linguistic imperialism represented by the imposition of English, to them
not an effortlessly intelligible mother tongue, as it was to the authors of the Thirty-Nine Articles,
but a foreign one: “we the Cornyshe men (whereof certen of us understande no Englysh) utterly
refuse thys new Englysh.”5 Latin, an international language, was more universally inclusive;

since everyone had to learn it alike, it gave no special advantage or status to the native speakers

4 Brian Cummings, The Book of Common Prayer: The Texts of 1549, 1559, and 1662 (Oxford; New York: Oxford
University Press, 2011), article 24, p. 680.

5 “The Demands of the Western Rebels, 1549,” Tudor Rebellions, 140.



of any vernacular. Yet even as Cornish national feeling undoubtedly played a role in resistance to
new religious forms imposed from London, note that the rebels did not call for translation into
their own language, so that the language of the service might be “understanded of the people”;
instead, they repeatedly insisted that “we wyll have oure olde service of mattens, masse,
Evensong and procession in Latten [...] as it was before.”® They objected not only to English, but
also to vernacularity as such.

Specifically, the Western rebels decried the new English service as “but lyke a Christmas
game.”’” What they meant is not entirely clear; Eamon Duffy suggests that they may have
objected to the way communicants were instructed to file into the quire in two rows of men and
women, which might have looked like a country dance.8 But among its many meanings, the
Middle English “game” could indicate “a play,” a dramatic representation.® Many medieval
Christians would have been accustomed to hearing momentous events central to the Christian
faith—the salvific death of Christ and his institution of the Last Supper—represented in two very
different kinds of performances: the efficacious performance of the mass, which makes present
in power that which it figures, and the entertaining, educational performances of mystery plays

(like those which are among the few extant texts in medieval Cornish),!0 which present only

6 Ibid, 140.
71bid, 140.

8 Eamon Duffy, The Voices of Morebath: Reformation and Rebellion in an English Village (New Haven: Yale
University Press), 133.

9 “game, n.,” sense 2a (a), Middle English Dictionary, edited by Robert E. Lewis, et al (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1952-2001), online edition in Middle English Compendium, edited by Frances McSparran, et al.
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Library, 2000-2018); "game, n.," sense 2a, OED Online (Oxford University
Press: December 2020).

10 Alan M. Kent, Ordinalia: The Cornish Mystery Plays Cycle (London: Francis Boutle Publishers, 2005);
Alexandra F. Johnston, “The Feast of Corpus Christi in the West Country,” Early Theatre 6, no. 1 (2003): 15-34.



likenesses of scriptural people and events, not real presences. There are, of course, many
differences between the performance of ritual and that of drama: the performative speech-acts of
the former are felicitous by virtue of their conditions under which they are pronounced, including
the duly constituted authority of the performer and his intent.!! The most obvious signal of the
difference between the two, however, the one embedded in the text itself rather than dependent
on context, is that sacred ritual had immemorially been performed in Latin, lay theatrical
representation in vernacular languages. By objecting to the English liturgy as a “Christmas
game,” the rebels may have argued that without the Latin language they associated with
sacramental efficacy, those enacting rituals were merely putting on a show, no more sacred than
the performances of pageants during festivities.

The Western rebels’ attachment to Latin was not exceptional. While many medieval
people sought religious instruction and devotional writing in their native tongues, many also
revered liturgical Latin as powerful and holy. The same person, indeed, might value English
exposition to inform her mind and Latin ritual to bless her soul. In speech-acts that participate in
high mysteries, changing a fellow-man into the living representative of Christ or turning bread
and wine into the body of God, the mystery of speech that conveyed significance other than
semantic meaning might be actively desirable. As Eamon Duffy puts it, part of the power of
liturgical utterances like the consecration of the host lay in the fact that “they were hidden, too

sacred to be communicated to the ‘lewed,” and this very element of mystery gave legitimacy to

11 J L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, edited by J.O. Urmson and Marina Sbisa (Oxford: Clarendon, 1975),
13-24



the sacred character of Latin itself, as higher and holier than the vernacular.”!2 Whether a hearer
could translate the words of liturgy or not, the use of sacred language signified something set
apart from mundane experience and beyond the ability of the human mind to comprehend. Thus,
in the medieval Christian imagination, unintelligibility and sacrality are linked.

This dissertation is about the value of that unintelligibility. It examines ways that lay
people who did not understand, or only partially understood, the Latin language nevertheless
made meaning for themselves out of the words of worship. The techniques they used were not
for Latin alone, but applicable across languages, appropriate to any ritual or performative
speech-act. These alternate ways of understanding, I find, were not just second-best substitutes
but desirable in themselves, adopted by even highly educated Latin users and driving, in part, the
language practices of the church in worship.

At the heart of my project is a simple idea about how linguistic signs work: while fluent
speakers or readers ordinarily engage automatically with the semantic meaning of utterances,
interrupting this ordinary flow of understanding and drawing attention to the signifier opens up
possibilities for very different kinds of significance. An ordinary, well-formed utterance often has
just one semantic meaning (though it may have many connotations or implications), which all
fluent speakers will readily understand; but if semantic meaning is set aside and the utterance
itself becomes an object of meditation, it can come to carry many different meanings, which may
be idiosyncratic, surprising, or greatly in excess of the literal words. The verbal sign may even
become attached to significances that cannot be articulated in words or thoughts, expressing the

ineffable. When verbal signs are treated in this way, though, the ordinarily intelligible meaning

12 Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, c.1400—c.1580, 2nd ed (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2005), 217.



of the words remains potentially accessible alongside the ineffable surplus of unintelligibility:
the two may coexist in a flicker, shimmer, or overlay of significances. My dissertation thus traces
the complex interactions between semantic and nonsemantic modes of signification in late
medieval liturgical practice, linking the play of meanings exhibited by devotional and didactic
texts to the linguistic dynamics of poetry and the epistemic challenges of theology.

Although I draw upon linguistics, translation studies, and philosophy of language in the
course of my research, my project remains essentially literary. Medieval writers explored the
phenomenology of religious and linguistic experience not primarily in philosophical treatises, but
in works that demonstrate, model, or rehearse certain habits of mind, inviting readers to adopt
these ways of perceiving as their own. I go further: it is not only that theorizing about language is
often expressed in literary modes, but that the linguistic dynamics I am interested in give rise to
literary modes of expression. As medieval writers, whether didactic, devotional, or poetic,
contemplate what Latin words may mean for the nonlatinate, they call attention to nonsemantic
features of language like the sounds of an utterance, the appearance of letters on a page, or the
conditions of performance in much the same way that poetry does. Like the use of Latin,
heightened literary style poses an obstacle to fluent, automatic understanding of semantic
meaning and suggests a mysterious or ineffable surplus of significance beyond what can be
plainly stated. I thus agree with Bruce Holsinger that medieval English literature can be
conceived of as “an effect of liturgy”—arguing not only, as Holsinger does, that liturgy often

functions as a provocation to new cultural production, but also that the alienations of poetic form



are rooted, in part, in a human hunger for sacrality more purely and primally expressed in the
language of worship.!3

While my project is necessarily limited in scope, focusing on Christian practice in
England in the years 1350—-1550, my research is potentially relevant to much broader questions
about sacred languages in other contexts. Almost every traditional religion has a special language
for scripture, ritual, or worship that, although it was hardly first chosen for this reason, has
become different from the vernacular of many practitioners: think of Latin in Roman
Catholicism, Church Slavonic in the Orthodox churches of Russia and neighboring regions,
Coptic in the Coptic Orthodox Church, Biblical Hebrew in Judaism, Classical Arabic in Islam,
Sanskrit in Hinduism and Buddhism. (Even in emphatically translative religious traditions like
Protestantism, nonrational attachments sometimes form to particular fixed texts and phrases that
become increasingly archaic over time, whether it’s the Book of Common Prayer or the KJV
translation of the Bible.!4) This structure has been described in various ways by linguists and
sociologists: the language set apart from ordinary use may be called a “religious classical,”!5

“liturgical language,”1¢ “sacred” language,!” or “sacerdotal” language.!8 As Benedict Anderson

13 Bruce Holsinger, “Liturgy,” in Middle English, edited by Paul Strohm (Oxford University Press, 2007), 300.

14 Terttu Nevalainen, “Motivated archaism: The use of affirmative periphrastic do in Early Modern English liturgical
prose,” in Historical English Syntax (De Gruyter Mouton, 2011), pp. 303-320.

15 Joshua A. Fishman, Language and Identity in Minority Sociolinguistic Perspective (Clevedon: Multilingual
Matters, 1989), 229.

16 David Crystal, “A Liturgical Language in a Linguistic Perspective,” New Blackfiiars (1964): 148—156.

17 Charles L. Ferguson, “Religious Factors in Language Spread,” in Language Spread: Studies in Diffusion and
Social Change, edited by Robert L. Cooper (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982), 95-106.

18 William Safran, “Language, Ethnicity and Religion: A Complex and Persistent Linkage,” Nations and
Nationalism 14 no. 1 (2008): 171-90.



notes, in the premodern world languages held to be sacred and truthful, whether Church Latin,
Qur’anic Arabic, or Examination Chinese, held together great global communities;!° today,
millions of religious practitioners continue to navigate religious multilingualisms, studying
languages other than their mother tongues for liturgical and devotional purposes.20

Across these widely different contexts, similar factors contribute to the maintenance of
“sacred languages” distinct from local vernaculars, including a reverence for the received words
of scripture or liturgy that results in a reluctance to change them to accommodate changing
times, expanding geographical reach, or new demographic populations; an educated elite whose
training gives them privileged access to sacred texts and reinforces their role as authoritative
interpreters and mediators for the larger community; and, I believe, the attractiveness of
unintelligibility itself as a signifier of that which is in excess of human capacities, that which is
set apart from the ordinary, mundane, or natural. Although in this dissertation I deal with just one
religious tradition within a bounded time and place, I hope that this case study may prove useful
for broader understandings of sacred diglossias and the dynamics of liturgical performance
across traditions and periods.

In this introduction, I offer several important backgrounds that set the stage for the
literary readings in the following chapters. I’1l first briefly survey the historical contexts of
multilingualism, literacy, and liturgical practice in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century England;

next, discuss ideas from semiotics and phenomenology that have helped me understand what I’ve

19 Benedict R. O'G. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, rev.
ed. (London; New York: Verso, 2006), 12-5.

20 For example, see Andrey Rosowsky, Heavenly Readings: Liturgical Literacy in a Multilingual Context (Bristol;
Buffalo: Multilingual Matters, 2008) and Vally Lytra, Dinah Volk, and Eve Gregory, eds, Navigating Languages,
Literacies and Identities: Religion in Young Lives (Routledge, 2016).



observed in medieval texts; and finally, touch upon the theological implications of religious
practice. With these foundational concepts in place, the chapters to follow delve deeply into late

medieval religious writings that explore liturgical language.

Medieval Literacy and Multilingualism

To examine the reception of Latin texts, like those of liturgical practice, in late medieval
English society, we must have a sense of the linguistic and educational situation of the period—
how many people, and who, possessed the ability to understand written or spoken Latin and to
read written texts, whether in Latin or English. Although precise answers to these questions are
unknown, estimates of literacy rates and research into partial or marginal literacies provide the
context for my own contributions.

Zoomed out to maximum generality, Latin in medieval Europe provides classic examples
of extended diglossia: two languages coexisting within the same society, standing in a definite
hierarchy (High and Low varieties), and used for distinct purposes within distinct domains.?!
Latin was accessible to an elite clerical class, vernaculars to the “common people”; Latin was the
primary language of certain narrow domains of knowledge, like religion and higher education,
while the vernacular was associated with everyday life. This division may be more pronounced
in England than some other European regions. For native speakers of romance languages, the

relationship between Latin and the local vernacular is closer to Charles Ferguson’s original

21 Joshua A. Fishman, “Bilingualism with and without Diglossia; Diglossia with and without Bilingualism,” Journal
of Social Issues 23, no. 2 (1967): 29-38.



definition of diglossia, where the two codes or dialects are genetically related;22 for native
English speakers, the distinction between H and L languages was even starker, the gulf to be
crossed by Latin education wider. The vernacular is constituted by this difference, a “domestic,
native, indigenous” speech defined by contrast with the public, official, transnational H-code of
those who engage in formal language study.23

Looking closer, of course, “diglossia” is not quite the right word. For one thing, post-
Conquest England spoke not just two or even three languages, but a multitude—including
English, French, Latin, Welsh, Norse, and the Cornish with which we began—that make
literature in England a “fluid entity within an internally fissured, polyglot field.””24 Latin itself
was not a single language with a well-defined purpose, but internally diverse, with differentiated
dialects or registers for different contexts like liturgical performance, legal practice, and
scholastic study.?S Finally, many people knew Latin only partially, for particular purposes,
without being able to use it fluently in H-only spaces.26 Consider, for example, Chaucer’s
Summoner, who, when drunk, trots out the “fewe termes” in Latin he has picked up from

hanging around the ecclesiastical courts, crying out phrases like “Questio quid iuris” with as

22 Charles A. Ferguson, “Diglossia,” word 15, no. 2 (1959): 325-340.
23 “yernacular, adj. and n.”. OED Online. December 2021. Oxford University Press.

24 Robert M. Stein, “Multilingualism,” in Middle English, edited by Paul Strohm (Oxford; New York: Oxford
University Press, 2007), 31.

25 Fiona Somerset, “‘Al Pe Comonys with o Voys Atonys’: Multilingual Latin and Vernacular Voice in Piers
Plowman,” Yearbook of Langland Studies 19 (2005): 112-6.

26 Mark Amsler, Affective Literacies: Writing and Multilingualism in the Late Middle Ages (Turnhout: Brepols,
2011), 50.
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much understanding as a jay or parrot.2” Many medieval people would have shared similar
“extragrammatical literacies,””?8 competent in the practical use of a limited repertoire of words
and phrases even though they could not reliably translate those words’ semantic meaning or
parse unfamiliar words or texts.

The presence of multiple languages, each with its own spectrum of competencies, makes
it difficult to evaluate language abilities in the population. How many people in fourteenth- and
fifteenth-century England could understand Latin? How many could read even the English texts
that I study in this dissertation? We cannot know, although we may estimate. First, in the terms of
the day, “litteratus” and “illitteratus” refer not to someone’s ability to read and write, but their
ability to understand Latin.?° Being “litteratus” in this sense and “literate” in ours will loosely
correlate, since both require formal education, although the proliferation of English-language
manuscripts testifies to a considerable population that could read English but not Latin. The rate
of literacy in English thus provides an upper bound for estimates of those who were litteratus,
with a competence in Latin grammar that would allow them not only to recognize, understand, or
use a repertoire of set phrases, but also to parse arbitrary well-formed texts and to produce well-
formed utterances or writings of their own. Meanwhile, those who had some aural Latin

competence, especially with frequently repeated utterances like “In nomine Patris et Filii et

27 Geoffrey Chaucer, Larry Dean Benson, and F. N. Robinson, The Riverside Chaucer; 3rd ed. (Boston, Mass.:
Houghton Mifflin, 1987), “General Prologue,” 11. 640—6.

28 Katherine Zieman, Singing the New Song: Literacy and Liturgy in Late Medieval England (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008).

29 Herbert Grundmann, “Litteratus-illitteratus: Der wandel einer bildungsnorm vom altertum zum mittelalter,”
Archiv fiir Kulturgeschichte 40 (1958): 1-65.
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Spiritus Sancti” or “Ave Maria gratia plena,” were undoubtedly more numerous than those who
could read English.

Like latinity, literacy in English was not a binary but a spectrum of ability. Malcom
Parkes, for example, distinguishes three types of literacy: of the professional reader or scholar; of
the cultivated reader, for recreation; and of the pragmatic reader, required in transacting
business.3 In the later Middle Ages, the third kind was widespread among the emerging “middle
classes” of merchants, gentry, and workers with record-keeping responsibilities like bailiffs and
reeves. Another crucial distinction between literacies is the ability to read and the ability to write:
in medieval schools these skills were taught sequentially and the former did not necessarily
imply the latter.3!

Different definitions and measures of literacy produce different estimates for population
rates. For example, Eltjo Buringh and Jan Luiten Van Zanden estimate, based on book
consumption per capita, that in the period 1451-1500 roughly 5% of the population of present-
day Great Britain was able to read.32 This, however, is an indirect measure and targets Parkes’s
professional and cultivated readers, not pragmatic readers. Looking a little later, at the 1530s, Jo

Ann Hoeppner Moran estimates the average literacy rate to have been around 15%,33 while

30 Malcolm B. Parkes, “The Literacy of the Laity,” in Scribes, Scripts and Readers (London: Hambledon, 1991),
275-97.

31 Alexandra M. de Pleijt, "Human capital formation in the long run: evidence from average years of schooling in
England, 1300-1900," Cliometrica 12, no. 1 (2018): 99-126.

32 Eltjo Buringh and Jan Luiten Van Zanden, “Charting the ‘Rise of the West’: Manuscripts and Printed Books in
Europe, a Long-term Perspective from the Sixth through Eighteenth Centuries,” The Journal of Economic History
69, no. 2 (2009): 409—445.

33 Jo Ann Hoeppner Moran, The Growth of English Schooling: Learning, Literacy, and Laicization in the Pre-
Reformation York Diocese (Princeton, 1985), 223.
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David Cressy gives 8.2% for the same period.34 The disparity is due to counting different things;
Hoeppner Moran’s estimates, based on schooling in the York diocese, are likely to capture
“reading-literacy,” while Cressy’s come from the ratios of signatures to marks in legal documents
and thus track “signature-literacy,” or the ability to write. What is certain is that, although
England is from the twelfth century a society increasingly based on practical literacy,35 with a
substantial and growing number of both Latin and English-only literates, the large majority of
the population remained unable to read.

These “lewed” people were not, however, necessarily cut off from engagement with texts.
For one thing, public reading was a popular social activity, and both literate and nonliterate
people enjoyed books aurally.36 More to our purposes, liturgical performance is also a kind of
“public reading”—indeed, religious services must have been the most common and widely
accessible venue in which to listen to texts performed aloud. The participants in Christian liturgy
form a paradigmatic “textual community,” in Brian Stock’s terms, a community whose life,
thought, and sense of identity are formed around an authoritative text.3’ Importantly, this kind of
textuality is distinct from literacy; even people who remain nonliterate themselves can access a

sophisticated textual education through socialization within the group. Any regular participant in

34 David Cressy, Literacy and the Social Order: Reading and Writing in Tudor and Stuart England (Cambridge,
1980).

35 Michael T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England, 1066—1307, 3rd edition (Chichester, West
Sussex ; Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013).

36 Joyce Coleman, Public Reading and the Reading Public in Late Medieval England and France (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1996).

37 Brian Stock, The Implications of Literacy: Written Language and Models of Interpretation in the Eleventh and
Twelfth Centuries (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1983), 88-240.
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the mass, even any dedicated user of the Lord’s Prayer, would gain a certain competence in
textuality, if not literacy.

This dissertation’s questions about the grey zones of literacy and latinity, the experiences
of those who interpreted and used Latin texts they did not, or did not fully, understand, have been
taken up by several other scholars in recent years. Katherine Zieman, for example, puts forward
the idea of “extragrammatical literacies”—trepeatable, communicable strategies for dealing with
text that are not formally taught in schools and may not be technically literate. Like me, she
thinks “the liturgical is defined by an estrangement from language that does not alienate,”
prompting a unique relationship to one’s own performative, reified speech.38 We differ, however,
in our focus: Zieman is more interested in how liturgical language plays into dynamics of
institutional power, while I am more interested in lived religious experience and its theological
implications. Zieman’s book is also necessarily limited in scope, setting aside Lollardy,
vernacular drama, and the liturgical practices of women religious for fuller exposition elsewhere
and ending in the earliest years of the fifteenth century. This dissertation thus complements her
work by taking up fifteenth-century sources including mystery plays from across England,
devotional works made for the sisters at Syon Abbey, and the poetry of John Lydgate.

In a similar vein, Mark Amsler’s “affective literacy” includes a broad range of
noncognitive, somatic, emotive responses to reading a text, such as touching, vocalizing, kissing,
weeping, or laughing. Such engagement with a text could exist alongside or in the absence of
conventional literacy. While Amsler and I cover some of the same material (for example, mixed-

language charms), his emphasis falls on the power structures encoded in linguistic practices and

38 Zieman, Singing 127.
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the heroic agency of heterodox readers to resist, rewrite, deconstruct, and transgress norms,
while I prefer to frame these linguistic dynamics more neutrally, in terms of how cultures are
constructed and maintained and how people both are disciplined by those cultures and navigate
them for their own ends.

A final important conversation partner for my project is Adin E. Lears in her work on
sound and noise. Her focus is on aural, not written, language, but Lears’s “extrasemantic” sound,
experienced as noise rather than meaning, is an intriguing parallel to Zieman’s
“extragrammatical” literacy; in both cases, language comes to signify in ways other than
ordinary linguistic understanding. Like me, Lears argues that attending to “bodily experience of
language, which lies outside of exact signification or precise comprehension, can offer ways out
of the conceptual and social hierarchies that sometimes structure rational thought and
semantically oriented communication.”3® However, Lears locates “noise” primarily among lay
people and women, whose speech was often denigrated as nonsense or “jangling” in contrast
with educated, eloquent Latin, while I examine how Latin itself functioned as extrasemantic
sound for the “lewed” majority of medieval English people.

The experience of the vast “lewed” majority—the 85 to 95% of the population of late
medieval England who could not read—is by and large lost to history. In this dissertation I do the
best that I can to draw closer to their experience, looking at sources, like the plays performed for
and by the whole Christian community and religious instruction designed to be shared aurally
with wide audiences, that were oriented toward them and accessible to them. Ultimately, though,

the wholly uneducated person must always be mediated to us through the accounts of educated

39 Adin E. Lears, World of Echo: Noise and Knowing in Late Medieval England (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
2020), 13.
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others. Yet even if those accounts falsify the “lewed” experience, they are interesting in their own
right. Those who left written records—necessarily literate, often latinate—found the figure of the
totally uneducated person a fascinating tool by which to explore ideas about language and
liturgy. The “lewed” position is, at times, even paradoxically privileged as revealing truths that
cannot be expressed in intelligible language. The Latin-educated writers I study in this
dissertation, like Rolle, Lydgate, and Langland, deliberately strove to occupy the perspective of
those who could not understand the semantic meaning of Latin utterances in order to access a

surplus of nonsemantic significance in the Latin liturgy.

The Forms of Worship

With that, we come to a key term of my dissertation, one that is contested and must be
carefully delineated. “Liturgy” derives from the Greek Aeitovpyia, leitourgia, “the work of the
people.” Today, it means a form of public worship, or public worship conducted according to
prescribed forms. However, these senses are anachronistic in the Middle Ages; “liturgy” is not
attested in English at all until 1564,40 coming into use, Carol Symes notes, “at precisely the time
when the parameters and meanings of religious ceremonial were at the heart of confessional
controversies.”#! Medieval writers typically used more precise and descriptive terms, specifying
the particular service or service book under consideration; the closest equivalents would be “use”

(Sarum Use, Use of Hereford) and “office” (Divine Office, Office of the Dead). There was no

40 “liturgy, n.”. OED Online. June 2021. Oxford University Press.

41 Carol Symes, “Liturgical Texts and Performance Practices,” in Understanding Medieval Liturgy: Essays in
Interpretation, edited by Helen Gittos and Sarah Hamilton (Dorchester: Ashgate, 2016), 239.
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single “medieval liturgy,” but countless forms of worship used for different purposes and
occasions (the mass, the divine office, baptism, exorcism, and more), by different groups
(Benedictine, Cistercian, Carthusian, secular, and so on), and in different geographical regions
(in England alone, York, Exeter, Hereford, Lincoln, London, Wells). “Liturgy,” then, is a modern
term for a category as naturalized for medieval Christians as water for a fish: public, shared
forms that mediate the relationship between God and the community of faith.

As a form of worship, a liturgy is a “text” whose textuality consists not solely in words,
but in a fixed pattern of symbols that can be re-instantiated again and again in different places
and with different participants (as a verbal text remains itself across different codices and media).
The nonverbal components of liturgical “texts” include all prescribed, repeated symbolic
elements: gestures like genuflecting, crossing oneself, or kissing an object; spatial arrangement
and movement within the church building; assignment of performance parts to particular roles
such as the priest or deacon; musical settings and performance styles; and physical objects such
as vestments, crucifix, Gospel book, chalice and patten, oil, incense, salt, and more.#2 The words
of the service are the element most securely and accurately transmitted over time, but in practice
they are not necessarily privileged over the nonverbal signs that non-latinate participants could
more readily engage in.

It is important to bear in mind that liturgy exists in its living performance, not the written

scripts that record it, although we may call the writings “liturgies” as a casual shorthand. The

42 Recognizing such nonverbal elements as formal, textual, and liturgical affirms that every Christian community,
even if it does not recite fixed texts, has structuring forms for worship, such as a temporal arrangement of singing,
reading, and preaching or distinct roles for the pastor and the congregation. Churches differ not only in the
proportion of fixed to variable and prescribed to spontaneous elements, but also in the extent to which forms are
made explicit and brought to attention or taken for granted.
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writings as they sit on a shelf unread, or as they are carefully studied by historians, are not public
worship; they become so when they are voiced by members of the community of faith to God.
Worship involves many speech-acts—confession, praise, promise, thanksgiving, consecration—
which require certain felicity conditions to “work” or happen.43 (For example, a theatrical
representation of the mass does not consecrate the Eucharist; a wedding does not effect marriage
if the bride or groom does not freely consent.) True liturgy is worship, efficacious action by
means of symbolic forms, not the bare forms without performative intent. The written records
that remain to us may also fall short in other ways, failing to transcribe elements of performance
practice or prescribing elements that were not carried out.

While liturgy is paradigmatically public, I also include in the category practices that can
be performed individually, to the extent that such performance is understood as participating in,
and regulated by, the wider work of the church in worship.#4 I am thinking here in particular of
the Divine Office, which is often prayed by solitary individuals as part of their private devotion,
as countless books of hours attest, but whose fixed scripts, temporal coordination, and wide
distribution make it a shared form of worship that individuals enter into. A reader may consult
the same written text to meditate on it in preparation for later performance, or to voice the words
in direct address to God; liturgy and devotion thus cannot be sharply distinguished, although

manuscripts may give clues about which use was intended.

43 Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 13-24.

44 Although conventionally, scholars have referred to public practices as “liturgy” and private ones as “devotion,”
much recent work has complicated this distinction; the terms “operate in a continuum of practice” and are “fluid
parameters rather than firm categories,” according to Susan Boynton, “Prayer as Liturgical Performance in Eleventh-
and Twelfth-Century Monastic Psalters,” Speculum 82, no. 4 (2007): 896-7.
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Liturgy has no author: hardly anyone has ever sat down to write a liturgy from scratch,
although particular prayers and rites originate with individuals and individuals write revisions,
codifications, and translations of existing liturgies.4> A liturgy instead is an accretive composite
that develops in part through adaptive and selective pressures: what do practitioners want? what
will they refuse to accept? A liturgy thus reflects the community that uses it, shaped most
strongly by authorities that designate the requisite and impermissible, but also by the needs,
desires, and sensibilities of the gathered people.

One pressure on liturgical development is conservatism: the more “liturgically” a text is
used, the more it tends to calcify into inviolable fixity. Fifth-century Christians were able to
accept Jerome’s new translation of Scripture from the Hebrew as a more accurate replacement
for the Vetus Latina, but not his version of the psalms—the Versio Romana, a lightly modified
version of the earlier Psalterium Vetus, is retained to the present day in the mass service of the
Roman Missal, although the Gallican psalter was gradually adopted for the Divine Office from
the ninth century onwards. In the same way, even after the King James or Authorized Version of
the Bible was adopted by the Anglican Church, the King James Psalter met with resistance,*¢ and
the Book of Common Prayer retained the earlier Coverdale Psalter with only minor revisions
until 1979.47 Liturgical texts are so “sticky” because every change requires of every congregant
an effortful relearning of deeply automatized words, and often a new musical setting as well.

Familiar words of weekly or daily prayer wear deep grooves in the brain, or (in the ancient

45 Nicholas Wolterstorff, The God We Worship: An Exploration of Liturgical Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2015), 13—14.

46 James Doelman, “The Reception of King James’s Psalter,” in Royal Subjects: Essays on the Writings of James VI
and I, edited by Daniel Fischlin and Mark Fortier (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2002), 454-75.

47 J. Chester Johnson, Auden, the Psalms, and Me (New York: Church Publishing, 2017).
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metaphor) are “written on the heart”; this deep habituation engenders attachment and affection
for the rote words and syllables themselves, beyond the ideas they convey.

Out of many such pressures, liturgical practice as a whole develops certain emergent
properties or pronounced tendencies. Perhaps the strongest is that, whether anyone intended this
result or not, traditional liturgies seem designed to alienate the words they use from easy,
unconscious intelligibility. We’ve seen how communal attachment to certain fixed words results,
over time, in a sacred language of worship that is set apart from ordinary speech by archaism or
even an entirely different language. Other tendencies also produce the same effect. For example,
medieval liturgies were typically sung, which emphasizes the character of language as sound
over its character as thought; over time, as new generations of composers and performers
introduce innovations in musical performance—melisma, trope, polyphony—what is heard in
church is further and further removed from communication to become sensuous aesthetic
experience. Similarly, liturgical language tends to be highly poetic, conveying meaning through
metaphor, juxtaposition, and allusion, and the more developed a tradition is, the more allusive
and recursive it can become, as (say) a trope inserted into a prayer remixes a hymn based on a
compilation of scriptural passages. Indeed, repetition itself produces a certain distance from
semantic meaning, as texts become actions, landmarks in time, and objects of calculation and
regulation as well as meaningful words. Of course, these developments are not unidirectional;
again and again, reform movements, like the Cistercian reaction against the perceived excesses
of Clunaic liturgy, have worked to prune ornamentation and restore simplicity, clarity, or
intelligibility. Although the forces of proliferating elaboration and purifying reform push and pull

against each other, their combined effect in the late Middle Ages was a distinctive liturgical
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register that deemphasized the communicative function of language in favor of musical, poetic,
and ritual performance.

As a result, medieval liturgies posed challenges to understanding even for those who
were fluent in Latin—"harde or derke clausis” of difficult poetic language,*8 words elongated or
distorted in musical performance—and invited latinate and nonlatinate participants to reify
liturgical utterances as things— for example, in instructions not to leave the Mass “Til hit cum -
to Ite Missa est.”#? The unintelligible element in liturgical speech and its reification, so
characteristic of sacred language, guide practitioners away from engagement with semantic

meaning and toward alternate kinds of perception, interpretation, and use.

The Materiality of the Sign

Imagine, with Augustine, a man preparing to sing the hymn “Deus creator omnium.” He
notes that the first verse has eight syllables, alternating short and long, with each of the long
syllables lasting twice as long as each of the short ones.50 Perhaps he also notices, with William
Langland, that “Deus” has four letters, which stand for “dans eternam vitam suis,” revealing

God’s essential character.5! Perhaps he knows that this hymn is typically performed at the

48 Reginald Pecock and William Cabell Greet, The Reule of Crysten Religioun, EETS OS 171 (London: H. Milford,
Oxford University Press, 1927), IV.vii, p. 399.

49 «“A Treatise of the Manner and Mede of the Mass,” in Dan Jeremy, Thomas Frederick Simmons, and John
Lydgate, The Lay Folks Mass Book; Or, the Manner of Hearing Mass, with Rubrics and Devotions for the People, in
Four Texts; And, Offices in English According to the Use of York, from Manuscripts of the Xth to XVth Century,
EETS OS 71 (London: Oxford University Press, 1968), 11. 615.

50 Augustine, Confessionum Libri X111, 11.27.35, PL 32.822-824.

51 Piers Plowman B.12.290.
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Sunday vespers, and he associates it with the fall of evening.52 All of these observations pay
close attention to the liturgical text without requiring or implying understanding of the semantic
meaning of the words, “God the creator of all things.”

What liturgical participants experienced in interacting with texts in these ways can be
theorized in terms of Augustine’s sign theory. Although many other medieval philosophers were
deeply interested in semiotics and developed their theories at greater length, I rely here on
Augustine, rather than later figures more contemporary to my literary texts like Roger Bacon,
Thomas of Erfurt, or William of Ockham, for several reasons. First, Augustine is a towering
figure in semiotics, widely recognized as a turning point in its intellectual history or even the
first establisher of “the understanding of sign that made semiotics possible.”>3 Second,
Augustine’s simple but powerful—and theologically oriented—insights are more likely to have
influenced non-philosophers than more technical discussions concerned with logical abstraction.
Finally, Augustine’s emphasis on the thingly character of signs fits better with the challenges and
techniques of liturgical practice on the ground than later philosophers’ “mentalization” of the
sign. Ockham, for example, places signs at the center of his logical system, but he is primarily
interested in mental signs or concepts that represent realities, only secondarily in the oral or
written signs that represent those concepts.>* In contrast, the conditions of liturgical practice tend

to diminish the role of the mental concept and exalt the signifying thing in itself.

52 Cantus ID 008292.

53 John Deely, Augustine & Poinsot: The Protosemiotic Development (Scranton: University of Scranton Press,
2009), p. 27-28, n. 1.

54 Stephan Meier-Oeser, “Medieval Semiotics,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2011 Edition),
edited by Edward N. Zalta.
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We learn about things (res), Augustine says, by means of signs (signa). Some things, like
stones or cattle, are not usually considered signs but can potentially be used as signs, like the
stone Jacob used as a pillow or the ram Abraham sacrificed in place of Isaac; other signs, like
words, are only ever used as signs.55 For Augustine, the word is the paradigmatic sign, and other
kinds of signs are ancillary.5¢ Yet even words, which may seem insubstantial, are things: every
sign is also a thing, for what is not a thing is nothing at all.57 It is in this recognition that words
are things that we find a basis for two different ways of dealing with them: as signs, which “are
used to indicate something else,” and as things, which must be considered for “what they are in
themselves.”

Augustine was fascinated by the physicality of language, its humble “thingliness,”
addressing the topic in many of his works. In a homily on John, for example, he gives a lengthy
account of the mysterious process of speech:

When there is an idea in your heart it differs from [any] sound, but the idea that is in you

seeks out the sound as though it were a vehicle to come across to me. Therefore it clothes

itself in the sound, somehow gets itself into this vehicle, travels through the air, comes to
me [...] You’ve said what you were thinking and uttered those syllables so that what was

hidden inside you would come to me; the sound of the syllables conveys your thought to
my ear; through my ear your thought has descended into my heart.58

55 Augustine, De doctrina christiana, 1.2, PL 34:19-20.

56 Marcia Colish, The Mirror of Language: A Study in the Medieval Theory of Knowledge (New Haven, Conn.: Yale
University Press, 1968; rev. ed., Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1983), 45.

57 Augustine, De doctrina christiana, 1.2, PL 34:20.

58 Augustine, Homilies on John the Evangelist 37.4.14-24, PL 35:1671; translation from Peter King, “Augustine on
Language,” in The Cambridge Companion to Augustine, edited by David Vincent Meconi and Eleonore Stump,
second edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 298. “Apud teipsum, o homo, cum est in corde tuo
verbum, aliud est quam sonus: sed verbum quod est apud te, ut transeat ad me, sonum quasi vehiculum quaerit.
Assumit ergo sonum, imponit set quodammodo in vehiculum, transcurrit aerem, venit ad me [...] Quod cogitabas
dixisti; et ud ad me perveniret quod apud te latebat, syllabas sonuisti: sonus syllabarum perduxit ad aurem meam
cogitationem tuam; per aurem meam descendit in cor meum cogitatio tua.”
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In Augustine’s discussion of time in the Confessions, the sung or chanted word, and in particular
liturgical texts like memorized psalms and the hymn “Deus creator omnium,”5 are taken as key
examples of duration, emphasizing the time-bound character of speech in contrast with the
instantaneous or eternal apprehension of the soul. In De magistro, he argues that words in
themselves can teach nothing but sounds and vibrations; it is Christ who dwells in the interior
man who reveals truth to the intellect, with words playing the subordinate role of prompting or
reminding us of that inner knowledge.®0 Insofar as words are “sensibilia”—sounds vibrating in
the ear, extending in time and space, subject to the confusion and misunderstanding of mediation
—they seem deeply alien to the realm of “intelligibilia,” to which spirit, idea, and truth belong.
Yet in a mysterious way these physical “res” are united to thought, successfully prompting
hearers to share the same understanding.

Attending to words in this way is counterintuitive to ordinary practice. For Augustine, as
for us, “in their capacity as things, words are sounds, but this original character is, on the whole,
subsumed by their significative function.”¢! As obvious as the fact that words are “res” is when it
is pointed out, it is easy to forget when we are hearing, speaking, or reading the language that we
think in.

Take an example from modern psychology. For fluent, literate readers, recognition of
known words is so automatic that it can override other cues, including obvious physical features

of the words in question. Consider, for example, the Stroop Color-Word Task, a well-known

59 AH vol. 50 nr. 7.
60 Augustine, De magistro, chapters 12—13, PL 32:1216-9.

61 Colish, Mirror, 42.
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psychological test that measures the difference in reaction times between congruent and
incongruent stimuli. When color words are printed in differently colored fonts (for example, the
word “blue” printed in red ink), study participants are significantly slower to name the colors
they are seeing on the page than they are to read the color names or to name the font colors of
unrelated words.2 That is, automatic reading of written words interferes with our ability to
process the apparently much simpler information of color perception. One of the most reliable
findings in experimental psychology, this kind of effect is also one of the earliest; a 1886
dissertation had already found that it took participants longer to identify a picture of a horse or a
blue-colored square than to read aloud the words “horse” or “blue.”63 Stroop interference can be
diminished by instructing study participants under hypnosis to treat the colored words as
gibberish or even just prompting them to think about the everyday life of a dyslexic person,®* but
evidence for the automaticity of reading—the idea that skilled readers simply cannot not read
words when they look at them—remains strong.6>

In terms drawn from psychology, reading (for fluently literate readers) belongs to
“System 1,” an automatic and involuntary response, rather than “System 2,” the realm of

conscious, deliberate, effortful mental activity. That is, reading a word is more like recognizing a

62 J. R. Stroop, “Studies of interference in serial verbal reactions,” Journal of Experimental Psychology, 18 (6)
(1935), 643-62.

63 James McKeen Cattell, Psychometrische untersuchungen: inaugural-dissertation zur erlangung des doctorgrades
der philosophischen facultdt der Universitdt Leipzig, mit acht holzschnitten (Germany: W. Engelmann, 1886).

64 Michael Lifshitz, Noémie Aubert Bonn, Alexandra Fischer, Irene Farah Kashem, and Amir Raz, “Using
suggestion to modulate automatic processes: From Stroop to McGurk and beyond,” cortex 49, no. 2 (2013): 463—
473; Liat Goldfarb, Daniela Aisenberg, and Avishai Henik, “Think the thought, walk the walk—Social priming
reduces the Stroop effect,” Cognition 118, no. 2 (2011): 193-200.

65 Maria Augustinova and Ludovic Ferrand, “Automaticity of Word Reading: Evidence From the Semantic Stroop
Paradigm,” vol. 23 no. 5 (2014): 243-8.
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facial expression as happy or angry, something you can’t help but see, than it is like multiplying
17 x 24 in your head, something most of us must strain to calculate.%¢ Fluent readers “just see”
what’s being said, experiencing themselves as perceiving meanings rather than deciphering
letters. Viral memes (“If yuo cna raed tihs...”) and psycholinguistic research alike testify that
people do not ordinarily read each letter in a word individually, but recognize whole words using
cues that include word shape, initial and final letters, and context.6? Paying attention to the
individual letters of a word, or physical features like the color of the ink, requires switching to a
different mode of cognition that makes explicit perceptions that are normally below the threshold
of conscious attention—obviously present (you had to have seen the letters to recognize the
word), but invisibly elided in ordinary literate experience.

If automaticity is so strong, attention to the signifier itself so weak in our processing of
written language, which (despite the feats of Frankenstein’s monster and Tarzan) cannot be
acquired by observing examples but must be explicitly taught to students and learned with
effort,®8 how much more automatic is our processing of oral utterances in a mother tongue, a skill

spontaneously acquired in the dim days of infancy? The spoken, like the written, word is a res,

66 For a friendly introduction to Systems 1 and 2, see Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2013), 19-30.

67 K. Mayall, G. W. Humphreys, & A. Olson, “Disruption to word or letter processing? The origins of case-mixing
effects,” Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory, & Cognition 23 (1997): 1275-1286; L. X.
McCusker, P. B. Gough, R. G. Bias, “Word recognition inside out and outside in,” Journal of Experimental
Psychology: Human Perception and Performance 7 no. 3 (1981): 538-551.

68 The debate between phonics and whole language approaches to early reading has endured for more than a century,
as surveyed by James S. Kim, “Research and the Reading Wars,” in When Research Matters: How Scholarship
Influences Education Policy, edited by Frederick M. Hess (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Education Press, 2008), 89—
111. Today, phonics is victorious in education policy, and even advocates of whole language approaches typically
see explicit phonics instruction as serving an important supporting role along with exposure and practice modeled on
the acquisition of speech. In the Middle Ages, of course, phonics was essential to beginning reading, with learners
tasked with sounding out scrambled non-words, as prescribed by Quintilian, /nstitutio oratoria, Centre Traditio
Litterarum Occidentalium (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2010), I.1.xxv.
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having a physical existence as movement in the mouth, air, and ears, but how often are we aware
of that physicality, outside of choir practice or speech therapy? Augustine’s interest in the word
as res insists on the materiality of all linguistic signs, inviting deliberate attention to features of

language that can easily be forgotten in the fluent user’s automatic apprehension of reading.

Phenomenology of Language

The two modes of attention we’ve distinguished in language—saying a line of poetry
versus breaking it into short and long syllables, reading the word “yellow” versus recognizing
that it is printed in black ink and Times New Roman font—also operate in many other kinds of
experience, and many thinkers concerned with epistemology or phenomenology have
independently observed the difference between them. In this section, I do not presume to offer an
intellectual history or genealogy of this idea, but a sample of several parallel accounts that
provide helpful terms, clarify the relationships between the parts of the model, and inform my
thinking about medieval texts.

I first found the contrast between taking some thing as an object of attention and using
the same thing as a means for other ends articulated by C. S. Lewis, who provides for me an
unforgettable metaphor. In a short essay called “Meditation in a Toolshed,” he imagines standing
in a dark room into which a single ray of light falls. The beam of light seen from without, which
looks like glowing dust motes floating in the air, is utterly unlike the beam of light seen from
within, which looks like the sun framed by dark wood; yet both visions are true. In the same way,
Lewis suggests, the experience of love as contemplation of the beloved and the analysis of love

as a biological and psychological phenomenon, or the practice of religion as worship of God and
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the study of religion as an exercise of sociology, can be equally veridical, although radically
different, ways of knowing the same reality. Lewis linked his popularizing parable of the
toolshed to a distinction, drawn from Samuel Alexander’s Space, Time, and Deity, between the
mental acts of “contemplation” and “enjoyment,” which he regarded as “an indispensible tool of
thought.”®® However, Lewis’s use of the terms is not really consistent with Alexander’s, and
seems to have been based on a misreading.”® We must look elsewhere for properly philosophical
articulations of the concept metaphorically expressed by “looking at” and “looking along” the
beam of light.

Although Lewis did not know it, his contemporary Michael Polanyi, a chemist-turned-
epistemologist, was grappling with similar ideas. In Personal Knowledge and The Tacit
Dimension, he describes a “structure of tacit knowing” that honors the validity and even primacy
of knowledge that we cannot consciously articulate. Drawing on gestalt psychology and his own
experience as a practicing scientist, Polanyi emphasizes the importance of nonconscious abilities
that form a foundation for conscious knowledge. These basic abilities include perception of
discrete objects rather than mere sensory noise, recognition of particular objects like familiar
faces or species of plants or animals, and inarticulable physical skills from riding a bicycle to
chemical titration. The sort of knowledge we seek in scientific discovery depends wholly upon
such unsung ways of knowing. In Polanyi’s terminology, we always attend from one thing (the
proximal term) to another (the distal term), supporting focal awareness of the object we are

concentrating on with subsidiary awareness of great bodies of tacit knowledge. Indeed, Polanyi

69 C. S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy: The Shape of My Early Life (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1984), 218.

70 Gregory Bassham, “C. S. Lewis on the Enjoyment-Contemplation Distinction,” www.academia.edu.
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argues that all knowledge is either tacit or rooted in tacit knowledge; explicit knowledge is only
the slightest sliver of our minds, the cutting edge of what we are actively learning, discovering,
or analyzing, and when we truly master any knowledge, it sinks into subsidiary awareness. For
example, the skilled pianist no longer has to think consciously about key signatures or finger
positions, although subsidiary awareness of these things necessarily supports his focal attention
to the emotional expressivity of a passage. Or, in the process of scientific discovery, the scientist
moves from focal attention to particular observations, facts, or clues into subsidiary awareness of
those parts and focal attention to their theoretical coherence.

Language is a powerfully illustrative example of tacit knowledge; as Polanyi observes,
“the structure of tacit knowing contains a general theory of meaning which applies also to
language.””! The logic of language itself—its grammar, pragmatics, semiotics—must be tacit
whenever we are actively using language, attending from sounds fo thought. By shifting our
focus to words themselves, for example repeating a word while attending to the motion of tongue
and lips, we can force a word to “regain its sensuous body and lose its meaning.”’? Language is
intelligible, then, when tacit knowledge of the signifiers is subsidiarily integrated into focal
attention to signifieds, when the visual or aural means of communication are forgotten—or
wholly internalized—just as we “forget” the mechanics of riding a bicycle or throwing a ball.

Because tacit knowledge is so often a matter of skill, knowing-how-to rather than
knowing-that, it is akin to Pierre Bourdieu’s logic of practice. The idea in Bourdieu’s writing that

maps onto the distinction between Lewis’s “looking at” and “looking along,” or Polanyi’s focal

71 Michael Polanyi, “The Logic of Tacit Inference,” Philosophy 41, no. 155 (1966), 7.

72 Ibid, 8.
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and subsidiary, is the difference between the anthropologist and the practitioner. An
anthropologist (or any person who is new to an activity and far from mastery, or even a skilled
participant attempting to explain the practice to an outside observer) articulates social behavior
in terms of rules and regularities; the practitioner who has achieved mastery simply knows what
to do in a given situation, even if he is unable to articulate why.”3 The anthropologist sees a map,
the practitioner a route. Practical mastery is quite orthogonal to symbolic mastery (that is,
“conscious recognition and verbal expression’),’* and it is generally inculcated insensibly and
unconsciously by imitation of adults, organization of inhabited space, and “structural exercises”
like rituals and games.”> When I use the terms “religious practice” and “practitioner,” they should
carry this Bourdieunian force.

Just as language is a paradigmatic instance for Polanyi’s tacit knowledge, it is also a
central example of practical mastery. Scholars have applied methods and concepts drawn from
Bourdieu’s work to linguistic anthropology and studies of classroom literacy.” Like practitioners
of any practice, speakers acquire oral fluency in a “mother tongue” through observation and
imitation of other practitioners, without being able to articulate the rules of grammar. Those who
are instructed in a language using the logic of symbolic mastery, thinking in terms of rules and

maps like an anthropologist, must at some point “go native” to communicate fluently in the

73 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, translated by Richard Nice (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1977), 2—4.

74 Tbid, 88.
75 Ibid, 87-91.

76 William F. Hanks, “Pierre Bourdieu and the Practices of Language,” Annual Review of Anthropology 34 (2005):
67-83; Michael Grenfell and Michael Kelly, editors, Pierre Bourdieu: Language, Culture and Education: Theory
into Practice (Peter Lang, 2003).
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target language. Linguists get at this difference by distinguishing between “learning” and
“acquiring” languages: while learning gives conscious, explicit knowledge of a language’s
grammar, acquisition is a subconscious process that results in speakers with an accurate “feel”
for correctness, even if they do not consciously know the rules.”’

The same distinction is also observed by medieval theorists. In De vulgari eloquentia,
Dante defines the vernacular as the language we acquire “without any formal instruction, by
imitating our nurses,” in contrast with a secondary kind of language, called “grammatica,” which
can be mastered only through a lengthy course of study.”® He too uses different words for these
different kinds of learning; as Katharine Breen points out, Dante expresses the acquisition of a
mother tongue with the passive form of the verb assuefacio, meaning “to become used to” or “to
become accustomed to,” and the word consuetudo or “custom,” while he calls fluent Latin of
expert scholars a habitus, distinguished from mere custom by its essential relation to rules.”
Although Latin can be learned thoroughly, it must always remain artificial and rule-bound,
somewhat alienated from the natural language of the heart. In time, English too became
“grammaticized” for some speakers, as through formal education they came to understand it as a
system governed by rules,80 but this self-consciousness comes about by seeing the mother-tongue

reflected in the mirror of Latin.

77 e.g. Stephen D. Krashen, Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition (Oxford; New York: Pergamon
1982), 10-12.

78 Dante Alighieri and Steven Botterill, De Vulgari Eloguentia (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 2-3.
Latin: “vulgarem locutionem asserimus quam sine omni regula nutricem imitantes accipimus.”

79 Katharine Breen, Imagining an English Reading Public, 11501400 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2010), 2, 4.

80 Christopher Cannon, From Literacy to Literature: England, 1300—1400 (Oxford University Press, 2016).
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The last philosopher I will summon to bear witness to our two modes of perception or
knowledge is Martin Heidegger, who, despite his personal sins as a Nazi collaborator, gives this
idea perhaps its most compelling philosophical articulation. I look here neither to Heidegger’s
writings about language nor his phenomenology of religious life, but to his concept of
equipmentality, which I will apply to language and liturgy in my own way. Heidegger calls
“equipment” [das Zeug] those entities that we encounter in concern, that we experience as
“something-in-order-to...” [etwas um-zu].81 When we use something as a tool, we enter into a
deeper, more primordial relationship to it than when we are simply staring at it or thinking about
it. The famous example is a hammer: when a skilled workman is hammering, he is not paying
attention to the hammer itself; it is an extension of his arm and his will, integrated into a total
system of workbench and nails and wood.82 Only if the hammer breaks will he look at it to see
what has gone wrong. Heidegger calls equipmental being readiness-to-hand [Zuhandheit], in
contrast with presence-at-hand [ Vorhandenheit]. In a sense, the workman does not “know” his
tools; he is not conscious of them, they have disappeared from his attention. In another sense,
though, a tool can only really be known as equipment; staring at it as an object of attention in
itself will never reveal its manipulability, its affordances, to “towards-which” of its purpose.
Thus, “tools-in-use become phenomenologically transparent,”$3 and that in two senses; they

vanish from consciousness, and by so doing they reveal what lies beyond them.

81 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, translated by John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (London: SCM Press,
1962), 1.3, p. 97.

82 Ibid, 1.3, 98.

83 Michael Wheeler, “Martin Heidegger,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2020 Edition), edited by
Edward N. Zalta.
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Thus far, I have essentially restated, in more German terms, the same phenomenon that

29 ¢¢

Polanyi independently described; for our purposes, “ready-to-hand” is “subsidiary,” “present-to-
hand” more or less “focal,” “towards-which” not only the same idea but almost the same
metaphor as “distal” and “proximal.” Why, then, bring Heidegger into it at all? What he uniquely
contributes to my theoretical background is a connection between the phenomenology of tools

and that of art, a connection that will tie this dissertation’s explorations of religious practice and

psycholinguistics to my home field of literature.

The Simultaneity of Artistic Perception

In an essay on “The Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger uses the idea of
equipmentality to illuminate artistic perception. On the one hand, consider a pair of shoes as they
are known by the peasant woman who wears them: they are most genuinely what they are when
she stands and walks in them without looking at the shoes themselves or even being aware of
them, as by means of them she works and knows the earth and is sure of her world. On the other
hand, consider Van Gogh'’s painting of those peasant shoes, which, Heidegger says, discloses
what the thing is in truth, and in which “the being of the being comes into the steadiness of its
shining.”84 The artist engages in a different mode of perception, calls forth a different kind of
being, bringing to our consciousness as an object of attention that which we would ordinarily
forget as merely a means to other ends. Extending this line of reasoning, Graham Harmond sees

the broken-hammer effect—the becoming-conscious of an object’s “allure,” that is, “the

84 Martin Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” in Poetry, Language, Thought, translated by Albert
Hofstadter (New York: Harper Perennial Modern Thought, 2013), 32-8, quote from p. 35.
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inscrutable reality of hammer-being lying behind the accessible theoretical, practical, or
perceptual qualities of the hammer,” as “the key phenomenon of all the arts, literature
included.”’$5 There is, then, a strange kinship between artistry and brokenness; both alike frustrate
the easy, automatic, unconscious character of skilled practice and force us to reckon with things
in themselves. This deep connection will help us understand why “broken” words, words that
frustrate the normal process of linguistic signification and fail to convey intelligible semantic
meaning, can be for some users charged with the beauty, power, and inarticulable significance of
art.

Other accounts of explicit and tacit knowledge tend to hold that these modes of
perceiving or knowing are mutually exclusive. For Lewis, for example, it is quite impossible to
look “at” and “along” a sunbeam at the same time; contemplating an object drives out enjoyment
of it, and vice versa, so although the activities may rapidly alternate, they cannot be integrated.
Polanyi, similarly, argues that subsidiary and focal awareness are incompatible: “So long as you
look at X, you are not attending from X to something else, which would be its meaning. In order
to attend from X to its meaning, you must cease to look at X, and the moment you look at X
again you cease to see its meaning.”8¢ In language, too, engaging with meanings and attending to
signs seem inimical to each other. Under ordinary conditions of communication, we only become
aware of words as things—sounds, markings, rule-bound patterns—precisely because some

problem in the signifier poses an obstacle to understanding—a heavy accent, crabbed

85 Graham Harman, "The Well-Wrought Broken Hammer: Object-Oriented Literary Criticism," New Literary
History 43, no. 2 (Spring, 2012), 187.

86 Polanyi, “The Logic of Tacit Inference,” 8, italics original.
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handwriting, grammatical solecisms, a foreign language. These broken words, like a broken
hammer, become the focus of a user’s attention only when they cease to be equipmentally useful.

Art poses an exception to this rule of mutual exclusivity. As Heidegger says in his
discussion of Van Gogh’s peasant shoes, the work of art consists in its making-available to us the
being of things we would ordinarily experience only as equipment. In the visual arts,
Impressionism and post-impressionist movements take this insight further: the painting demands
that we consider not only the being of the shoes themselves, apart from their utility for walking
and working, but also the being of the paint itself as a tactile substance, apart from the
recognizable image that it presents to the eye and mind. Rather than treating the work of art as a
transparent window through which we look to see its subject, a Renaissance ideal,87 postmodern
and premodern visual arts alike tend to call attention to the materiality of their media. In art that
is interested in its own materials and methods but remains representational, the trained eye can
attend to the medium without ceasing to see the landscape or person or symbol it represents,
achieving a paradoxical simultaneity of awareness—the brushstrokes (say) are at once both focal
(objects of interest in themselves) and subsidiary (conveying to the mind an object of
contemplation wholly unlike themselves). Bringing to conscious attention the work of the
artwork as mediator need not drive from consciousness that which it mediates. In objects like a
reliquary made of gold and crystal or a “Charter of Christ” poem written on parchment, the
image depicted and the material means of depiction offer complementary significances in

dialogue with one another—crystal signifying changeless eternity while the bone within

87 Leon Battista Alberti and Lucia Bertolini, De Pictura: Redazione Volgare, Edizione Nazionale Delle Opere Di
Leon Battista Alberti. II, Trattatistica D'arte 1.1 (Firenze: Polistampa, 2012), 1.19.4, p. 237.
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represents bodily vulnerability glorified, or animal skin used to represent the flayed skin of the
Lamb of God, on which legal assurance of salvation is inscribed in blood.88

In arts made of words, similar effects can be achieved by drawing conscious attention to
the linguistic signifier itself—its sonic qualities of rhyme or alliteration, its syllabic rhythm, even
its component letters and the shapes they make on the page. These, of course, are the techniques
of poetry. As Viktor Shklovsky puts it, “When studying poetic language—be it phonetically or
lexically, syntactically or semantically—we always encounter the same characteristic of art: it is
created with the explicit purpose of de-automatizing perception.”8? As with Heidegger’s broken
hammer, the defamiliarization of art is closely akin to the difficulty of failed or frustrated use,
and literary language often dances on the edge of unintelligibility; poetry can even be defined as
“difficult, laborious language” or “decelerated, contorted speech.”9 Although defamiliarizing
effects can be obtained in many ways, Shklovsky specifically points to the use of foreign
languages for literary purposes—Arabic among the Persians, Old Bulgarian in Russia, Latin in
the European Middle Ages—as a characteristic example of defamiliarization. The use of a non-
vernacular language is an extreme, and therefore illustrative, point on a continuum that also

includes more garden-variety literary techniques like repetition and alliteration.

88 For a general literature review on the emergence of “materiality” as a key concept in medieval art history, see
Aden Kumler, “Materials, materia, ‘materiality’,” in A Companion to Medieval Art: Romanesque and Gothic in
Northern Europe, (2019): 95-117; for the specific examples cited here, see Caroline Walker Bynum, Christian
Materiality: An Essay on Religion in Late Medieval Europe (New York: Cambridge, Mass.: Zone Books; Distributed
by the MIT Press, 2011), 28, 70-78 and Sarah Kay, “Original Skin: Flaying, Thinking, and Reading in the Legend of
Saint Bartholomew and Other Works,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 36, no. 1 (Hoboken, NJ: John

Wiley & Sons, 2006), 37.

89 Viktor Shklovsky, “Art as Device,” in Viktor Shklovsky: A Reader, edited and translated by Alexandra Berlina
(New York: Bloomsbury Academic & Professional, 2016), 93.

90 Ibid, 94-5.
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Our long detour into the phenomenology of knowledge, then, allows us to return to
liturgical language with insight into its relationship with “the literary.” While in most non-
literary contexts we either treat words as subsidiary means by which to attend to meanings, or
stop in confusion to attend to a communication problem, appreciation of poetry typically
involves a highly developed ability to maintain two (or more) different modes of perceiving
words in mind at once—to follow, for example, a logical argument even as we anticipate an
obvious upcoming rhyme-word, then are surprised by an unexpected subversion of the pattern.
Intelligible meaning and sensuous sonic effects are simultaneously present to the awareness in
harmony. Precisely the same ability to coordinate modes of perception comes into play in
liturgical practice, where words are at once voiced to God and utilized according to forms and
rules, and where thanks to the desires and attachments of practitioners, extraordinary extremes of
linguistic defamiliarization emerge and accumulate over time. Everything that is most
characteristic of liturgical speech—fixed texts, repetition, song, archaism, the use of a
nonvernacular language—tends to alienate participants from unconscious use of tacit linguistic
knowledge to become aware of words as strange and wonderful things that can mean or do far
more than they literally say. Liturgical language thus spontaneously produces poetry, almost as a
side effect, in its pursuit of sacred significance not subject to the limitations of ordinary semantic
meaning.

It is fitting, then, to explore the language of liturgy and medieval experience of it through
literary texts. For medieval Christian writers, liturgy was lived poetry—a source, model, and
occasion for their own writings, even in the vernacular. Many medieval religious texts, from

didactic treatises to mystical visions to devotional verse, served as supplements to worship,
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preparing their readers with knowledge, techniques, or habits of mind that would help them
encounter God amid the formal observances of the visible church. Those same habits of mind—
the play of significances beyond semantic meanings—could be secularized for other ends, or

turned back to the sacred source from which they came.

Summary of the Chapters

In this introductory chapter, I have laid out the basic theoretical framework of this
dissertation in modern and fairly abstract terms, drawing on a variety of philosophers and
theorists from the last two centuries. With these concepts in place, the remainder of the
dissertation will examine what liturgical practice and reflection on specific liturgies actually
looked like for fourteenth- and fifteenth-century English Christians, especially lay people and
those tasked with instructing them. Digging into the specificity of these devotional and literary
works will illuminate the complex dynamics of latinity and vernacularity as they were lived by
practitioners.

In the first chapter, I look to narrative and dramatic representations of “lewed” audiences
interpreting liturgical Latin, focusing on the encounter between the angels and the shepherds at
the Nativity. Medieval dramatic representations of this iconic event, especially those from the
Chester and Towneley cycles, play with the contrast between glorious angels and comically
confused shepherds. These scenes, I argue, offer more than comic relief: they explore the nature
of language, especially the musical, performative, alienated language of liturgy. In doing so, they
parallel for lay audiences scholarly, latinate interpretations of “unintelligible” Hebrew words like

“Alleluia” and “Amen.” Because the shepherds are ignorant of Latin, hearing and understanding

38



are separated by a period of effortful interpretation, and understanding, when it comes, is in
miraculous excess of the semantic meaning of the Latin utterances heard. Thus, these accounts
divide language—specifically, Latin, liturgical language—into its constituent parts for analysis.
In the liturgical song that the mystery plays incorporate and comment on, we find pure sound,
emptied of semantic meaning; in theological speculation about angelic communication, we
consider pure meaning, without any corporeal or sensible mediating sign. For the plays’ authors
and audiences, whatever their own understanding of Latin, the figure of the illiteratus is a
conceptual tool for exploring the double nature of language as spiritual and corporeal, as well as
the greater mystery mirrored in this lesser one—the Incarnation of the Word of God.

In the second chapter, I move from sound and sense considered in isolation to the
smallest unit of language in which they are combined: the single word, or the name. I focus here
on devotion to the Holy Name of Jesus, which sprang into immense popularity in the late
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Theology of the names of God, stretching back to the earliest
days of the church, reveals several distinct traditions of naming: a dialectic of cataphasis and
apophasis that describes God in terms that are always self-confessedly partial and inadequate,
and an assertion that some names, especially the Hebrew names of God’s historical self-
revelations, are intimately connected to God himself and make his power present. In late
medieval devotions to the name of Jesus, these theologies of naming are united: “Jesus” is both a
translatable description of the essential truth about God (“he saves™) and a talismanic object
whose very letters, syllables, and pen-strokes are imbued with power and grace. In literary
treatments of Holy Name devotion, including the writings of Richard Rolle and anonymous Latin

hymns and English lyric poems, the person and the name of Jesus are conflated in a rich
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confusion, suggesting that the Word of God has become present to his worshippers with
unmediated intimacy.

In the third chapter, I leap from a unit of language—the single word—smaller than the
sentences that normally bear semantic meaning to a unit larger than the sentence—the prayer text
considered as a whole. Christian practitioners have long worried that recitation of fixed texts
risks dividing the activity of the mouth, mumbling familiar sounds, from the activity of the mind,
wandering wide in the world. While the problem of inattention in prayer is perennial, I see in the
fifteenth century new strategies of attention developed and disseminated to lay people, strategies
that seek to harmonize, rather than simply uniting, the activities of mind and mouth, taking
advantage of the different tempos of speech and thought to attach more and more meanings to an
unchanging text. My chief examples in these chapters are three fifteenth-century bodies of
writing aimed to convey theological teaching or monastic spiritual practices to wider audiences
of English readers: the Myroure of Oure Ladye, the works of Reginald Peacock, and the
devotional poetry of John Lydgate. In particular, I focus on their treatments of the Pater Noster as
a paradigm for prayer. These commentary texts teach and model mental practices that readers can
employ in their own performance of liturgical texts to suffuse difficult, alien, or unintelligible
language with significance.

While my first three chapters each draw on a range of sources, including both canonical
literary figures and anonymous devotional works, a single text dominates the fourth: Piers
Plowman. The poem has an outsized place in my project because Langland is himself a
sophisticated theorist of language keenly interested in both the interactions of English and Latin

and the interplay of different modes of perception, knowledge, and significance, although his
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theories are enacted for the reader’s participation rather than directly expounded. Through three
distinct ways of incorporating Latin into English poetry—nominalizing mention, fluently
integrated code-switching, and re-voicing of quotations like the lines of a play—Langland trains
his reader to receive Latin in a flexible, poetic spirit that holds open multiple possible meanings
and modes of significance, a skill also exercised in liturgical practice. Unlike some of the other
figures featured in earlier chapters, Langland places a high value on fluent understanding of the
intelligible meanings of Latin sentences, but his ideal is an integration of semantic meaning with
ritual efficacy, the word as thought and the word as thing. In Piers Plowman, as in this project as
a whole, the linguistic dynamic of interaction between reading words for semantic meaning and
contemplating them as vehicles for nonsemantic significance is linked to the epistemological
dynamic of interaction between subsidiary, equipmental, habitual knowing and conscious,
attentive knowing.

Piers Plowman provides for me not only examples to study but principles and
commitments with which to think. Even as I break language and its multiple forms of
significance apart in analysis, I, like Langland, desire to attain an elusive deeper union, a “kynde
knowynge,” that can be both explicitly articulated and habitually practiced. For me, Piers
Plowman’s epistemological quest also bridges the gap between the phenomenology of verbal
signs and that of religious experience more generally.

Ultimately, the same distinction between explicit and tacit knowledge, “looking at” and
“looking along,” that is central to this book’s argument about medieval experience of liturgical
language also shapes my methodology with respect to religious belief. As both a student of

medieval Christianity and a believing, practicing Christian, I have had to learn a double vision of
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my own, deliberately switching back and forth between the focused study of the anthropologist
and the equipmental use of the practitioner, academic analysis of the institutions of organized
religion and adoration of God who offers the treasure of the gospel in these earthen vessels.
While these perspectives may seem incompatible to some, I consider them as complementary as
studying music theory and listening to a sonata, or analyzing prosody and declaiming great lines
of poetry; although explicit study can deaden primary experience or trap it in reflexive self-
consciousness, in its proper use it deepens and enriches practice. In my role as an
“anthropologist,” my task in this dissertation is to understand the beliefs and practices of specific
writers and communities in the historical context of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century England.
At the same time, as a “practitioner,” I have my eye on how those beliefs and practices can be

made useful both for literary critics and for Christian communities today.

Theology of the Word

Forgive me, then, if in the final section of this introduction, as I turn to the theological
underpinnings and implications of liturgical practice, I speak in the present tense and the first-
person plural. I am concerned here both with how late medieval English Christians made sense
of their liturgies and with what liturgical practices say about God. Let me briefly outline three
theological reflections that emerge from and will be explored through the chapters to come: on
liturgical theology, on the nature of religious language, and on the mystery of the Incarnation of
the Word.

First, we must place liturgy within a broader ecosystem of theological practice. Thinking

about vernacular theology often relies on a polarity between scholastic philosophy—explicit,
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argumentative, academic, expressed in formal philosophical genres and terms, clerical and
latinate—and what Barbara Newman calls “imaginative theology”—more oblique, thinking
through images, taking up as its tools narrative, poetry, allegory, dream-vision, and mystical
experience, aligned with vernacular languages and lay people.®! Like the best literary expressions
of religious thought, the texts of worship are deeply theological but only tangentially concerned
with the exposition or defense of philosophical truth-claims. Indeed, taking liturgy into account
reverses an assumed hierarchy elevating explicit over tacit, or philosophical over experiential,
knowledge with the countervailing principle “lex orandi, lex credendi’:92 often beliefs are
formulated as doctrine and defended by rational argument only after they have been performed in
worship, sinking into the hearts and shaping the imaginations of religious practitioners. In
Christian life, indeed, the encounter between God and the community of faith in worship is
primary theology; all reflection on it or theorizing about it is secondary theology,® on its own a
sounding brass or heap of straw.94 Paul Holmer captures the relationship between the two in
terms that echo the structure of tacit knowledge when he describes theology as a kind of

grammar: explicit statements of doctrines are to the life of love for God as grammar rules are to a

91 Barbara Newman, God and the Goddesses: Vision, Poetry, and Belief in the Middle Ages (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 294-304. Of course the “polarity” I describe here is not a simple binary;
Bernard McGinn describes three great strands of theology (scholastic, monastic, and vernacular), and Newman
outlines five modes of theological writing that are not mutually exclusive (scholastic, monastic, pastoral, vernacular,
imaginative). Still, for scholars of literature eager to celebrate their own ways of knowing, academic or scholastic
theology is a natural “other” and antagonist for the imaginative, experiential, and lay; see Chapter 4 for how this
dynamic appears in scholarship on “clergie” and “kynde knowynge” in Piers Plowman.

92 Paul De Clerck, ““Lex orandi, lex credendi’: The original sense and historical avatars of an equivocal adage,”
Studia liturgica 24, no. 2 (1994): 178-200.

93 Paul L. Holmer, The Grammar of Faith (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1978), ix; Aidan Kavanagh, On Liturgical
Theology (New York: Pueblo, 1984).

941 Cor 13:1; Processus canonizationis s. Thomae, Neapoli 79, ed. M.-H. Laurent, fascicule 4 of Fontes vitaes
Thomae Aquinatis, ed. Dominic M. Priimmer (Toulouse, n.d.), pp. 376-77.
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fluent conversation—as interesting and illuminating as it can be to turn our focal attention on
these systems, they are properly subsidiary to far worthier ends, and of little worth separated
from those ends.> For medieval practitioners, liturgy, as primary theology, shares with scholastic
theology its Latin language and authoritative status but with imaginative theology its literary and
poetic character, its emphasis on experience and relationship over abstract intellection, and its
openness to the participation of “lewed” Christians.

If liturgy expresses theology in both its intelligible utterances and its nonverbal signs,
what does the non-vernacularity that has dominated so many Christians’ experience of public
worship say about God? When I first started thinking about unintelligibility, nonsense, and
failure of understanding in medieval religious writings, I was thinking in terms of apophatic
mysticism: unintelligible speech is a different kind of silence, confessing that which we cannot
speak. I saw in the speech-acts of liturgy a higher priority on the performative than the
communicative functions of language, an emphasis on the formation of persons and relationships
rather than the propositional statements of doctrine. I still think so, though I have found the
matter more complicated the more I have studied it.

There are, certainly, places in which liturgical practice approaches an ecstatic excess
beyond linguistic or cognitive apprehension, most clearly in the pure vowel of the jubilus,
“alleluia” extended into wordless song. Yet even as | observed the undeniable attraction of
“empty” language, freed from human concepts and charged with supracomprehensible
expressivity, | also saw how important it has been for the church to maintain, even at its most

ritual and performative, a degree of accuracy and authority in its speech about God—requiring

95 Holmer, The Grammar of Faith, 17-25.
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that all its authorized language must be able to be parsed into semantic meanings that can be
examined for truth-value by someone, even if those kinds of significance are far from its primary
communal function. I reject accounts of religious language, like that of Bruno Latour, that recuse
it from reference to the external world and make it instead entirely a matter of relationship,
helping us make sense of the world and draw close to one another.%¢ Yes, a love-letter is not at
bottom about informational content or valid argumentation; yet the beloved will be rightly
offended if you get the color of her eyes wrong or misrepresent what she values and desires. In
religion, too, although language and concepts are always inadequate, although the goal is not the
intellectual knowing-that of science but the personal knowing-whom of relationship,
nevertheless intelligible, reasonable, truthful formulations about God are necessary subsidiaries
to wordless love. The language of the church therefore strives to be, paradoxically, both
comprehensible and incomprehensible, intelligible and profoundly mysterious, a description of
God and a confession of speechless wonder.

The astonishing thing about liturgical Latin is that it managed to be both. For medieval
Christians, Latin was at once a language of scientific precision and intellectual rigor and a
language of powerful rituals and unfathomable mysteries. Speaking the church’s ancient words
in the language of her scholars and theologians guaranteed authoritative truth about God, even as
using an (imperfectly) acquired language made worshippers conscious that their knowledge was
mediated by both physical signifiers and mental concepts that are inadequate to God. Medieval
Latin liturgy thus enacts, even when it does not articulate, the paradox of God’s knowability and

unknowability.

96 Bruno Latour, Rejoicing: Or the Torments of Religious Speech, translated by Julie Rose (Cambridge: Polity,
2013).
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Finally, medieval writers’ thinking about language has even more directly theological
implications, telling us not only about human knowledge about God, but also about God himself.
The second person of the Trinity, God’s self-revelation, is called the Word. Thus language in
general is a key metaphor for divinity, and the relationship between corporeal signifier and
intelligible thought a traditional site for reflection on the Incarnation:

Just as when we speak, in order that what we have in our minds may enter through the ear

into the mind of the hearer, the word which we have in our hearts becomes an outward

sound and is called speech; and yet our thought does not lose itself in the sound, but
remains complete in itself, and takes the form of speech without being modified in its

own nature by the change: so the Divine Word, though suffering no change of nature, yet
became flesh, that He might dwell among us.%7

The Incarnation is perhaps Christianity’s deepest mystery: the union of God and man, Creator
and creature, eternal verity and contingent history, the universal and the particular, mind and
matter. Yet at least one facet of that mystery—intelligible meaning united to a sensuous, physical
thing—is not a unique miracle that happened long ago and far away but a daily and hourly
feature of our experience, so common and so much second nature to us that we fail to recognize
its strangeness. Only when language is defamiliarized by failure, theory, or art do we become
conscious of the constant miracle of understanding, the seamless union of thought and sign.

For Christians, any discussion of semiotic theory must be haunted by the person of Jesus,
the Word made flesh. A few of my medieval authors suggest the connection, meditating on the
Nativity and the Holy Name; others do not. But I think that becoming aware of words as things

in worship must always have resonated, consciously or tacitly, with the mystery of the incarnate

97 Augustine, De doctrina christiana 1.13, PL 34:24. “Sicut cum loquimur, ut id quod animo gerimus, in audientis
animum per aures carneas illabatur, fit sonus verbum quod corde gestamus, et locutio vocatur; nec tamen in eumdem
sonum cogitatio nostra convertitur, sed apud se manens integra, forma vocis qua se insinuet auribus, sine aliqua labe
suae mutationis assumit: ita Verbum Dei non commutatum, caro tamen factum est, ut habitaret in nobis.”
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Word. The sacred language of the liturgy, alienated and even unintelligible, was an experiential
assurance that Truth has taken on a body and dwelt among us, accessible though his presence to

ear, eye, and mouth, even if he remains a mystery to the mind.
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Chapter 1

The Shepherds’ Gloria: The Sound of Liturgy and the Figure of the “Lewed” Listener

On a cold night, in the dead of winter, a voice rings out: “Gloria in excelsis deo.”
Medieval Christians, doubtless, knew the story and recognized the Latin phrase. Yet to the
shepherds to whom it was addressed, according to medieval representations like the mystery
plays performed at Chester, these words present an almost insoluble difficulty:

Tertius Pastor ~ What songe was this, saye yee,
that he sange to us all three?
Expounded shall yt bee
erre we hethen passe; [...]
hit was ‘grorus glorus’ with a ‘glee.’
Hit was neyther more nor lasse.

Garcius Nay, yt was ‘glorus glarus glorius’;
methinke that note went over the howse.
A seemely man he was, and curiouse;
but soone awaye hee was.

Primus Pastor ~ Nay, yt was ‘glorus glarus’ with a ‘glo,’
and mych of ‘celsis’ was thereto.
As ever have I rest or woo,
much hee spake of ‘glas.’®8

In the ears of the shepherds, the angelic message is garbled into nonsense syllables and musical
notes, the good news lost in a confusion of sounds. The basic components of language—audible
signifiers and intelligible meaning—are divorced, turning a communicative process that is
unconscious and automatic for fluent speakers into a prolonged, labored, self-conscious struggle

for understanding.

98 The Chester Mystery Cycle, ed. R. M. Lumiansky and David Mills, EETS SS 3 (London: Oxford UP, 1974),
7.376-9, 382-391.
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This scene was a staple of the Christmas story for late medieval English Christians. The
comic shepherds, characterized by their earthy, rustic concerns and bumbling incomprehension,
were central to many representations of the Nativity, especially the mystery plays that
disseminated scriptural narratives to broad public audiences. Of course the story was told this
way because it was a successful comedic set piece, but the spectacle of uneducated listeners
encountering sacred Latin also resonated with lay experience and raised pointed questions about
liturgy. What is the value of hearing or reciting an utterance one cannot understand? Does the
liturgical use of Latin exclude or make fools of the common folk? What do non-semantic
elements like musical performance and ritual repetition contribute to liturgical practice? Even as
they provoked audience laughter, representations of the shepherds’ incomprehension advanced
serious and surprising ideas about liturgical language, divine communication, and lay experience.
Moreover, they explored these questions in ways accessible to the majority of medieval
Christians who lacked literacy and Latin grammar.

As this chapter examines the topos of shepherds responding to the “Gloria” in fourteenth-
and fifteenth-century English Nativity scenes, I treat narrative poems and theater not simply as
records of medieval experience, but sources of liturgical commentary and theory of language. In
doing so, I follow the example of Nicolette Zeeman, who identifies some medieval poems as
“imaginative theory,” self-theorizing texts that address questions about literary composition,
interpretation, and tradition by allegorical or figurative means.?® She takes as her prime example
of this phenomenon the common topos in chanson d’aventure by which the wandering narrator

encounters a speaker or singer of a formal text. This encounter, Zeeman argues, figures rhetorical

99 Nicolette Zeeman, “Imaginative Theory” in Middle English, edited by Paul Strohm, Oxford Twenty-First Century
Approaches to Literature (Oxford University Press, 2007), 222-240.
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inventio, imagining composition as a simultaneous discovery and renewal of existing material,
and offering implicit commentary on genre, vernacularity, and writerly subjectivity.1%0 While she
focuses on other genres like love-song and complaint, the same narrative situation also serves as
a frame for liturgical commentary. Such poems offer much more than vernacular translations;
they comment on the meaning, function, use, and value of the text at their center, and their
narrative approach can demonstrate interpretative techniques, affective states, and responses
appropriate to reading or hearing that text.

Take, for example, the fifteenth-century lyric “Verbum Caro Factum Est.”101 As its
narrator “Passud poru a garden grene,” he encounters and converses with three parties: a maiden
singing “Verbum caro factum est,” a group of shepherds singing “Gloria in excelsis deo,” and
three kings. The narrator, standing in for the imagined audience, seeks an interpretation of the
song: “T askud pat mayden what sche mentt” (9). In response, the maiden initially “bad me byde”
(10), leaving the inquirer suspended in a state of perplexity. Instead of the plain meaning that we
seek, the poem draws our attention to the musical performance of the song, “pe notus” (7) and
“voice ful clere” (12). Only after the reader has paused to contemplate the refrain as
unintelligible sound is explanation offered—not once, but three times, as the poem returns to its
refrain in each stanza. In each iteration, the proportion between narrative description of the song
and didactic exposition of its meaning shifts: the first explanation occupies four lines, the second
seven, the third eleven. The essence of the communication remains the same—a wonderful baby

is born—but that news is more and more fully expounded, as the shepherds translate their song

100 Thid, 227-31.

101 Carleton Fairchild Brown, Religious Lyrics of the XVth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1939), no. 78, pp.
115-6.

50



(“To god a-bouun be joy & blysse!” (26)) and the kings reflect on the mysteries of the
incarnation and redemption (“god be-comun yn mannus flech, / pat bote hasse broght off all oure
bale” (41-2)). The final stanza returns to the song of the maiden, revealed to be the Virgin Mary.
Rather than again elaborating the meaning of the Latin words through the voices of interpreter
characters, the final stanza praises Mary in the voice of the present-day Christian community,
confident in bringing “oure behest” to Mary as mediatrix. This brief poem not only articulates
vernacular theology in its direct statements about the incarnation and atonement, but
demonstrates an approach to interpreting sacred Latin that is rooted in the bodily experience of
sound, makes room for ignorance and uncertainty, and develops meaning over time through
iterative, expansive readings of a central text.

Such imaginative theory, worked out in vernacular lyric, narrative, and drama rather than
academic Latin genres such as accessus ad auctores or elaborate liturgical commentary, seems to
offer a tantalizing glimpse into the thinking of people who did not belong to the clerical elite.
Reaching wide audiences of nonliterate listeners, medieval religious theater had a special
connection to nonliterate learning: those who defended it, as they are represented in the
antitheatrical Tretise of Miraclis Pleying, drew on the conventional Gregorian wisdom that
pictures are books for the illiterate,!02 arguing that those who could not literally read “mowen

bettere reden the wille of God and his mervelous werkis” in plays and even that theater surpasses

102 Dag Norberg, editor, S. Gregorii Magni registrum epistularum libri VIII-XIV, CCSL 140A (Turnhout: Brepols,
1982), IX, 209 and XI, 10, pp. 768, 876: “Idcirco enim pictura in ecclesiis adhibetur, ut hi qui litteras nesciunt
saltem in parietibus uidendo legant, quae legere in codicibus non ualent” and “Nam quod legentibus scriptura, hoc
idiotis praestat pictura cernentibus, quia in ipsa ignorantes uident quod debeant, in ipsa legunt qui litteras nesciunt;
unde praecipue gentibus pro lectione pictura est.”
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visual depiction, since “this is a deed bok, the tother a quick.”103 The plays associated with craft
guilds had lay people not only as their primary audiences, but their directors, producers, and
actors, giving them the chance to shape every element of performance. Produced by and for lay
people and oriented toward nonliterate or non-Latinate audiences, the mystery plays take us as
close as we can get to the people who, by definition, could not record their own experiences.

Yet despite how closely linked vernacular drama was to the laity and the nonliterate, its
alignment with their perspective is at least in part a fiction. Although the producers of the annual
plays were lay people, the writers were undoubtedly literate and latinate, and may well have been
members of the clergy. These writers did not truly occupy the position of uneducated audience
members, and when they represent “lewed” characters like the shepherds in the Nativity plays,
they are imagining rather than documenting their experience.

If the writers of the plays were both drawn to and distanced from the perspective of the
shepherds, the audiences, too, would have experienced a similar push and pull of identification.
Despite their nominal status as first-century inhabitants of Judea, in medieval depictions the
shepherds are often “the contemporaries of the audience [...] local men with local names.”104
They complain about English weather and abusive landlords,!9 mention English place-names
like “London” and “Lowth” (Chester 7.685), and make jokes about English dialects (Towneley
13.311-2). Belonging at once to the narrative of salvation history and to the local, contemporary

neighborhood, the Towneley shepherds—Ilike other local variants—provide for the audience a

103 Clifford Davidson and Paul A. Johnston, eds, A Tretise of Miraclis Pleyinge (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute
Publications, Western Michigan University, 1993), p. 98, 1. 181-5.

104 pamela King, Coventry Mystery Plays (Coventry Branch of the Historical Association, 1997), 18.

105 The Towneley Plays, ed. Martin Stevens and A. C. Cawley, EETS SS 13—14 (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1994), 13.19—
65. Subsequently cited in-text.
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“comfortable mediation between their lives in Wakefield and this radical, distant event.”106 The
contemporaneity, rather than historic verisimilitude, of these plays is especially evident in their
use of Christian language. Before the shepherds have met Mary, the mother of God, they use her
name as a mild oath (e.g. Towneley 13.442, 451, 510); before they learn about God the Son they
refer to God in terms of Trinity;!107 their daily lives are structured by Christian liturgical practices
in phrases like “as euer rede I pystyll [epistle]” and “when thay rang lawdys [lauds]” (Towneley
13.144, 26).

The same adoption of late medieval linguistic norms is evident in the choice to represent
the angelic message in Latin. In the Bible, of course, this message is in the same language as
Luke’s surrounding narration: Greek in the original, Latin in the Vulgate. In the source text, no
diglossic hierarchy distinguished a common vernacular from a scholarly or sacred language; this
element of the medieval versions is innovated by medieval storytellers based on their own
experience of ecclesiastical Latin. That experience of sacred-profane diglossia was ubiquitous
and its resonance with the Nativity scene compelling. Almost all English versions of the
shepherds’ story represent the angel’s utterance as liturgical Latin, subsequently translated by the
angel or puzzled over by the hearers in ways that echo medieval laypeople’s mediated
understanding of their liturgies.

Despite the obvious identification encouraged by the shepherds’ contemporaneity, the

comedy of the plays, in which shepherd figures complain, squabble, make mischief, and

106 Maynard Mack, “The Second Shepherds’ Play: A Reconsideration,” PMLA 93, no. 1 (1978), 82.

107 Chester 7.337; The Coventry Corpus Christi Plays, edited by Pamela M. King and Clifford Davidson, Early
Drama, Art, and Music Monograph Series 27 (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute, 2000), 1.204. Subsequently cited
in text.
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misunderstand the all-important message, also imposes a distance between the characters and the
audience who laugh at them. Sometimes the listeners must understand Latin phrases in order to
get the joke. For example, in the Towneley Secunda Pastorum, Mak recites a charm for
protection over the shepherds’ sleep: “Fro my top to my too / Manus tuas commendo, | Poncio
Pilato; / Cryst-crosse me spede!” (13.383—6). Garbling elements from the Gospels and the
Nicene Creed used in common cross-signing formulas for laymen,!08 the prayer’s Latin words
are strung together for their resonant ritual associations and rhyming sounds without reference to
their meaning, resulting in a ludicrous expression of faith in Pontius Pilate. Such jokes are a wink
from the playwrights to the audience over the heads of the oblivious shepherds. Although the
understanding required to recognize Mak’s mistake is extremely basic, even sub-linguistic—a
matter of extragrammatical competence in the “code” of religious allusion rather than
grammatical understanding of Latin—it allows audience members with no more Latin than a few
famous phrases to enjoy a sense of superiority over country bumpkins even more ignorant than
they. This framing reinforces sociolinguistic in-groups and out-groups, encouraging audience
members to see ignorance of Latin as worthy of ridicule. The relationship the plays propose
between their viewers and the shepherds thus has tension at its heart: on the one hand, the
shepherds’ working-man status, everyday concerns, and contemporary Englishness invite
audience identification, while on the other, when their comic role makes the shepherds the butt of

ridicule, laughter lends the audience a knowing superiority.

>

108 William Munson, “The Layman’s Prayer Context of the Crossing Charms in the Towneley Shepherds’ Plays,’
Mediaevalia 11 (1985): 187-201; see also J. J. Anderson, “The Towneley Shepherds and the York Primer,”
Neophilologus 75, no. 2 (1991): 317-19.
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Very few late medieval English Christians, I think, could have failed to understand the
phrase “Gloria in excelsis Deo.” Even if they did not understand it grammatically, as a Latin
sentence, the extragrammatical textuality of liturgical practice makes its significance plain: an
exclamation of praise to God associated with days of celebration. The total incomprehension of
the shepherds in many renditions of the story is thus less a realistic depiction of contemporary
“lewed” experience than an exaggerated conceit, a thought experiment testing ideas about the
nature of language, the affordances of unintelligibility, and the possibilities of spiritual
understanding. The educated, Latin-literate writers who composed these scripts were fascinated
by the imagined experience of incomprehension. Whether or not they were in touch with the real
perceptions and feelings of their uneducated neighbors, they found the fictional figure of the
completely “lewed” hearer “good to think with,” a conceptual limit with which to clarify theories
about language and meaning. The shepherd—at once a comic figure and the type of every
Christian hearing the good news of salvation—divides sound and meaning, signifier and
signified, and explores each in temporary isolation, sundered halves to be reunited in the

incarnate Word.

Manuscript Variations

The story of the Nativity has been told in many English plays attached to different

performance contexts: the Chester Painter’s Play, the York Chaundelers’ Play,!09 the N-Town

109 The York Plays: A Critical Edition of the York Corpus Christi Play as recorded in British Library Additional MS
35290, ed. Richard Beadle, EETS SS 23-24 (New York: Oxford UP, 2009). Subsequently cited in text.
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Play of the Shepherds,!10 the Towneley Prima Pastorum and Secunda Pastorum, the Coventry
Shearmen and Taylors’ Play, and the Officium Pastorum from the Shrewsbury Fragments.!!!
Providing generations of scholars with their paradigm of mystery plays, the great civic cycles of
Chester and York consisted of dozens of plays spanning from the creation to the final judgement,
produced by craft guilds on pageant wagons that travelled through the city streets in procession
to perform in key locations on a major religious holiday—for York, the Corpus Christi festival,
for Chester, the first three days of Whitsuntide. The N-Town and Towneley plays, although
organized in similar sequences, are now believed to be later compilations from a variety of
sources, rather than cycles.!12 Outside these major cycles, other plays, often witnessed by
documentary records rather than extant scripts, were also performed in towns and villages
throughout England. Some of these come down to us in fragmentary form. Only two play-texts
from the Coventry plays survive, and the Shrewsbury Fragments record the lines of only one
actor across three plays. Fortunately, each of these include the scene in which shepherds receive
an angelic message announcing Christ’s birth, for a total of seven theatrical versions of the same
story. Still other plays leave different kinds of evidence. For example, an extensive cycle

featuring pageants by sixty-four guilds is documented between 1530 and 1565 in Norwich; no

10 The N-Town Play: Cotton MS Vespasian D. 8, ed. Stephen Spector, EETS SS 11-12 (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1991).
Subsequently cited in text.

U1 Non-Cycle Plays and Fragments, edited by Norman Davis, EETS SS 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970).
Subsequently cited in text.

112 Alexandra Johnston, “An Introduction to Medieval English Theatre,” in Cambridge Companion to Medieval
English Theatre, edited by Richard Beadle and Alan J. Fletcher (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 9.
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scripts survive, but these plays must have been parallel in many respects to the elaborate program
of roof bosses in Norwich Cathedral, representing the same salvation history.!13

The manuscripts in which mystery plays come down to us are, in general, late records of
older traditions. Extant manuscripts date from the late fifteenth (York, N-Town) or sixteenth
(Towneley, Coventry, Chester) centuries, but their performance history stretches further back—
the York plays were being performed by at least 1377, Coventry by 1392, and Chester by 1422. It
has even been suggested that the Shrewsbury plays were performed as early as the twelfth
century, on the basis of statues in Lichfield Cathedral that represent similar liturgical plays.!14
Over centuries of performance, these plays undoubtedly were revised and adapted, both formally,
by writers and compilers, and informally, by performers who strayed from the script. We must
imagine, then, less a single text than the ferment of a performance tradition partly textual and
partly oral. It’s also clear that at least some of these play texts developed in conversation with
others. For example, the York cycle was a source for at least five of the Towneley pageants;
while the Towneley shepherds’ plays show no such direct debt, the Towneley compiler would
surely have been aware of their York parallel. The York play is in turn textually related to the
Shrewsbury Fragment.!15 In an even more direct connection, lines 240—7 of the Chester Painters’
Play correspond to lines 7503 and 764—7 of the Coventry Shearmen’s Pageant, evidencing a
clear source. The common elements of the plays from different parts of England thus may have

been shared either through the circulation of written texts or oral tradition.

113 Martial Rose and Julia Hedgecoe, Stories in Stone: The Medieval Roof Carvings of Norwich Cathedral (New
York: Thames and Hudson, 1997), 123-39.

114 Susan Rankin, “Shrewsbury Manuscript VI: A Medieval Part Book?” Proceedings of the Royal Musical
Association 102 (1976), 129-44.

115 Richard Beadle, The York Plays (London: E. Arnold, 1982), 427-8.
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The shape of the shepherds’ story, as it was told in England, also preexists the mystery
plays. The earliest version that I’ll discuss in this chapter is found in The Holkham Bible Picture
Book (London, BL, Add. MS 47682), a manuscript likely produced in London around 1327—
40.116 Because this text’s particular mix of languages is unique among my sources, I’ll describe it
as a whole here, giving the outline of the shepherds’ story; I’ll reserve the plays for discussion
later in the chapter, discussing specific features as they appear across the seven versions.

The Holkham Bible Picture Book’s images, recounting stories from Genesis, the Gospels,
and Revelation, are accompanied by captions in Anglo-Norman French, but in the scenes with
the nativity shepherds, two additional languages complicate the story. The angel delivers to the
shepherds not one but two parallel utterances:

‘Gloria in excelsis’ venyst chantant

E dyst: ‘Alez loer li tut puysant,

Veez la signe de grant poer,
Alez tot, ne fetes targer.’

[he came singing ‘Gloria in excelsis’, and said, ‘Go and praise the all-powerful, see the
sign of great power; go quickly, make no delay.’]!7

First the angel sings a liturgical song in Latin; then he speaks instructions to the shepherds in a
vernacular tongue. The first utterance calls out glory to God or the world at large; the second is
addressed specifically to the shepherds in the field. Even though the liturgical song is

accompanied by vernacular explication, it provokes confusion:

116 Michelle Brown and British Library, The Holkham Bible Picture Book: A Facsimile (London: British Library,
2007).

117 F. P. Pickering, The Anglo-Norman Text of the Holkham Bible Picture Book (Oxford: Blackwell for the Anglo-
Norman Text Society, 1971), p. 22, no. 21, 1. 2—6. Translation taken from Christopher Baswell, “Multilingualism on
the Page,” in Middle English, edited by Paul Strohm (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).
Subsequently cited in text.
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Li un et li autre grant poer mettoyt

Por dire le chant ge le angel chantoyt.

Li un dist ‘Glum glo, ceo ne est rien.
Allums la, nous la saverums been.” (21.7-9)

[Each of them tried very hard to speak the song that the angel sang. One said ‘Glum glo
—that’s nonsense. Let us go there, there we’ll understand well.’]

The shepherds express their incomprehension by attempting to imitate the sounds they have
heard, but garble “Gloria” into nonsense syllables. The sonic signifier has been distorted, the
divine message become babble.

The shepherds quickly realize that without a commonly intelligible language, they must
rely not on explanations but on deictic indicators—*la,” there—and unmediated experience.
Only by encountering the incarnate Christ-child, the bodily sign of God’s love who is himself
what he signifies, can they understand the good news. When they see him, they understand not
only what the angel had told them but far more. As they leave the stable,

E le chant que le angel out chaunté

En le honour de la nativité

Songen alle wid one steuene

Also the angel song that cam fro heuene:
‘Te deum et Gloria.” (21.13-17)

[And the song that the angel had sung in honour of the nativity they all sang with one
voice, just as the angel sang who came from heaven: ‘Te deum et Gloria.’]

The shepherds now miraculously know not only the Gloria, which they had previously heard as
nonsense, but also the Te deum, a more complex liturgical text they have not previously heard.
This new knowledge has not been taught by words, but miraculously imparted in their encounter

with Christ.

59



At this climactic moment, the narrator, too, breaks out in a new form of communication:
the two lines in English here are the only appearance of English in the manuscript, a striking
exception that demands attention. The shepherds’ moment of understanding generates an almost
Pentecostal multiplication of tongues, as the text becomes briefly trilingual, juxtaposing the
courtly Anglo-Norman of this expensive book’s producers and readers, the common English that
would be spoken by real herdsmen, and the Latin of the church. The poem thus suddenly
expands its imagined audience to encompass all the inhabitants of England, joining “alle wid one
steuene.” Translators and writers using English sometimes justified doing so because, while
some understand Latin, some French, and some both, “Bot lered and lewed, alde and yonnge /
All understandes Inglyshe tonng.”118 The Holkham Bible Picture Book’s brief switch into English
symbolically represents the same accessibility, as the presence of Christ invites all, regardless of
class or education, to join in the heavenly song.

What the shepherds sing, however, is not everyday English, but liturgical Latin.
Paradoxically, the same text that just a few lines earlier had presented an exclusionary obstacle
now becomes universal, including more participants than even English. The difference is that the
shepherds now encounter it not as Latin, but as liturgy. For “Te deum” is not, here, part of an
intelligible Latin sentence; accusative objects without subject or verb, these words are a stranded
fragment that does not convey grammatical meaning. They do not have to, because they are a
title, the immediately recognizable title of a liturgical song sung dozens of times throughout the
year, at every feast and on every Sunday of the Easter season. What “Te deum” means for the

shepherds, as for many medieval lay people, is not “You God,” but the song that begins with

118 Ralph Hanna and Venetia Somerset, Speculum Vitae: A Reading Edition, EETS OS 331-332 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008), 1. 78-9.
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those words and the act of praise that song exemplifies. “Te deum et Gloria” is of doubtful
meaning in direct translation from Latin, but it makes perfect sense in terms of liturgical
symbolism: the “Te deum” is sung at Matins on the same days that the “Gloria” sung at Mass,!19
so their conjunction means such a day, a feast, a celebration. Once worshippers have encountered
Christ in person, their business with liturgical texts is not translating or interpreting them, but
rejoicing by means of them.

In the early record of the Holkham Bible Picture Book, we can trace key elements of the
shepherds’ story we will follow across many other texts: the angel or angels announce their news
by singing in Latin; the shepherds do not immediately understand the words they have heard,
processing them as empty sounds; understanding of the angelic message comes less through
conventional translation than spiritual experience, resulting in knowledge that exceeds the literal
meaning of the message; and the play ends with the shepherds singing, participating in the
heavenly chorus they have heard. The mystery plays that tell the same story typically incorporate
these same four features, adding as well two other elements especially appropriate to theater. As
live performances, the plays not only describe the angels as singing, but convey the qualitative
character of their music. Most of the shepherds’ plays are intensely interested in the musical
dimension of the utterance, not only employing professional singers to perform the angels’ song
but including explicit commentary on musical quality and performance style. Several of the plays
also extend the shepherds’ confusion, depicting their struggle to understand the message through
varying kinds of interpretation. These six elements make up the core story in which I am

interested, reappearing across many Middle English versions of the Nativity.

119 M. Huglo, “Te Deum,” in New Catholic Encyclopedia, 2nd ed., Vol. 13. (Detroit, MI: Gale, 2003), 771.
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There are also variations between the parallel plays, and not all versions contain all these
six elements. Notably, the York manuscript is damaged; we are missing the page that contained
the angel’s message and on which, if parallels with its analogues are sustained, the shepherds
would have commented on the musical quality of the song. Similarly, the Shrewsbury Fragment
is incomplete, providing only the third shepherd’s cues and lines. Among the fully extant texts,
broadly speaking, the Towneley and Chester plays form a group with a more comic role for the
shepherds and more fully developed commentary on the song, elements that are less strongly
present in the other plays. York and N-Town begin with the shepherds discussing Old Testament
prophecies of the Christ, before the star or angel has appeared, resulting in a less dramatic
revelation. There are also individual variations. In the Prima Pastorum, for example, the angelic
message is delivered in spoken English—although the shepherds provide musical commentary as
though they have heard a song. In Coventry, the shepherds understand the message instantly,
even though it was sung in Latin. (For a systematic comparison of the plays, see Table 1.)

The significant differences between the English mystery plays—varying not only in
details like these, but in time of composition, context of performance, and the nature and purpose
of the extant manuscripts—has led modern scholars to reject the earlier tendency to treat “cycle
episodes as if they can be mixed and matched” as representatives of the same play-hoard.!20 Yet
despite these real differences, if comparison discerns a characteristic shape to the story of the
shepherds across its many versions, it testifies to the existence of a common tradition on which

many different writers drew. While I give some attention to the artistry of individual plays, then,

120 Alexandra F. Johnston, “The York Cycle and the Chester Cycle: What Do the Records Tell Us?” The Chester
Mpystery Cycle: A Casebook (Garland Pub, 1993), 25.
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my real interest is in the glimpse they give us into common experiences of the lay people who
produced and attended them.

Although this chapter focuses on English mystery plays, some of the patterns I find in
them are also evidenced in a variety of continental analogues. Everywhere, the Nativity
shepherds tend to be imagined as local, contemporary, comic figures transformed by their
encounter with the Christ-child. In a comparative study of English, French, Spanish, and
Portuguese Nativity plays, Vicente Chacon-Carmona finds that music typically serves as a
transition between a comic episode and a Nativity scene proper; that the vast majority of plays
also end with singing, in which the audience is sometimes encouraged to join; that discordance
or lack of musicality is often used to characterize bad or unredeemed characters; and that almost
all versions include the shepherds’ verbal appreciation of the excellence of the angels’ music.12!
Not all versions represent the angelic message as liturgical song. French Nativity plays share
with English ones the depiction of comic shepherds, drawing on local literary traditions of
bergerie or idyllic pastoral featuring games, song contests, and impromptu picnics,!22 but when it
comes to the divine message, these plays are typically monolingual, with angels speaking in
French rather than singing in Latin.!23 Spanish and Portuguese texts, however, do employ

strategic diglossia for both sacral aura and comedy.

121 Vicente Chacén Carmona, “Singing Shepherds, Discordant Devils: Music and Song in Medieval Pastoral Plays,”
Medieval English Theatre 32 (2010): 62—-80.

122 Elizabeth Salter, “The Annunciation to the Shepherds in Later Medieval Art and Drama,” in English and
International: Studies in the Literature, Art, and Patronage of Medieval England (Cambridge University Press:
1988), 284.

123 See, for example, Arnould Gréban, Le Mystére de la Passion de Notre Sauveur Jésus-Chris and Marguerite de
Navarre, Comédie de la Nativité de Jésus-Chris.
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To take just one example, a Nativity scene by the Spanish poet Fray Ifiigo de Mendoza
(c.1422—c.1492), included within his Coplas de Vita Christi, plays with misunderstandings,
mangled repetitions, and language-mixing in ways very similar to our English examples:

Aun tengo en la mi mamoria

sus cantos, asmo que creo

unos gritavan vitoria,

los otros cantavan groria,

otros indacielcis Deo,

otros Dios es pietatis,

otros et in tierra paz

homanibus varitatis,
otros buena voluntatis 124

[I still have in my mind his songs; I believe that some of them proclaimed victory, the
others sang of glory, and others said indagielcis Deo, others Dios es pietatis, others et in
tierra paz homanibus vanitatis, others buena voluntatis.]'25

Some of the apparent oddness of this passage is not intended; “groria” is not an error on the
speaker’s part, but the Galician-Portuguese word for “glory,” exemplifying the transformation of
Latin into diverse regional Romance languages. In other cases, there is intended error: whether
we follow an edition that says “homanibus varitatis” (neither of which is a word, whether in
Latin or the languages of the Iberian peninsula) or “homanibus vanitatis” (where the meaning
“vanity, emptiness, falsity” is a comic incongruity), it is clear that the speaker has bungled what
he heard. The passage delights in quick code-switching or code-meshing that blends Latin and its
local descendants within a phrase (“buena voluntatis”) or even a single word (“indagielsis”).

Finally, the multiplication of possible variants on the angelic message both serves a mimetic

124 Tfiigo de Mendoza and Marco Massoli, Coplas de Vita Christi (Messina-Firenze: D'Anna, 1977), p. 174, stanza
155.

125 Translation drawn from Chacén Carmona, “Singing Shepherds,” 72-3.
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function—the “otros ... otros ... otros” represent to the reader the many overlaid voices of
polyphonic singing—and suggests a principle of interpretation—response to a text necessarily
extends, dilates, or repeats the original. Like the English shepherds, these Spanish ones provide
both comic relief and a model for how lay people might listen to liturgical song.

While the remainder of this chapter will focus on English plays, the widespread
popularity of comic Nativity shepherds and their enduring association with liturgical language,
music, misunderstanding, and translation strengthens the case that these tropes were integral to
the Nativity story for many late medieval audiences across Europe. These elements became part
of the story for ordinary audiences. Just as everyone exposed to the Christmas story “knows” that
Jesus was visited by three kings and many “know” that their names were Melchior, Caspar, and
Balthazar, even though the text of Matthew does not specify the number or names of the magi, so
too medieval Christians “knew” that the angel sang beautiful music in Latin, even though Luke
says nothing of the kind (in fact, he describes the angels as “saying,” not “singing”). As a
common element of the nativity story, the shepherds’ struggle to understand good news
expressed through Latin liturgical performance was likely included in other written and oral
Christmas performances that are no longer extant. Even in the few English Nativity texts that do
not represent the angel’s utterance as liturgical song or foreground the shepherds’ comic
misunderstanding, it seems plausible that these tropes were present in the minds of audiences, or

in the actors’ performances, as part of a widespread oral tradition.
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Liturgy Re-Presented

For medieval listeners, the angelic song would have been a very familiar tune, one that
evoked a specific social and religious context. Like the shepherds’ Englishness, the choice of
liturgical music brought a biblical scene of long ago and far away close to audience experience,
giving the story of the shepherds sharply contemporary and practical implications. The
identification, in performance, of angelic and liturgical song adds a dimension of religious
commentary to the plays not visible in the bare text of the scripts.

For the audiences of the mysteries, “Gloria” was first and foremost liturgical song. When
writers and performers told the story of the angels and the shepherds, they were most strongly
influenced not by reading the biblical account in Luke, but by hearing the music of the church.
This priority can be determined by a simple test: the Vulgate translation of Luke renders the
angel’s message “Gloria in altissimis Deo” (Luke 2:14), while the Gloria used in church services,
written and adopted for liturgical use before Jerome wrote his translation, begins “Gloria in
excelsis Deo.” Although the York and Coventry manuscripts do not provide enough information
to specify the text, every English version that does uses the liturgical rather than biblical
wording.

The plays also depart from Luke in the ordering, and therefore the priority, of the angelic
utterances. In Luke, a single angel delivers a spoken message with good news—*For, this day, is
born to you a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord”—physical directions—*“in the city of David”—
and identifying information—*“You shall find the infant wrapped in swaddling clothes, and laid

in a manger” (Luke 2:11-12). Only after this information has been communicated does a great
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host of angels appear to praise God by saying, “Glory to God in the highest; and on earth peace
to men of good will” (Luke 2:14). Of the extant plays, only N-Town follows this pattern, with a
speech conveying information followed by a song of praise; the Towneley Prima Pastorum
collapses speech and song into a single utterance; all others offer first a song of praise in Latin
and only afterwards, sometimes hundreds of lines afterwards, a spoken English message with
information about the child. In the mystery plays, it is the heavenly music and the speech-act of
worship that take center stage, not the news that Christian audiences already so thoroughly knew.

The song performed may have been one of several based on the biblical passage.
Liturgical elements that use the “Gloria in excelsis” text include an antiphon (Cantus ID 002946)
and responsory verses (006858a, 006859a, 006444za, et al.) sung in the divine office for the feast
of the Nativity, as well as the Gloria itself (509502), a standard component of the order of the
mass; each of these elements in turn has multiple musical settings associated with different
locations or regions. The liturgical Gloria, also known as the Greater Doxology, is a psalmus
idioticus, or new poetic composition imitating the style of the psalms, traditionally attributed to
St. Hilary of Poitiers (315-368). It appears in the order of the mass between the confession and
the collect, and is performed on solemnities, feasts, and all Sundays except in the penitential
seasons of Lent and Advent. Beginning with the angelic utterance from Luke, the Gloria goes on
to repeat and expand praises of God (“laudamus te, benedicimus te, adoramus te, glorificamus
te...”) and supplication for the peace of men (“qui tollis peccata mundi, miserere nobis; qui tollis
peccata mundi, suscipe deprecationem nostram...”), drawing out the simple sense of the utterance
with verbal elaboration. Since play manuscripts indicate the song with an incipit, we do not

know whether the performers uttered only the short version from Luke, as in the responsory
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verses, or the longer prayer that echoes and transforms the same words. The choice of music,
naturally, would summon up a specific context of the divine office or the mass, Christmas day or
Sundays throughout the year, but the incipit text resonates across these contexts and potentially
summons all of them.

The influence of liturgy on vernacular mystery plays may have been mediated in part by
liturgical drama performed in close association with church services. Manuscripts from the
eleventh century attest that at the third mass of Christmas morning, the trope “Quem quaeritis in
praesepe, pastores, dicite?” was sung as an exchange back and forth over the altar, which
represented the “praesepe” or manger, in an obvious parallel to the Easter “Quem quaeritis”
trope.12¢ Other, later texts place a more fully developed dramatic exchange, known as the
Officium Pastorum, at the end of Christmas matins, just after the Te Deum.!27 Notably, although
the Officium Pastorum includes angels singing “Gloria in excelsis” and shepherds responding, it
does not have most of the features I have highlighted for examination in the English plays;
entirely in Latin, integrated into worship, it presents none of the juxtaposition, confusion, or
surprise of encountering Latin liturgical song as a “lewed” vernacular speaker. Neither do the
shepherds comment on what they have heard, whether in terms of its meaning or musical
performance. One element that the liturgical office and the mystery plays do have in common is
the importance of musical participation; the shepherds respond to what they have heard by

singing, often a Latin hymn such as “Pax in terris nunciatur” or “Verbum Patris hodie.”128 They

126 Karl Young, Officium Pastorum: A Study of the Dramatic Developments Within the Liturgy of Christmas
(Madison, 1912), 300-310.

127 Ibid, 317-34.

128 1bid, 325, 329.
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also typically include or end with a rendition of “Te Deus laudamus,” as we have seen in the
Holkham Bible Picture Book. The songs and musical settings of the Shrewsbury Fragment,
Transeamus usque Bethelem and Salvatorem Christum Dominum, are the same as those found in
the thirteenth-century Rouen Officium Pastorum and performed in liturgical processions in the
Lichfield Cathedral,!2° leading some scholars to see the Shrewsbury Fragment as a transitional
form demonstrating the evolution of vernacular from liturgical drama. Although other English
Nativity plays cannot be so directly connected to the Officium Pastorum, they undoubtedly share
the same impulse to stage the Gloria, transforming liturgical song into theatrical scene.

Like liturgical drama, the English mystery plays almost certainly reproduced and
repurposed music from local services, thereby incorporating not only liturgical texts into their
scripts, but church performers into their productions. When guilds employed cathedral choristers
to provide music within their plays, the audience would have heard outdoors in the public
festival precisely the same music, precisely the same voices, that they heard during services
within the cathedral. In the case of the Shrewsbury Fragments, the evidence is incontrovertible:
the part-music for the plays is the same as that of the local cathedral.!30 In other cases, there is no
such clear evidence, but it is plausible, as Catherine Dunn argues, that Latin throughout the
mystery plays would have been chanted in the same way it was in liturgical services, sharpening
the “difference in elevation” between the stylistic levels of Latin and English.!3! Financial

records show that guilds often hired professional singers, rather than using their own members,

129 Richard Rastall, The Heaven Singing, Music in Early Religion Drama 1 (Rochester, NY: D.S. Brewer, 1999) 96—
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for plays that included especially challenging or impressive music. These professional singers
would almost certainly have been trained in church choirs. In Chester, for example, the Painters’,
Glaziers’, Embroiderers’, and Stationers’ Guild regularly paid for a quartet of actors to play
“shepperdes boyes” in their play; JoAnna Dutka surmises that these paid actors were highly
trained young choristers from Chester Cathedral,!32 with Albin adding that they must have played
double duty as both shepherd boys and angels, roles that can be easily combined.!33 While the
angel in the Chester script, as in most of the plays, is singular, it was an accepted staging practice
in both pageant wagon performances and the liturgical Ordo Pastorum for a single actor to
represent a persona visually while a hidden choir sang the music, creating an otherworldly effect
as polyphonic song seemed to emerge from the surrounding air rather than the singer’s mouth.!34
Richard Rastall believes that the York and Coventry plays likewise employed professional
singers to play angels,!35 and that even the shepherds in Coventry and the Towneley Secunda
Pastorum must have been professional singers to pull off the difficult music they are assigned.!36
This dramatic voicing has two effects that pull in opposite directions. Placing a liturgical
song in the mouth of an angel affirms that the song of the church is the sound of the angels, the
performance of liturgy a proleptic participation in heaven, just as at every mass the Sanctus is

sung not by mortal voices alone but “cum Angelis et Archangelis cum thronis et dominationibus

132 JoAnna Dutka, Music in the English Mystery Plays (Kalamazoo: 1980), 79.
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cumque omni militia ceelestis exercitus ymnum glorie tue canimus.”!37 At the same time, taking
that song out of the mass or office and into a vernacular play produced by laymen, out of the
sacred space and time of the church and into the bustle and noise of the public square, affirms
that liturgy is the work of the people, performed by and for the whole church, not the special
property of the clergy. Even before it is Englished, the Gloria of the mystery plays has already
been translated, carried into a different physical space where it takes on new meanings and
becomes accessible in a new way to participants. Even emptied of semantic meaning, the Gloria
is intensely significant in its presence in the streets, place and scaffold, or hall, representing the
sacred manifested in secular space. When liturgy draws near to the eternal praises of the angels
on one side and to festival, game, and comic skit on the other, heaven and earth feel close enough

to touch, just as they did long ago in Bethlehem.

The Sounds of Music

Music can act on us without our awareness, enhancing a dramatic scene with emotional
connotations without coming to an auditor’s focal attention. If an actor playing an angel sang
without commentary, some audience members would think about the quality of the song, but
others might simply feel a sense of beauty and joy suggested by means of the music—a sense
that could be disrupted by analysis of notes and compositional techniques. This is not, however,
how medieval producers chose to employ music in their Nativity plays. Instead, the extant plays,

without exception, draw attention to the sonic quality of the angelic utterance, whether by

137 Missale ad Usum Insignis et Praeclarae Ecclesiae Sarum, edited Francis Henry Dickinson (Oxford, London,
1861-1883), col. 609-610.
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describing it as a noise, admiring it as a musical performance, imitating it with nonsense
syllables, or—in most cases—a combination of the above. The shepherds’ spoken response to
what they have heard models ways of listening and noticing that the audience too can engage in,
training them in habits of response for use during liturgical services. The content of this
commentary emphasizes the sensuous materiality of the signifier and attributes importance to
sheer sonic quality, irrespective of its meaning.

To set the scene, the shepherds are consistently associated with earthly music as well as
angelic song. They sing in every extant theatrical version of the scene, often multiple times: in
imitation of the angel, on the way to Bethlehem, and to close the play after they have seen Jesus.
In the Towneley plays, the shepherds also sing to amuse themselves before the divine action of
the play begins; for the audience, judging a singing competition for wine (12.384-9) or hearing

99 ¢¢

polyphonic harmony described with the technical vocabulary of “tenory,” “meyne,” and “treble
so hye” would be a prompt to listen critically and carefully throughout the play (13.265-73).
Besides singing, the shepherds also often carry musical instruments: the gifts they offer to Jesus
include a bell in Chester (7.559) and York (15.103) and a pipe or bagpipe in Chester (7.627-32)
and Coventry (1.310), and guild accounts for the Chester shepherds’ play also include payments
for whistles used as props or costuming.!3% Even in silent depictions, , the Nativity shepherds are

associated with music; the Holkham Bible Picture Book depicts a shepherd serenading the Holy

Family on a bagpipe,!3° and among the roof bosses of Norwich Cathedral, one shepherd plays the

138 Rastall, Heaven Singing, 351.

139 The Holkham Bible Picture Book, B.M. MS Add. 47682 f. 13r; see Michelle Brown and British Library, The
Holkham Bible Picture Book: A Facsimile (London: British Library, 2007).
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recorder while spotting the star and another shepherds plays bagpipes on the way to
Bethlehem,!40 in keeping with widespread late medieval and renaissance iconography.!4!

Beyond the general musical atmosphere of the plays, many of them explicitly
characterize the angelic utterance as sound or noise. In the Towneley Prima Pastorum, the
message is first heard not as words, nor even as music, but as a vocalization: “Me thoght / Oone
scremyd on lowde [...] In myn erys it sowde” (12.446-50). Before meaning, before music, sound
is a physical event, a movement in the air striking the ear. Sound acts upon the body in Chester
as the emotional impact of the music is expressed by physical effects: “through my brest-bonne
bletinge hee bored” and “aye I quoked when hee so whewted” (7.403, 422). In York, too, the
shepherds engage with what they have heard somatically, attempting to imitate the song and
observing its effects in their bodies: “I haue so crakid in my throte / pat my lippis are nere drye”
(15.65-8). Such observations emphasize language’s character as sound, focusing attention
squarely on the physical signifier that, in ordinary fluent speech, so easily becomes subsidiary,
equipmental, a transparent medium for meaning. The liturgical song, by virtue of its use of
sacred language and its performance as music, has already foregrounded sound more than
ordinary speech does; where the shepherds’ dialogue describes the utterance as noise and places
it in relationship to the body—ears, breastbone, or lips—it makes this emphasis explicit for the
audience, inviting them to recognize a familiar song as defamiliarized sound.

If the angelic utterance is first of all a physical noise, it is next a piece of music. In most

of the plays, the shepherds comment extensively on what they have heard in terms of musical
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performance. Their response includes copious expressions of praise, like “Ey! Ey! bis was a
wondyr note” (N-Town 16.62), “It was a mery gle: / sich hard I neuer none” (Towneley 12.471—
2), “Hard I neyuer of soo myrre a quere” (Coventry 265), “such a loden—this is noe lesse— /
never in my life me so lyked” (Chester 7.418-9), or simply appreciation for “this nobulle noyes”
(Shrewsbury 17). Like descriptions of the song’s physical effects in ears and mouth, these
descriptions of its aesthetic and emotional impact prioritize sound or “noyes” over meaning.
Tellingly, the Chester shepherds praise the angel’s lively music and wide vocal range with the
phrase “up as a pye hee pyped” (7.417), comparing the angel’s song to that of a magpie, which
we have seen was often used as a figure for mere sound without understanding (recall
Archbishop Cranmer chastising the Cornish rebels: “Had you rather be like pies or parrots [...]
than be true christian men, that pray unto God in heart and in faith?”’). Here, though, the
magpie’s association with unintelligible sound is used to praise the extraordinary beauty and skill
of the music, not to condemn it for its failure to convey intelligible meaning to the hearers. In
these scenes of musical appreciation, precisely the same alienation of language as sound from
language as meaning that obstructs transmission of a message also turns the hearers’ attention to
musical artistry, opening up space for aesthetic wonder and delight.

Beyond praise, the Chester and the Towneley plays also contain detailed commentary on
the specific sounds of the song, as the shepherds discuss the time signature, the difficulty
presented by complicated passages and particularly high notes, and the skill required to perform
such challenging music accurately. Andrew Albin calls the Chester passage “among the longest

and most valuable examples of aesthetic music criticism penned in the English middle ages,”142
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and it has been an important resource for reconstructing the music of the mystery plays more
generally. The Towneley plays include even more technical vocabulary, and Regula Evitt argues
that the terms used indicate that the Wakefield Master was familiar with the latest in musical
theory—*‘not only with the new sense of rhythm of the ars nova but with the treatises on musica
speculativa and musica practica as well.”’143 Such aesthetic criticism not only testifies to the
musical sophistication of playwrights, performers, and audiences; it also engages indirectly with
a surrounding context of debate over the appropriateness of elaborate, novel, or virtuosic styles
of musical performance in worship.

While the Chester and Towneley playwrights both present the shepherds as
knowledgeable critics of an impressive musical performance, they highlight slightly different
markers of excellence. The musical appreciation in Chester emphasizes vocal quality and range,
especially the ability to reach high notes, in comments like “all heaven might not have gonne
harre, / that note on high when hee up hent” (7.415). As the shepherds attempt to interpret the
angel’s utterance, they proceed word by word and note by note, matching Latin words to specific
vocal effects: for example, “upon hominibus he muted,” introducing a special flourish on this
word. In the Towneley Prima Pastorum, by contrast, the most impressive feature of the
performance is its rhythmic complexity, characterized by very short, fast notes: the song is
“wonder curiose, / with small noytys emang” (12.441-2), perhaps even as many as “Foure and
twenty to a long” (12.598), indicating semiminims or crotchets. This music is not only
technically challenging, but well-executed, with notes “gentyll and small, / And well tonyd with

all” (Towneley 12.601-5).

143 Regula Meyer Evitt, “Musical Structure in the Second Shepherds’ Play,” Comparative Drama 22, no. 4 (1988—
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In the Secunda Pastorum, the most musically complex of the plays, knowledgeable
commentary is applied to other songs as well. We have already mentioned how the shepherds use

9 ¢

technical vocabulary (“tenory,” “meyne,” “treble”) to describe their polyphonic singing, likely an
example of farburden, an English style of polyphony popular in the fifteenth century in which
tenor and treble improvise melodies around an established plainchant.!44 A second sort of
multivocal song appears when Mak and Gyll attempt to cover up the sheep’s bleating with noise;
as Rosemarie McGerr points out, Mak’s “lullay” and Gyll’s “grone” create a kind of polyphony,
though one disparaged with the comment, “hard I neuer none crak / so clere out of toyne.”145
Finally, the angel’s song, though likely sung in a single voice, is presented as a tremendously
impressive piece of music. With its very slow meter of “thre brefes to a long” and a rapidly
moving melodic line noted in “crochetts” or semiminims (Towneley 13.657-8), this song, Rastall
says, “would make some very florid music indeed.”!46 The technical terms “knack’ and “hack,”
which the shepherds use approvingly (“yee, mary, he hakt it” (Towneley 13.657)), indicate notes
broken or split into smaller units or “divisions,” creating trills, runs, and precise, detailed
ornamentation.!47 Such “breaking” of plainchant notes into minims and semiminims transformed

single notes into melodic phrases, resulting in music that was “florid and melismatic, consisting

in effect of long vocalizations on every syllable.”148 Keep this melismatic quality in mind, as we
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will consider the significance of melisma—syllables extended across many notes to become
wordless song—in a later section.

The kind of technically difficult and impressive music associated with angels across these
plays, whether it is simply praised as virtuosic performance or described in detail as soaring,
polyphonic, or rhythmically complex composition, was a site of increasingly intense controversy
in the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Across church history, any new development in
musical performance, whether instrumental, polyphonic, or associated with “art music” styles
like the ars nova or “contenance angloise,” tends to provoke criticism from those with
conservative or “purifying” sensibilities. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries especially, both
musical sound in general and the specific innovations of late medieval polyphony were attacked
by critics who distrusted ornament and wanted to place plain teaching or plainsong at the heart of
religious practice. As Rob C. Wegman details in The Crisis of Music in Early Modern Europe,
fierce debates raged in the late Middle Ages over the propriety for sacred music of polyphony,
condemned by its opponents as “useless, wasteful, decadent, immoral, or harmful,” and of
techniques like fractio vocis, cantus figuratus, and discantus, thought to introduce excessive,
pridefully ostentatious rhythmic complexity.!4? One of the evil effects of musical excesses was to
foreground sound over meaning, rendering the words of the liturgy incomprehensible; as

Erasmus (1466—1536) complains, “Nowadays, what else do the people hear but sounds devoid of

149 Wegman, The Crisis of Music, 5, 17-18.
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all meaning? And the performance is almost such that the words are not clearly heard either, but
it is noise alone that strikes the ears.”150

In England, criticisms of musical innovations were articulated by a reformist strain in the
church that objected to all forms of ornament, though critics were not powerful enough to ban
what they despised. For example, a treatise “Of Prelates,” tenuously associated with John
Wycliffe (c.1328-1384), condemns those who worship not with meekness and repentance but
“wip knackynge of newe song, as orgen or deschant & motetis of holouris, & wip worldly pride
of costly vestymentis & opere ornementis bou3t wip pore mennus goodis.”!5! Likewise, the
sermon Omnis Plantacio, dated to the early fifteenth century and associated with a Lollard
preacher, complains about “sensible pingis pat mouen pe vtward wittis, as rynging of grete bellis,
noys of organs and curious synging, greet bilding and costlew and curious peintyng,” all of
which are condemned alike for their appeal to the sensual or beastly nature rather than
rationality.!52 According to such critics, it is carnal people who have “more lykynge in here
bodely eris in sich knackynge & taterynge pan in herynge of Goddis Lawe,” and thieves and
strumpets who, ignorant of the “sentence” of the service, praise especially skilled cantors for

“hou smale pei knacken here notis.”153 For those who desired to purify the church, elaborate

150 Erasmus, Annotations on the New Testament: Acts—Romans—I and II Corinthians, eds. Anne Reeve and Michael
Andrew Screech, Studies in the History of Christian Thought 42 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1990), 507. Translation from
Wegman, The Crisis of Music, 162. Latin: “Nunc uulgus quid aliud audit quam uoces nihil significantes, & talis est
fere pronunciatio, ut nec uoces exaudiantur, sonitus tantum aures feriat.”

I5SLF, D. Matthew, The English Works of Wyclif Hitherto Unprinted, EETS OS 74 (London: Triibner, 1880), “Of
Prelates™ ch. 23, pg. 91.

152 Anne Hudson, The Works of a Lollard Preacher: The Sermon Omnis Plantacio, the Tract Fundamentum Aliud
Nemo Potest Ponere and the Tract De Oblacione lugis Sacrificii, EETS OS 317 (Oxford; New York: Oxford
University Press, 2001), 112.

153 F. D. Matthew, English Works, “Of Feigned Contemplative Life,” 192.
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music, like devotional images and gorgeous decorations, posed major threats to the integrity of
worship: puffing up clergy with pride, wasting resources on expensive and unnecessary
ornamentation, and (most importantly) tempting worshippers to focus on a material means and
lose sight of the intelligible meaning it should communicate.

Although late medieval critics of sacred music attacked descant, polyphony, rhythmically
complex styles, and organ accompaniment with special venom, Christian anxieties about the
spiritual dangers of music far predate these innovations. Famously, Augustine fears that his
affective response to liturgical singing may be to the beauty of the sound rather than the meaning
of the words, and he sees enjoyment of music as a sensual indulgence that must be strictly
moderated by temperance.!54 His concerns have been echoed by many others. Inheriting that
tradition, the late fourteenth-century florilegium Rosarium theologie and its early fifteenth-
century Middle English translation draw together, under the entry “Cantus,” an array of
scriptural, patristic, and later passages condemning music that distracts from or obscures
understanding, including quotations from Augustine, Isidore, Gratian, and Bernard of
Clairvaux.155 This Lollard document omits, however, more positive valuations of sacred music
available side-by-side with these criticisms in comparable florilegia. Late medieval religious
polemicists drew on such ancient sources as weapons against what they saw as the excesses of
contemporary musical styles. A treatise “Of Feigned Contemplative Life,” for example, argues

that “foolis” and “veyn men” who are deceived by such music “schulden drede pe scharpe

154 Augustine, Confessionum Libri XIII, 10.33.49, PL 32:799-800.

155 Bruce W. Holsinger, “The Vision of Music in a Lollard Florilegium: Cantus in the Middle English Rosarium
Theologie (Cambridge, Gonville and Caius College MS 354/581),” Plainsong and Medieval Music 8, no. 2 (1999):
95-106.
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wordis of austyn, pat seip: as oft as pe song likip me more pan dop pe sentence pat is songen, so
oft I confesse pat I synne greuously.”15¢ The author applies Augustine’s general words about the
sensuality of music to specific compositional elements, using technical terms like “deschaunt,
countre note & orgon & smale brekynge” to indicate objectionable modern styles that
subordinate sentence to sound.!57

It’s no accident that these polemics overlap with the shepherds’ descriptions of the angels’

99 ¢

singing in the plays, where “knackynge,” “small noytys,” and “curiose” music are particularly
praised. The shepherds in the Towneley plays, especially, quite literally do what the fevered
polemicist has ascribed to strumpets and thieves: praise singers for “hou smale pei knacken here
notis,” ignorant of the song’s “sentence.” Only the conclusion is different: where reformists
argue that pleasing the bodily ears with extravagant music promotes vanity, frivolity, and pride,
in Chester and Towneley, the same sound-focused performance and listening allows divine
revelation and invites access to Christ. These plays, with their relatively late composition, sound
almost like direct retorts to reformists, conscious contributions to the fifteenth century’s
increasingly intense debates about sacred music.

The producers of these plays were not alone in their defense of sacred music that
unabashedly strove more to awe the senses than edify the mind. Some contemporary theological
writers, like Bartolomeo Rimbertini (1402—1466) in his Tractatus de glorificatione sensuum in

paradiso and Celso Maffei (1425—-1508) in his Delitiosa explicatio de sensibilibus deliciis, imply

that among the saints in heaven, aesthetic excellence and complexity of song correlate with

156 F. D. Matthew, English Works, 191.

157 Ibid.

80



holiness; as Klaus Pietschmann puts it, “A more deeply religious content results merely from the
beauty of the sound: the greater the sensuous pleasure that flows from a composition in the
context of worship, the more similar it is to heavenly music.”158 The mystery plays agree, but
their defense of sensuously appealing, stylishly ornamented music is striking because it is
articulated by and for lay people, who bring a distinctive perspective to liturgical performance.
For those who could not understand spoken Latin, liturgy had always been more sound than
meaning, even when chanted in a simple, pure style without flourishes. “Lewed” hearers thus
had more to gain and less to lose than “literati” when performance styles elongated and distorted
words in service of musical expressivity.

Like suspicion of music’s sensuous appeal, understanding of musical beauty itself as
spiritually significant can be traced back to the Church Fathers, especially Augustine, whose
conflicted meditations on music influenced both its detractors and its defenders. Even though, in
his later life, Augustine warned against the seductions of sound, in his middle age he attempted
to recuperate music for Christian use in several ways.!5 In particular, Augustinian and patristic
commentary on jubilus underlaid late medieval thinking about the spirituality of sound and the

song of angels, and provides an essential context for the Nativity plays’ interest in music.

158 Klaus Pietschmann, “Religion and the Senses in Fifteenth-Century Europe,” in The Cambridge History of
Fifteenth-Century Music, edited by Jesse Rodin and Anna Maria Busse Berger (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2015), 46-8.

159 Robert Boenig, “St. Augustine’s Jubilus and Richard Rolle’s Canor,” in Vox Mystica: Essays on Medieval
Mysticism (Cambridge, MA: D. S. Brewer, 1995), 75-86.
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Jubilus

From at least the fourth century, the liturgical text “Alleluia” has attracted musical
elaboration. Its final syllable, extended into a long, wordless, sometimes improvised, musically
impressive melisma, was known as the jubilus. Unlike musical settings of texts like the psalms,
where song accompanies words conveying semantic meaning, this seemingly endless open vowel
approaches pure music without admixture of intelligible language.

This wordlessness creates a curious loophole for concerns about song: although
Augustine distrusted performances in which aesthetic attention to ostentatious music might
devalue the significant words of scripture, he praises wordless music in which the significance
conveyed is not verbal but ineffable. For Augustine, wordless song was an affective, even
mystical experience; he writes, “The jubilus is something which signifies that the heart labors
with what it cannot utter [...] if you cannot speak him, yet ought not to be silent, what remains
but that you jubilate, so that the heart rejoices without words, and the great expanse of joy has
not the limits of syllables.”160 The central Christian concern about music in worship is that,
unlike scriptural words, music has no truth-value, appealing to the listeners’ bodily senses
instead of engaging their rational minds. In his discussions of jubilus, Augustine confers semiotic

value on musical expressivity, as wordlessness itself becomes an appropriate signifier for

160 “Jubilum sonus quidam est significans cor parturire quod dicere non potest [...] si eum fari non potes, et tacere
non debes, quid restat nisi ut jubiles; ut gaudeat cor sine verbis, et immense latitudo gaudiorum metas non habeat
syllabarum.” Enarratio in Psalmum 32.3.8, PL 36:283; English trans. James McKinnon, Music in Early Christian
Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1987), 155. See also In Ps. 99:4, PL 37, col 1272.
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“ineffabilem Deum.”16! An alternate, nonverbal mode of signification allows aesthetic
experience to take on truth-value, expressing what cannot be communicated in words.

It matters that the text chosen as the original, paradigmatic site for melismatic elaboration
is “Alleluia.” This Hebrew word would seem exotic, mysterious, and of doubtful meaning for
Latin-speakers like Augustine. In contexts in which the Latin of the liturgy was the readily
intelligible vernacular or lingua franca of ordinary worshippers, Hebrew functioned as a sacred
language, alienated from ordinary communicative speech and marking out language dedicated to
worship. The snatches of Hebrew that were incorporated into Christian worship—*alleluia,”
“amen,” “hosanna”—are exclamations whose emotional expression is far more important than
their semantic meaning, speech-acts that parade their own character as acts (“Praise be to God!”
“May it be so!”) with effects independent of communication. For the non-Hebrew-speaking
Christian, the word “Alleluia” alone, before it is set to music, is already an utterance of praise
emptied of semantic meaning and resonant with ineffability. Melismatic singing amplifies what
was already present, turning the minor mystery of an untranslated foreign word into a sensuous
expression of divine incomprehensibility.

In later liturgical theology, the jubilus remained conceptually important, linking pure
music with signification and earthly worship with heavenly joy. In the widespread and
authoritative thirteenth-century liturgical commentary Rationale divinorum officiorum, for
example, William Durand (or Guillaume Durandus, c.1230-1296) writes that “the neuma
[melisma] or iubilus is the ineffable joy or exultation of the mind dwelling in the midst of things

eternal,” communicating that which “can neither be wholly expressed nor wholly passed over in

161 Enarratio in Psalmum 32.3.8, PL 36:283.

83



silence.”162 He adds that “neumatizando,” or singing melismatically, is “more expressive manner
by which one speaks without words, about what can only be implied by words, where that
heavenly joy is such that words will cease and everyone will know all things.”163 For Durand, as
for Augustine, wordless song is a fitting signifier for the ineffable. Bypassing inadequate verbal
and conceptual signs, it expresses joy with no need for mediating concepts, escaping the
constraints of human intellectual capacity. Durand adds, in harmony with immemorial monastic
tradition, that such singing touches heaven or eternity. Liturgical song has often been understood
as a proleptic participation in heaven, where the life of the blessed is praise; jubilus, in particular,
allows liturgical participants to transcend the limits of this life, of articulated syllables and
intelligible concepts, and join in the ineffable song of angels.

The shepherds’ plays, which so undoubtedly draw on the connection between liturgical
and heavenly song, also more subtly reinforce an association between heaven and wordless
music. Whether they simply foreground the sound of the “nobulle noyes” over its verbal meaning
or analyze notes and rthythms while ignorant of the news they carry, the “lewed” shepherds
experience a texted song almost as though it were a wordless melody. For them, semantic
meaning is lost in musical sound, just as it may be in the elongation and distortion of melisma.
While we do not know how the Gloria in most of the plays was actually sung, the terms of praise

in the Towneley plays indicate a melismatic performance. The same effect known in English as

162 Guillelmi Duranti, Rationale Divinorum Officiorum, edited by Anselmus Davril, T. M. Thibodeau, and Bertrand-
G. Guyot, CCCM 140 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1995), 5.2.5; translation from William Durand, Rationale V: Commentary
on the Divine Office, translated by Timothy M. Thibodeau, Corpus Christianorum in Translation 23 (Turnout:
Brepols, 2015). Latin texts: “Est autem neume seu iubilus ineffabile gaudium seu mentis exultation habita de
eternis,” “nec penitus exprimi nec penitus tacere valet.”

163 Ibid, 5.2.5: “Neumatizando ergo expressius quodammodo sine uerbis dicit, quod per uerba innuat, quantum sit
illud celi gaudium ubi uerba cessabunt et omnes omnia scient.”
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“smale brekyng,” condemned by Lollards and praised by the Towneley shepherds alike, was
known by the French and Italians as jubilare.164 The fast, florid, rhythmically complex Towneley
music takes up, in the best fifteenth-century style, a kind of performance whose roots lie in the
liturgical jubilus, the quintessential song of praise. Depending on which liturgical piece was
used, musical performances in some plays may even have included the word “alleluia.” One
antiphon for the Nativity based on the text from Luke reads, “Gloria in excelsis deo et in terra
pax hominibus bonae voluntatis alleluia alleluia,”165> embellishing the text from Luke’s angels
with another song of praise associated with heavenly music. If a play used this text, it would
further strengthen the association between Gloria and jubilus.

Music is fleeting; most scribes of the mystery plays did not even attempt to record text
and notation, and even if they had, they could not have captured the quality of aesthetic
experience, which is necessarily temporal and ephemeral. Dialogue describing, analyzing, and
praising the angelic song is one attempt to transcribe musical quality in words. Some plays also
experiment with another, unlikelier way of transposing or recreating music in verbal utterances. |
refer to the verbalizations by which the shepherds attempt to imitate the angels—“glo, glum,”166
“gle, glo, glas, glum” (N-Town 16.69), “glorus glarus glorius” (Chester 7.384)—reproducing in
speech, with comic effect, a kind of elongation, invention, and fantasia that might be elegant if
purely musical. These reduplicative syllables are closely akin to what Adin E. Lears calls “echoic

language” historically used to characterize—and trivialize—those whose cognitive abilities are

164 Wegman, Crisis of Music, 160.
165 Cantus ID 002946.

166 Holkham Bible Picture Book 21.7-9.
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thought to “lie outside certain standards of rational subjectivity” (think “barbarian,” “bibble-
babble,” “pitter-patter,” “hodgepodge,” “hubbub’).167 Focusing on the Towneley Secunda
Pastorum, Estella Ciobanu frames the same reduplications within a theory of glossolalia, a
linguistic phenomenon conspicuously grounded in the body that generates a semblance of
language without its structure.!68 In all these cases, the shepherds imitate what they have heard in
hope of understanding it, but repetition instead renders the utterance conspicuously nonsemantic.
Just like commentary on the angelic utterance in terms of musical performance, reduplication
foregrounds the physicality of sound as a signifier alienated from its meaning.

Beyond providing a spoken equivalent for the uncanny verbal-nonverbal quality of words
reshaped by musical performance, reduplicative syllables also recapitulate in a spoken mode the
“broken” effect of melismatic performance. Musical “smale brekyng” turns single syllables into
many notes, fracturing language into phonemes smaller than the minimum unit of verbal
meaning. In their echoic or glossolalic repetitions, the shepherds engage in a kind of spoken
“smale brekynge,” rendering the translatable word “gloria” a nonsense syllable like “glo.”
Melisma elongates syllables, resulting in long vowels without articulated consonants, while
nonsense reduplications repeat syllables with variation, producing many nonsense words, but
both are techniques of multiplication, resulting in a performance many times longer and more
complex than the source text, and both render verbal utterance almost unrecognizable as

intelligible language, prioritizing instead the play of sound.

167 Adin E. Lears, World of Echo: Noise and Knowing in Late Medieval England (Cornell University Press, 2020),
9.

168 Estella Antoaneta Ciobanu, “Glossolalia, Heteroglossia and the Grotesque Body in the Towneley Second
Shepherds’ Play,” Analele Universitatii Ovidius 20 (2009): 191; see also Michel de Certeau, “Vocal Utopias:
Glossolalias,” Representations 56 (1996): 29—47.
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A similar transformation of melismatic music into a spoken mode is evidenced in a
secular play whose performance overlapped with the mysteries. In the Interlude of the Four
Elements, a morality play written around 1519 by John Rastell (¢.1497—c.1540), Humanyte
claims that “God is well pleased, / Honoured, praised, and served” by “prick-song,” while
Ygnoraunce retorts, “is it not as good to say playnly, / ‘Gyf me a spade,’/ As, ‘Gyf me a spa—ve—
va—ve—va—ve—vade?”109 “Pricksong” may mean simply written rather than extemporaneous
music or melody to be performed in counterpoint, often in contrast with “plain” song,!7° but here
it takes on a further connotation, representing ornament, melisma, and musical excess,
epitomized in reduplicative nonsense syllables produced by “smale brekynge” of words into
multiple notes. Like the shepherds’ plays, the Interlude plays with tension between audience
identification with Y gnoraunce, who convincingly points out the silliness of “ve, va, ve, va”
performance styles, and superiority over his ignorance, confirming elaborate, ornamented sacred
music as fitting praise for God. The Coventry Nativity play, which Rastell knew best (he became
a member of the Corpus Christi Guild in Coventry around the age of fourteen),!7! does not
prescribe dialogue on the musical style of the angelic message, but there or elsewhere Rastell
absorbed the same attitude toward “curiouse” music as that expressed in the Chester and
Towneley plays—a mix of affectionate mockery and solemn respect for song that, straining

toward heaven, touches the nonsensical or ineffable.

169 John Rastell, “A New Interlude and a Mery of the Nature of the Four Elementis,” in Three Rastell Plays, edited
by Richard Axton (Totowa, N.J: D. S. Brewer, 1979), 1. 1375-87.

170 “pricksong, n.” OED Online. September 2021. Oxford University Press.

171 Matthew Lillo, “John Rastell’s Dramatic Ballad and the Early Tudor Court: Toward a Revised Understanding of
Ballad History,” Studies in Philology 117, no. 4 (2020): 688.
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The writers of mystery plays who associated melismatic singing with ineffability, heaven,
and angels may have been directly exposed to writings on the jubilus by theologians like
Augustine and Durand. They may have arrived at similar conclusions without a theologian’s
explication through the shared experience of liturgical participation, since, despite the many
changes and developments in liturgical practice between the fourth and fourteenth centuries, an
underlying dynamic of sacred utterances set apart from ordinary communication persists across
these contexts. But they also may have been influenced, in part, by a fourteenth-century
discourse of heavenly song associated with the hermit and mystic Richard Rolle of Hampole
(c.1300-1349), a prolific author of spiritual guidance in both Latin and English. The more than
500 extant manuscripts containing Rolle’s work, both from England and the continent, and the
numerous translations of his works from English to Latin and Latin to English, testify to his
widespread appeal and influence in the later Middle Ages. (Although I touch on him only briefly
now, we will return to Rolle as a major figure in Chapter 2.)

Rolle’s mysticism is characterized by sensory experiences of heat, sweetness, and song.
Canor, the pinnacle of his mystical experience, is a spiritual song of love without audible sound,
which surpasses the senses and cannot be described or recorded in words. Although Rolle does
not emphasize an angelic origin for the song, readers did; Walter Hilton, in a more cautionary
analysis of this type of spiritual experience, straightforwardly identifies it as “aungels sange or
heuenly sown.”172 In its ineffable expression of heavenly joy, Rollean canor is akin to the

Jjubilus, and many have observed that Rolle’s writing inherits from a tradition of thinking about

172 Walter Hilton, “Of Angels’ Song,” in Yorkshire Writers: Richard Rolle of Hampole, an English Father of the
Church, and His Followers, edited by Carl Horstmann (London, New York: S. Sonnenschein & Co.; Macmillan &
Co, 1895), 175.

88



this liturgical element.!73 Although Rolle distinguishes the inner experience of spiritual canor
from the external song of choirs, the mystical experience first comes to him while he is singing
psalms and listening to psalm-chanters, suggesting that heavenly song is linked to liturgical
performance.!74 His commentary on the psalter ascribes a very high dignity to mundane liturgy:
“it leris vs to loue god with glad chere & myrth & softnes in saule. noght anly in hert bot alswa
with voice louand”; “sange is a gret gladnes of thoght of lastand thynge & endles ioy. brestand in
voice of louynge”; and when worshippers sing aloud, “with aungels whaim we may noght here;
we menge wordis of louynge.”17>

Though Rollean canor may be rooted in Latin liturgical theology, it is also curiously
appropriate to vernacular devotion. Katherine Zieman notes that it is separated from
“grammatical meaning altogether, as well as from institutionally regulated performance,” making
it equally accessible to lewed and learned.!76 Lears argues that Rolle’s poetics foreground “the
sounded, material properties of language over its conceptual aspects,”!77 just as the shepherds
foreground soundedness by describing the angelic music as a noise in their ears. Crucially, what

Rolle hears is not musica alone but canor or song, that is, “melody that is vocalized, textualized,

173 Boenig, “St Augustine's ‘Jubilus,”” 75-86.

174 Richard Rolle, The Incendium Amoris of Richard Rolle of Hampole, edited by Margaret Deanesly, Historical
Series 26 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1915), ch. 15, pp. 189-191.

175 Richard Rolle, The Psalter, or Psalms of David and Certain Canticles, edited by Henry Ramsden Bramley
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1884), prologue, pp. 3—4. Notably, the Lollard revisions edited in Two Revisions of Rolle's
English Psalter Commentary and the Related Canticles, edited by Anne Hudson, EETS OS 340-1, 343 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012) replace “sange” with “deuout preiyng” or “deuoute preier” in this passage,
deemphasizing the literal, aural song of the liturgy.

176 K atherine Zieman, “The Perils of Canor: Mystical Authority, Alliteration, and Extragrammatical Meaning in
Rolle, the Cloud-Author, and Hilton,” The Yearbook of Langland Studies (2008): 137.

177 Lears, World of Echo, 30.
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and rendered in words”—yet the voiced words cannot be transcribed in ordinary language or
reduced to propositional meaning.!78 If one set out to represent such canor by performance, one
could do so with a melisma, voicing musical phrases with a single extended vowel sound, but
one could also do what the mystery plays have done—sing articulate syllables that do not carry
semantic meaning for their hearers, whether because they belong to a language they do not know
(“gloria”) or no language at all (“glo, glum”).

In liturgical jubilus, Rollean canor, and the Gloria of the mystery plays, song without
intelligible words becomes a sign of the ineffable God and a means of experiencing or
participating in heavenly joy. In the mystery plays and Rolle’s reception, such song is explicitly
identified as that of angels. There are major differences, however, between the mystery plays’
typical account of angelic song and Rolle’s. Because Rolle is describing canor with words, it
remains inaccessible to the reader and doubly ineffable, since even if it were ordinary audible
music, it could not be captured in writing; in contrast, the plays allow audiences to experience
music directly. Rolle distinguishes heavenly canor from liturgical song; the mystery plays readily
identify them, representing heavenly sound straightforwardly as institutionally regulated music
by hiring professional choristers and incorporating liturgical performance pieces. At times, Rolle
is at pains to stress canor’s “complete divorce and categorical difference from all sounds
perceived from without by the ears” (though we have seen that, in his commentary on the
Psalms, he is willing to conflate them);!7® many of the mystery plays revel in the physicality of

music, highlighting rather than eliding its bodily character as “noyes.” If, for Rolle, “Song is the

178 Tbid 144.

179 Andrew Albin, “Listening For Canor in Richard Rolle’s Melos amoris,” in Voice and Voicelessness in Medieval
Europe (Palgrave Macmillan, New York, 2015), 184.
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symbol of the ineffable transcendence of the spirit over the flesh,”180 for the mystery plays, it is
closer to a sign of the ineffable presence of the spirit within the flesh. In these ways, the
devotional attitude expressed in the plays bursts through cautious distinctions to imply that
aesthetic experience of audible music can not just signify or suggest, but be, spiritual experience

of divine ineffability.

The Activity of Exposition

Yet the ineffable song at the heart of the story is, and must be, surrounded by words. Like
other mystical experiences, the angelic utterance invites a busy activity of description,
commentary, and explication that always remains insufficient. We have already examined two
kinds of response: attempts (self-consciously inadequate) to replicate the angelic utterance
description of its musical quality and bodily effects. Some of the plays also engage in more
traditional interpretation, modeled on clerical and scholarly forms of scriptural exegesis.

This exegetical role for the shepherds has a long history. Elizabeth Salter argues that the
shepherds in the English mystery plays, displaying a paradoxical combination of prophetic
interpretation and comic complaint, quarreling, and confusion, represent a collision between two
different traditions: an older exegetical tradition, drawn from liturgical drama, of “shepherd-
exegetes” symbolically aligned with the pastoral role of priests, and a newer devotional tradition,

influenced by Franciscan and Cistercian spirituality, which by embracing artistic realism opened

180 William F. Pollard, “The Tone of Heaven: Bonaventuran Melody and the Easter Psalm in Richard Rolle,” in The
Popular Literature of Medieval England (Tennessee Studies in Literature Knoxville, Tenn 28, 1985): 254.
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the door to “shepherd-complainers and satirists, shepherd-protesters and even dissenters.”181
These traditions may seem like they couldn’t be more different: on the one hand, we encounter
teachers with encyclopedic knowledge of obscure Old Testament passages and characteristically
Christian typological interpretations, and on the other, learners who cannot accurately repeat a
three-word phrase and have not mastered basic Latin declensions. Yet in both traditions, the
shepherds are interpreters: as clerical figures, they can provide authoritative explications of signs
like star, song, and prophets to inform the audience, while as comic-realist uneducated laborers,
they show what it feels like to wonder about and puzzle over mysterious signs, modeling ways of
interpreting accessible to “lewed” viewers.

At times, the tension between traditions Salter describes is explicitly acknowledged in the
text, as when, in the Prima Pastorum, a Latin quotation from Virgil provokes this reply:

Weme! tord! what speke ye

Here in my eeres?

Tell vs no clergé!

[ hold you of the freres;

Ye preche.

It semys by youre Laton
Ye haue lerd youre Caton.

As the vulgar tongue of peasants (“tord!”) collides with Virgilian verse, the Latin of earlier
Nativity representations is reimagined in lewed perspective: instead of communicating
prophecies of a coming king, the Latin signifies latinity itself, in its diglossic sociolinguistic
functions both religious (“ye preche”) and educational (“Caton,” or the Distichs of Cato, a

popular schoolbook for elementary Latin). The Towneley shepherds are particularly aware of the

181 Salter, “The Annunciation to the Shepherds;” for a broader treatment of the conjunction between bergerie and
the figure of the shepherd as pastor and teacher, see Helen Cooper, Pastoral, 71-79.

92



political dimension of language choice in trilingual England. As they joke about a feast, one

29 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢

shepherd responds to another’s French cookery terms—*“veryose,” “restorité,” “appeté”—by
remarking, “Yee speke all by clergé, / I here by youre clause. / Cowth ye by youre gramery /
Reche vs a drynk” (Towneley 12.342-9). Words of French origin, even mingled with or
incorporated into English, are recognized as belonging to a different register, one associated with
formal learning and grammatical analysis. This brief exchange recognizes choice of language as
significant in itself, carrying sociolinguistic messages about in-groups and social class in
addition to the literal meaning of the words, and it sets up a contrast between intellectual
knowledge of “gramery” and pragmatic communication that effects action.

Awareness of grammar is evident in responses to the Gloria as well. Some of the
shepherds’ attempts to reproduce the angelic utterance, like “gle, glo, glas, glum,” mimic
elementary Latin education, which does indeed involve repeating root words with various
different endings. In “lewed” imitation, as in basic grammar lessons, a word is isolated from
semantic or pragmatic context and divorced from meaning to become a manipulable object,
composed of letters and sounds and governed by rules and forms. Ultimately, though, the
shepherds’ mimicry of grammatical education only proves the depth of their ignorance—they
don’t even recognize “gloria” as a feminine noun. Their response has the form but not the
content of grammatical education—a sign of pure latinity divorced from any actual Latin words,
morphology, or meaning.

As the Prima Pastorum shows, late medieval dramatists and audiences were well aware

of the incongruity between shepherds as allegorical figures for clergy and as types of the ignorant

peasant. While shepherd-exegetes and comic shepherds may have originated in different
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traditions, they could be intentionally brought together to serve a variety of dramatic purposes.
The proportion between these elements and the way they are arranged in relation to each other
varies between plays, creating different effects. In the extant plays, I see three basic ways of
handling the shepherds’ two contrasting roles. Coventry sensibly assigns the roles of ignorance
and explication to different characters, introducing Isaiah and three unnamed prophets to provide
the theological and exegetical commentary assigned to the shepherds in other plays. In York and
N-Town, the shepherds are already knowledgeable about prophecies of the Messiah before
seeing the star or hearing the angels, and they seem straightforward shepherd-exegetes—except
in a few crucial lines of confusion, which highlight the strangeness and difficulty of liturgical
language. Finally, it is in Chester and Towneley—Ilater plays, likely written in the fifteenth
century—that the comic role of the shepherds is most fully developed. Here, the contrast
between shepherd-exegetes and shepherd-illiterati becomes a dramatic tool to thematize the
transition from ignorance to knowledge.

Where a play opens on shepherds expounding theology, we may expect it to have little
interest in lay ignorance. The N-Town play begins with a speech from the angel to the shepherds,
foregoing any scene-setting comic business, and its shepherds immediately begin to explain Old
Testament prophecies; for its first 60 lines, they are mouthpieces of clerical teaching, with
scarcely a hint of herdsmen’s lower-class connotations. Yet after the shepherds’ implausibly
learned discourse on Balaam, Moses, Amos, and Daniel, they are reduced to implausible
ignorance when they hear the angel sing, fumbling over unrecognized syllables: “In my wyt weyl
it is wrought, / It was ‘Gle, glo, glas, glum’” (16.68-9). With a jolt, we realize that their

apparently clerical knowledge was expressed in English—but Latin stumps them. While the
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crucial folio is missing from the York manuscript, it appears to follow a similar pattern. The play
opens not with comic shepherds complaining, but clerical shepherds citing Hosea, Isaiah,
Balaam, and “witty lerned men of oure lay” (15.18-20) about a prince to be born of a virgin in
Bethlehem. Then they see the star and, on the missing pages, hear the angel’s utterance. When
we pick the story up again, they are quarrelling over the meaning of the song as if they were
entirely ignorant of it: “What it shulde mene pat wate not 3ee, / For all pat 3e can gape and gone”
(15.58-60). These contrasts emphasize that liturgy, set apart from ordinary speech by musicality
and diglossic sacred language, can reduce even intelligent and knowledgeable listeners to
confusion as it divides sound from meaning.

In Chester and Towneley, ignorance and understanding appear in the opposite order. In
each of these plays, an extended scene introduces the shepherds as poor working men who
complain and quarrel among themselves, busy with the challenges of daily life and unaware of
the miracle that awaits them. Only after the divine irrupts into the mundane do they begin to
engage in exegesis, developing a new clerical character before our eyes. Although when they
first hear the angelic utterance, the shepherds of Prima pastorum react to it in terms of
inarticulate sound—“Me thoght / Oone scremed on lowde” (12.447—-8)—they realize through
conversation with one another that the speaker was an angel, that he spoke of a baby, and that he
told them to go to Bethlehem. After these facts have been established in an expanded paraphrase
of the angel’s message, the shepherds begin a new kind of interpretative activity, connecting
Christ’s birth with past prophecies. Together, they recite a litany of prophets, including Isaiah,
Sibyll, Nebuchadnezzar, Jeremiah, Moses, Habakuk, Elijah, and Virgil, and providing clever

interpretations, like the burning bush as a sign of Mary’s virginity (12.477-581). The addition of
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John the Baptist to the roll of prophets, who in the play’s setting would be a baby a few months
old and hardly a public witness to Christ, drives home the atemporal character of this passage,
reflecting the Christian understanding not of the historical shepherds, but the medieval producers
and audiences.

The shepherds’ transition from exaggerated ignorance—mistaking a professional musical
performance for an inarticulate “skreme”—to exaggerated knowledge—including not only a vast
repertoire of scriptural prophecies but prophetic foreknowledge—takes place through their
dialogue. By staging this transition, the Prima Pastorum represents God revealing truths that
could not be ascertained by natural means, and doing so in and through the shepherds’ ignorant
but good-faith attempts at interpretation. Meditate on the sounds of the liturgy, the play implicitly
advises its “lewed” audience, and even if you cannot decode words in accordance with Latin
grammar, your faithful attention to the unintelligible may be rewarded with spiritual insight.

The best example of expository zeal may be found, though, in Chester, where no
additional information from scripture or prophecy diverts the dialogue from its single-minded
focus on the eleven words of the angelic utterance. Fourteen lines of dialogue discuss the single
word “gloria” alone, and it is echoed in nineteen variant pronunciations. The shepherds’
commentary, like melismatic performance, drags out a short text over a long time, expanding one
word not into many notes but many lines of poetry. The shepherds dwell upon their word of
praise by repetition rather than extension, but their intent is the same as that of the jubilus: to
allow the sacred word, so densely packed with significance that at first it appears empty, the

space and time to unfold its meanings.
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The Chester shepherds’ exposition falls into several sections. Hans-Jiirgen Diller, noting
three distinct stanza types in this section, argues that they represent three stages of composition,
each with a distinctive style: the short tail-rhyme stanzas (AAB AAB) “express a simple,
reverent feeling in an adequate, delicate manner,” the Chester stanzas (AAAB CCCB) feature
“connoisseurship of musical enunciation” and “somewhat pedantically didactic” exposition
whose “comic purpose is beyond any doubt,” and the quatrains (ABAB), the last-added element
of the play, are characterized by “overt didacticism.”!82 Lumiansky and Mills suggest that the
redundancies in this scene indicate a composite text with two alternate performance versions:
after line 357, the actors could either perform lines 376463 or 35875 and 464-95. Although
these divisions are plausible accounts of how the text might have been composed, the play also
makes dramatic sense as it stands, with the redundancies read as deliberate reaffirmations.

In fact, the five rounds of commentary in the extant scripts, with each of the shepherds in
turn commenting on the text with a gradual increase in spiritual insight, provide a parodic echo
of the well-known fourfold model of scriptural exegesis. Although the Chester shepherds, unlike
their N-Town, York, and Towneley parallels, never engage in interpretation of Old Testament
prophecies, they carry the legacy of the shepherd-exegetes through the form of their discussion.
The simultaneous presentation of clergial form (“Expounded shall yt bee”’) and nonsensical

299

content (“hit was ‘grorus glorus’ with a ‘glee’””) makes for a more parodic take on scholarly
activity than other plays’ sincere reproductions of real scriptural interpretations. Whereas the

Prima Pastorum gives us whiplash transitions between the irreverent (“Weme! tord!”) and the

solemn (“Exiet virga / De radice lesse’), Chester mingles them in the same lines.

182 Hans-Jiirgen Diller, “The Composition of the Chester Adoration of the Shepherds,” Anglia 89, Jahresband
(1971): 178-198.
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Over the course of the conversation, we can observe the slow dawning of significance.

29 ¢¢

The shepherds begin by focusing on units of sound smaller than the word, like “glo,” “gly,” and
“selsis,” evincing great curiosity and not the slightest glimmer of understanding. Eventually, they
isolate individual nouns like “gloria” and “pax.” As they comment on specific words, praise for
the musicality of the song begins to blur into engagement with its content, as “the Shepherds
may not arrive at literal meanings, but they achieve mysteriously apt responses which constitute
emotional renderings of the words’ spiritual significance.”!83 These responses cultivate
ambiguity in their play with use and mention. When a shepherd says the angel “sange ‘bonae
voluntatis’; / that is a cropp that passeth all other” (7.426), is “that” what he sang—the music that
accompanied the Latin words “bonae voluntatis”—or what he sang about—the moral quality of

299

good will? Likewise, when a shepherd says “Hee sange alsoe of a ‘Deo’” (7.430), grammatical
ambiguity—did he sing of the Latin word “Deo,” or did he sing about God?—elides the distance
between sign and signified. Ultimately, the shepherds are able to take “good intent” from the
words they have heard, a term that encompasses both meaning and purpose. Reduplicating the
angelic utterance in round after round of commentary allows enough space to engage with it on
multiple levels of sound and meaning, arriving at its “intent,” though not a word-for-word
translation of its semantic meaning.

The expansive tendency most clearly visible in Chester’s repetitions, but present
wherever the Nativity shepherds comment on what they have heard, mimics more widespread

medieval practices of both exegetical reading and liturgical performance. Once again, the jubilus

provides a model in scholarly, latinate culture for what the shepherds do in English.

183 John J. McGavin, “Chester’s Linguistic Signs,” Leeds Studies in English (1990): 114.
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We have already observed the use of untranslated Hebrew words—“amen,” “hosanna,”
“alleluia”—in Christian liturgy as an example of sacred language, set apart from ordinary
communication to reify certain speech-acts of worship. With their exact translations uncertain for
most users, their meanings are capaciously elastic; isolated from the context of their language,
they lack the stabilizing system of words that normally limits semantic drift; used only in a
religious context, they take on immense sacral resonance. In his commentary on the divine
office, Durand unfolds each of the three holy words into complete Latin sentences and offers
several alternative translations, demonstrating how their significances multiply. “Alleluia,” in
particular, exhibits this expansive tendency to an extreme degree, perhaps because it was so often
extended in the wordless song of the jubilus. Instead of a straightforward translation of the
Hebrew, Durand provides this passage:

Augustine explicates this word as follows: ‘4/, that is, saved; /e, that is, me; /u, that is

make; ia, that is, O Lord.” Gregory: ‘Alle, is Father; /u, is Son; ia, is Holy Spirit. Or, Alle,

that is light, [u, that is, life; ia, that is salvation.” Master [William] of Auxerre says: ‘Al,
that is, the Most High; /e, that is, was raised up on the cross; /u, that is, the Apostles wept;
ia, that is, He later rose from the dead.’ Peter the Eater said in the gloss on Apocalypse,
and Augustine in the gloss on the Psalter, that ‘Alleluia’ is a word that it is in the

imperative form, and it means: ‘Allelu,’ that is, ‘Praise;’ ‘ia,’ that is, the “‘universal or
invisible,” namely God, as if to say, ‘Praise for the invisible God.’ 184

One reasonably literal translation informed by knowledge of Hebrew is here jumbled together
with explications based on punning associations, false etymologies, and wildly anachronistic

theology. Not only does the exegetical tradition offer abundant options, a single author can put

184 Durand, Rationale 4.20.4. “Augustinus uero sic exponit: “al, id est, saluum; le, id est, me; lu, id est, fac; ya, id
est, Domine”. Ieronyumus sic: “Alle, id est, cantata; lu, id est, laudem; ya, id est, ad Dominum”. Gregorius sic:
“Alle, Pater; lu; filius; ya, Spiritus sactus”. Uel Autissiodorensis sic: Al, id est, latissimus; le, id est, leuatus est in
cruce; lu, id est, uita; ya, id est, salus”. Magister Petrus Manducator dixit super Apocalypsin et Augustinus in Glosa
Psalterii quod alleluia uerbum est imperatiui modi et sonat: Allelu, id est, laudate; ya, id est, uniuersalem, uel ya, id
est, inuisibilem, silicet Deum, quasi laus inuisilis Dei.”
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forward multiple interpretations, seen as complementary rather than contradictory—Augustine
and Gregory are attributed two each in this summary. A long jubilus might indeed be required to
think so many meanings for one brief word.

The consistent analogy between the Alleluia, as it was received by early Latin writers,
and the Gloria, as it was received by late medieval English speakers, demonstrates persistent
dynamics of sacred language or religious diglossia. The Latin church fathers, by and large, were
just as ignorant of Hebrew as late medieval English laypeople were of Latin; it was for them a
sacred language, set apart from ordinary communication. Just as the ineffable music of the
Jjubilus matters more than the meaning of its words, the shepherds’ interest in the Gloria is sonic
before it is semantic. Just as patristic authorities explicated a/, /e, [u, and ia syllable by syllable,
the shepherds break their short text into components like “glo” and “glas” and pay attention to
each individually. Just as a simple command to praise becomes a vessel for detailed doctrinal
significances, the Gloria too conveys more and differently to those for whom it is an
unintelligible utterance than those who fluently understand its semantic meaning.

Though the shepherds’ treatment of Latin is uncannily similar to scholars’ treatment of
Hebrew, its sociolinguistic context gives it more pointed significance. Lacking Latin in the late
Middle Ages had different connotations than Augustine’s mildly embarrassing ignorance of
Hebrew; it implied lay status and little or no education, exclusion from scholarly discourse,
subordination to the interpretative authority of others. The shepherds are “illiterati,” lay, poor,
and perhaps even rather stupid. But the dynamics of sacred language, in which nonfluent reading
opens up new possibilities for meaning, gives them an ironically privileged access to a kind of

significance that clerical training cannot confer.
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Commentary on the jubilus, like that collected by Durand, is also a bridge between two
parallel practices that generate and multiply meanings: the scholarly activity of exegesis and the
liturgical practice of troping. A trope is an interpolation of new music, poetry, or both into an
existing liturgical chant. The repertoire of tropes characteristically develops in close relationship
with melisma: first, an existing text is elongated into wordless melody, stretching one syllable
over many notes; later, a newly composed poetic text is attached to the melody, giving each note
its own syllable. (This is not always the process of composition, however; tropes may be
introduced between verses, rather than retexting a melismatic melody.) Finally, tropes are
perhaps the most localized element of liturgy, sometimes attested in only a single manuscript,
popping up like mushrooms in acts of individual creativity but rooted in subterranean practices
and habits of thinking that ensure their renewal. They are a key vector of liturgical proliferation.

While the liturgical text most strongly associated with melismatic song is the Alleluia, by
the twelfth century the Gloria had accumulated one of the largest repertories of tropes.!85 In
medieval terminology, Gloria tropes are often called /audes rather than tropi, but they function in
much the same way as Introit tropes.!8¢ The association between the Gloria and troping makes
sense: on a textual, though not a musical level, the Gloria of the ordinary of the mass might itself
be considered a “farsed” chant, as the biblical text from Luke is followed by lines of poetry that
draws out its meaning in more and different words. Perhaps that drawing out, visible in the text
itself, especially encouraged further multiplication of praise. Consider, for example, this troped

passage from a late thirteenth-century processional from Wilton Abbey:

185 Thomas Forrest Kelly, “Introducing the Gloria in excelsis,” in The Practice of Medieval Music: Studies in Chant
and Performance (Ashgate, 2010), 479.

186 Richard L. Crocker, “The Troping Hypothesis,” The Musical Quarterly 52, no. 2 (1966): 183-203.

101



Gloria in excelsis deo quem cives caelestes sanctum clamantes laude frequentant et in
terra pax hominibus bonae voluntatis quam ministri domini verbo incarnato terrenis
promiserant laudamus te laudibus cujus astra matutina insistunt benedicimus te per
quem omne sacrum et benedictio conceditur atque augetur adoramus te omnipotens
adorande colende tremende venerande!$’

The simple act of praise in Luke (“Gloria in excelsis”) becomes in the liturgical psalmus
idioticus a list of verbs of praise (“laudamus te, benedicimus te, adoramus te”) and in the trope a
list of participles (“adorande colende tremende venerande”). The redundancy is the point.
Echoing the song of the angels, the liturgical performance strains toward the timeless condition
of heaven, quixotically attempting to make a moment eternal through repetition and extension. A
joy in worship so great as to be inexpressible struggles to communicate itself, the very
multiplicity of words tacitly confessing the inadequacy of each particular word.

The kind of repetitive, prolonged, recursive commentary exemplified by the Chester
shepherds seems to me of a similar kind, transcending explanation of an unfamiliar text to
become meditation on a divine mystery. Like troping that occupies space opened up by wordless
music, such meditation is made possible by the semantic “emptiness” of words unintelligible to
their hearer, whether those words are Hebrew, Latin, or another unknown language. (We will
return to the dynamics of expansive translation in Chapter 3.) Unlike scriptural exegesis,
however, meditation on nonsemantic signs is equally, or even more, accessible for the “lewed”
than for the latinate. Audiences of the mystery plays, laughing to see rustic herdsmen mimicking
the work of clerically trained pastors, might also learn from their example a way to engage in

spiritually profitable meditation on texts without needing to learn Latin.

187 CANTUS ID g02840.
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Learning from Experience

We’ve seen in the Prima Pastorum that puzzling aloud over the sounds of the angelic
utterance takes the shepherds from total incomprehension to accurate reception of the good news
of Christ’s birth. Here, the activity of paying careful attention to a text opens up understanding,
despite the language barrier. But this is not true of all the analogous plays, which are more likely
to represent knowledge as brought about by singing. What matters in both cases is active,
participatory engagement with the song. In particular, the shepherds’ singing—featured in all of
the Nativity accounts in my study—provides a crucial bridge between merely verbal knowledge
and personal, experiential, interiorized knowledge.

The Secunda Pastorum is organized similarly to the Prima, with the sung Gloria
immediately followed by an English speech conveying the essential information, one round of
shepherds’ speeches paraphrasing the message and commenting on its musical skill, and a shorter
round of speeches about prophecies mentioning David, Isaiah, and unnamed patriarchs. In this
version, however, the two rounds of commentary—one that responds directly to the utterance
itself and another that brings in implausibly sophisticated knowledge of written scriptures—are
separated by a different kind of responsive engagement. After they have discussed the sounds of
the song, the shepherds pause to sing, attempting to replicate what they have heard. The
introduction of prophetic interpretation, an entirely new category of knowledge, immediately
after the song implies a miraculous infusion of knowledge that occurs in and through
performative participation in worship. Spiritually valuable knowledge is imparted through

liturgical participation, rather than formal education or vernacular preaching.
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In York, we’ve noted, the shepherds begin the play with a learned discourse about Old
Testament prophecies in English, but are thrown into confusion by the angelic utterance in Latin.
Only after the shepherds have sung together, engaging with the angelic utterance through
participatory somatic experience rather than intellectual analysis, do they connect their
preexisting knowledge about the messiah with their present reality. The character of this new
knowledge is indicated in their dialogue: “On asaie it sall be sone / Proued or we passe” (15.61—
2). To sing is to “assaien,” to test the quality of something (often by intimate contact; one assays
an opponent in battle, a food by tasting it, a person in sexual intercourse).!88 In other plays,
manual “assayes,” like Thomas touching Christ’s wounds or Salome touching Mary’s intact
hymen, allow the unlearned to gain experiential, experimental knowledge that contributes to
theology.!8 For the York shepherds, taking the angelic utterance into their bodies to know it as
an interior sensation (“I have so crackid in my throte / pat my lippis are nere drye” (15.67-8))
transforms not only confusion about its meaning to confidence, but also abstract clerical
knowledge about a child to be born in the unspecified future into urgent news “pis morne”
(15.75), prompting action in response.

While the shepherds’ singing participates in heavenly song, allowing it to be known in a
new and deeper way, their musical style sometimes also plays up the contrast between heaven
and earth. In the Towneley Prima Pastorum, the dialogue that precedes the unspecified song
suggests that its performance does not go smoothly: Gyb refers to their singing as a “yelp,” John

admits that he has a head cold, Slawpase nearly begins a quarrel, and they have difficulty starting

188 “assaien” v., Middle English Dictionary.

189 Helen Cushman, “Handling Knowledge: Holy Bodies in the Middle English Mystery Plays,” The Journal of
Medieval and Early Modern Studies 47 no. 2 (2017): 279-304.
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together. The singers of the Secunda Pastorum, though skilled, lack discipline: someone gets
carried away with enthusiasm and continues past the cutoff, so that one must later break off
midspeech to say, “Let be youre dyn!” These shepherds’ songs transpose heavenly music into an
earthly key—comic, fumbling, parodic. Nevertheless, in the act of singing, lowly shepherds join
a universal chorus that unites heaven and earth in praise. With talented actors, a deliberately
“bad” bout of singing might gradually or suddenly transition from dissonance to harmony,
dramatizing the miraculous revelation that transforms the shepherds’ understanding of the
message they have heard.

Other versions separate the angel’s and shepherds’ songs still further, differentiating them
not only by performance style but text, language, and genre. The Coventry shepherds, for
example, hear the angels’ song, repeat it in dialogue as “Glore, glorea in exselsis,” and declare
their intention to sing “Et in tarra pax omynibus” in Jesus’s presence (272—7). What the actors in
fact sing, though, is not the liturgical music they have heard but a Christmas carol about “thre ioli
sheppards” who sing “terli terlow.” Even though they have more-or-less accurately caught the
Latin words, their song is not a reproduction but a creative re-narration or transposition of the
scene—translated into the vernacular, shifted into the third person and past tense, and given a
nonsense refrain. Straying even further afield, the N-Town shepherds sing “Stella celi extirpavit”
(AH 31.207), a Latin hymn to the Virgin Mary in time of plague that was widely popular in lay
devotion and appears in many books of hours.!%0 While the opening line of the hymn seems
appropriate to a scene in which the singers are following a star, its “stella” is an honorific for

Mary, not a reference to the Nativity, and the hymn’s urgent pleas for deliverance from plague

190 Christopher Macklin, “Plague, Performance and the Elusive History of the Stella celi extirpavit,” Early Music
History 29 (2010): 5-7.
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seems out of place in a cheerful Christmas context. Yet for a community suffering or recovering
from a wave of disease, this song would connect the long-ago Nativity to their present needs.

Chester goes further in transposing liturgical performance into lay, vernacular, even
secular song. As the shepherds play with the sounds they have heard, one breaks “excelsis” into
its component syllables and says, “Nayther singes ‘sar’ nor soe well ‘cis,” / Ney ‘pax merye
Mawd’ when shee had met him” (7.409-412). The sacred Latin, reduced to manipulable sounds,
is here comically transformed into women’s names common in secular ballads, “Sarah,” “Cissy,”
and “Maud.”1°! When the time comes for the Chester shepherds to sing, they seem hardly more
serious; the stage direction reads, “Here singe ‘troly, loly, loly, loo,”” a frivolous-sounding
nonsense refrain. However, as Albin argues, this apparently profane string of syllables in fact
replicates the same crucial vowel sounds as the oft-repeated angelic Latin (“troli, loli, loli,”
“glori, glori, glori-a”), expressing “human admiration and imitation of an angel’s melismatic
singing.”192 Responding to liturgical utterance in local vernacular language, idiom, and genre, the
Chester shepherds achieve a feat of macaronic poetry—continuity of sonic effects across code-
switching, lines in different languages that nonetheless rhyme.

The mystery plays’ use of vernacular carols or ballads in conjunction with liturgical
music plays with contrast, parody, and transposition, but it also more straightforwardly reflects
laypeople’s liturgical experience. Responding to the Gloria with a less impressive, more
accessible sung text parallels the practice, common among medieval laypeople, of praying in the

vernacular or reciting simple Latin prayers like the Paternoster and Ave Maria while clergy

191 R M. Lumiansky and David Mills, The Chester Mystery Cycle: Essays and Documents with an essay ‘Music in
the Cycle’ by Richard Rastall (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983).

192 Albin, “Aural Space,” 50-1.
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performed Latin liturgical texts too complex to follow with understanding.!93 The medieval mass
could be a cacophony of liturgical texts, doggerel verse, and extemporaneous prayer in all the
congregants’ languages, jJumbled together indiscriminately. (In fact, “Stella celi exstirpavit” was
used as one such prayer; a book of hours commends it to be recited during the elevation of the
host.194) Praying at the same time and place, but in different words, allowed non-latinate
Christians to participate in liturgy and gain its spiritual benefits without needing to understand its
language.

Juxtaposing the Gloria with other songs is also reminiscent of the musical form of the
motet, in which three different melodies with different lyrics are overlaid. Typically, the tenor
line is a short phrase taken from the liturgical repertoire and slowed so that long, sustained notes
play the role of a drone, while the other, faster parts may be in Latin or vernacular, religious or
secular, in poetic harmony or ironic contrast to the liturgical text. Famously, thirteenth-century
musical theorist Johannes de Grocheio writes that the motet is “not to be celebrated in the
presence of common people, because they do not notice its subtlety, nor are they delighted in
hearing it, but in the presence of the educated and of those who are seeking out subtleties in the
arts.”195 In liturgical practice, however, it was the “lewed” who learned to coordinate multiple
texts in complex harmony, listening to the priest’s liturgical performance while supplying their
personal prayers in a kind of counterpoint. For those accustomed to praying in this way, the play

of mind between and among the parts of a motet might already be second nature.

193 Dufty, Stripping, 117-23.

194 CUL ii 6 2, fol. 102v; for a facsimile of the page, and discussion of its provenance, see Eamon Duffy, Marking
the Hours: English People and their Prayers 1240-1570 (New Haven, 2006), pp. 83—4 and 88.

195 Johannes de Grocheio, Ars musice 19.2, translated in Mews et al., Ars Musice (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute
Publications, 2011), 85.
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The musically sophisticated producers of the mystery plays could appreciate polyphony,
whether the improvised harmonies of farburden or the juxtaposition of an elongated, repetitive
liturgical line with a quicker, more recently written one. Although the performance of contrasting
songs in the plays is sequential rather than simultaneous, these parts also create complex
harmonies and tensions, just as in the motet, whether the second song is a Latin hymn (like
“Stella celi exstirpavit”), a vernacular carol (“As I owt rodde”), or a secular tune (“pax merye
Mawd when shee had mett him”). Playwrights expected ordinary audiences of peasants and
craftsmen to appreciate these subtleties, and they had good reason to: the everyday experience of
engaging in public worship by simultaneously hearing Latin and speaking English trained lay
liturgical participants in habits of mind appropriate to complex, multilayered music and poetry.

Because the shepherds function, in part, as audience surrogates or proxies, their singing
offers a model for lay response to liturgy. You too, the actors imply, should not just listen to but
participate in what you hear, entering into the song with your whole self, body and spirit and act.
In the Chester play, the invitation is explicit: Garcius turns to the audience and says, “All men
nowe singes after mee, / for musicke of mee learne yee maye” (7.446—7). This is a common
device in mystery plays, which, recognizing no fourth wall, often invite audience participation
and response, !9 and which sometimes end with Te deum laudamus or other well-known musical
pieces to invite the gathered community to participate in the performance.!®? When the

assembled audience sings, they become part of the scene, the next step in the progression that

196 See, for example, Peter Ramey, “The Audience-Interactive Games of the Middle English Religious Drama” in
Comparative Drama 47.1 (2013): 55-6.

197 Rastall, Heaven Singing, 373—4; for invitations to the audience to sing Te Deum to conclude a play, see Towneley
30.620, Mary Magdalen 2138-9.
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brings the good news from the little town of Bethlehem to the ends of the earth. The shepherds
on stage have shown them that they have nothing to be self-conscious about—even singers who
garble the words or produce something closer to a “yelp” or “dyn” than music are participating in
the heavenly choir, albeit transposed into an earthly key. What matters is not the details of the
song but the act of singing, which activates an experiential mode of knowing and opens up

access to nonsemantic significance.

The Miracle of Understanding

The significance that the shepherds finally grasp, whether by means of interpretative
exposition or participatory singing, is often curiously disproportionate to the actual words. In
York and N-Town, the shepherds begin the play with extensive theological knowledge, so we
need not wonder where it came from. But for other plays, the impetus that moves characters from
ignorance to understanding seems woefully inadequate. In Coventry, for example, the shepherds
take one look at a star in the sky and conclude that a child has been born of a virgin; they hear
two lines of Latin declaring peace on earth and realize that “Goddis son ys cum.” The shepherds
of Secundum pastorum hear simply that “God is made youre freynd” (13.926), but somehow
know that the child in Bethlehem is “Godys son of heuyn,” the “sufferan sauyoure,” “full of
Godhede” (13.937, 1037, 1051). In Christian retrospective, such recognitions make sense; in the
first-century Judean countryside, they should be impossible.

In Chester, likewise, the first angelic utterance is simply “Gloria in excelsis deo et in terra
pax hominibus bonae voluntatis™; no information is offered about the event, the birth, the child,

the virgin. Yet after the shepherds have discussed the song and sung in response, they announce
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that they are going to “Bethlem” to see “Marye” and her child (7.448, 459, 451), providing
proper names that could not have been inferred or guessed. The angel appears a second time and
delivers news that “Christ is born tonight / to cover all mankynde” (7.470—1). Once again,
though, the shepherds’ understanding exceeds the literal content of either message; they know
brute facts that they have not been told, like that the baby’s name is Jesus (7.482), and have a
full-fledged Christian understanding of the Christ as not just a promised Jewish king but God
himself, creator of the stars, emperor of heaven and hell, savior of mankind (7.552—-87). As the
play unfolds, it becomes still more explicit and articulate in its theology; humble shepherd boys
proclaim the mystery of the Incarnation in statements like “thow art God and man” (7.624) and
“thou be commen from God / and bee thyselfe God in thy manhoode” (7.633—4). Finally, three of
the shepherds forsake their former work to become a missionary, an anchorite, and a hermit. The
implication is that they already know everything necessary to convert others to Christianity. Two
short, straightforward speeches yield the mysteries of the incarnation and atonement by the same
sort of alchemy by which William of Auxerre could wring a narrative account of Christ’s
crucifixion and resurrection from the single Hebrew word “alleluia”: an astonishing
disproportion between signifier and signified.

The slippage between news of Christ’s birth and fully developed Christian theology we
see in these plays looks, at first glance, like a failure of theory of mind, as though a playwright
had naively forgotten that other people have different mental states from his own. But if we
would be more generous to medieval producers and audiences, there are two potential
explanations for the shepherds’ spontaneous articulation of Christian doctrine, one in keeping

with the scene depicted and one in keeping with the genre of the mystery play and its conditions
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of performance—that is, one appropriate to the shepherds as historical witnesses to the Nativity,
and one appropriate to the shepherds as audience surrogates representing “lewed” late medieval
Christians.

First, if we are willing to consider a diegetic explanation for the shepherds’ sudden
knowledge, the crucial fact is that the messengers are angels—whose communication, according
to medieval philosophy, is radically alien and fundamentally nonlinguistic in character. In
general, angels are good to think with, providing rich material for thought experiments that test
the limits of categories and facilitating exploration of a variety of philosophical issues, including
epistemology, metaphysics, and philosophy of mind and language.!98 As intelligences without
bodies or “immaterial substances,” angels provoke us to examine the relationship between mind
and body, the intelligible and the sensible, holding up a strange mirror in which to reflect on our
human experience as rational animals whose intelligence is inextricably bound up with
embodiment. When philosophers inquire into angelic communication, then, they are interested in
the relationship between thoughts and physical signifiers, asking whether it is possible to
communicate without mediating signs and whether those signs must necessarily be material.

Their accounts of the specifics varied. Thirteenth-century theologians struggled to
integrate Augustinian and Aristotelian influences in their accounts of angelic speech, adopting a
variety of strategies to distinguish between cogitatio and locutio.!®® This was a thorny

philosophical problem that tested the definitions of thought, speech, and sign. Thomas Aquinas,

198 Tsabel Iribarren and Martin Lenz, “Introduction” to Angels in Medieval Philosophical Inquiry: Their Function
and Significance (Aldershot, England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate Pub. Ltd, 2008), 4, 7-8.

199 Tréne Rosier-Catach, “The Augustinian Threefold Word and Angelic Mental Speech,” in The Word in Medieval
Logic, Theology and Psychology (Brepols Publishers, 2011), 15-48.
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for example, changed his mind on the question: in his commentary on the Sentences, he says that
angels communicate using “intelligible signs”; in De veritate, he says the will to communicate
suffices without an additional mediating sign, but he extends “signa” to include the concept or
intellectual form in the mind of the sender; and in the Summa, he concludes, in Harm Goris’s
words, that “there is no need for signs and angelic speech does not have a semiotic structure.
Signification is merely accidental to the intellectual operations of speech and communication: it
belongs only to human beings because of their corporality.”200 This final view, though contested,
was widespread. Bonaventure, for example, explicitly denies that angels use signs of any kind,20!
and Dante says that the angels “seem not to have needed signs to represent speech,” because they
are made known to each other through their “ready and ineffable sufficiency of intellect.”202
Despite disputes about whether angels use some kind of signs, medieval philosophical
accounts of angelic communication agree that there is no place in it for the physical signifiers
that are essential to human language. Audible speech is thus distinctively human: “External
speech, made by the voice, is a necessity for us on account of the obstacle of the body. Hence it
does not befit an angel; but only interior speech belongs to him.”203 This difference in
communication is linked to a more fundamental difference in knowledge: “As angels know non-

discursively, they have no signs. Human knowledge is discursive, which is why we need

200 Harm Goris, “The Angelic Doctor and Angelic Speech: The Development of Thomas Aquinas’s Thought on How
Angels Communicate,” Medieval Philosophy and Theology 11, no. 1 (2003): 87-105.

201 Bonaventure, In II Sent d. 10 a. 3 q. 1 (Quaracchi ed., 2:269).
202 Dante Alighieri and Steven Botterill, De Vulgari Eloquentia (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

203 ST Pars 1 Q. 107 A. 1; “locutio exterior quae fit per vocem, est nobis necessaria propter obstaculum corporis.
Unde non convenit Angelo, sed sola locutio interior.”
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[sensible] signs.”204 That is to say, while human beings use the faculty of reason to work from
one known thing to another, from premise to conclusion or from particulars to generalities,
angels naturally, simply, and instantly perceive all the implications of any truth they know.205

The lay producers and audiences of mystery plays are unlikely to have been acquainted
with the scholastic literature on angelic communication, or the subtle definitions and distinctions
by which it was debated. Even among philosophers, angels were most interesting in the
thirteenth century, with waning theological importance in later centuries. However, audiences
may well have been aware that divine and angelic speech to human beings involves immense
condescension from a mode of communication that requires no physical signs to a human
language that is corporeal in nature, contingent to a particular time, place, and community of
speakers, mediated through fallible means, and prone to misunderstanding and confusion. If they
did not already see the strangeness of this condescension, they might have realized it for the first
time as they watched actors insist on the physicality of sound in mouth and ear and distort words
into nonsense sounds. The plays pose the problem of angelic communication by pointing out the
comic unsuitability of signs, then—in at least some cases—suggest a solution to that problem in
miraculous understanding, transmitted from angel to shepherd without passing through
grammatical encoding and audible speech.

To derive spontaneous understanding of the mysteries of the incarnation, the atonement,

and the Trinity from news of a baby’s birth is to reason in a manner more angelic or divine than

204 De Veritate, Q. 9 A. 4 ad 4; “signum in Angelis non est, cum eorum scientia non sit discursiva, ut in praecedenti
quaestione est habitum. Et propter hoc etiam in nobis signa sunt sensibilia, quia nostra cognitio, quae discursiva est,
a sensibilibus oritur.”

205 ST Pars 1, Q. 58, A. 3-4.

113



human. Discursive human reasoning needed to observe all of Jesus’s life, witness his death and
resurrection, and argue about interpretation for several hundred years to hammer out doctrines
about these matters. But nondiscursive intellect grasps the whole from the part, the remotest and
most convoluted conclusion from the bare premises. For angels, to hear that Christ will “cover
all mankynde” may fully imply that he is “emperour of hell / and of heaven alsoe,” “fooe unto
Lucyfere,” “God and man.” For a moment, as heaven touches earth, human beings have been
caught up into this alternate way of knowing, flying over laborious steps of reasoning to see from
beginning to end in an angel’s-eye view.

The supernatural quality of revelation is explicitly acknowledged in at least some of the
play texts. In Coventry, the angelic “Glorea in exselsis Deo” comes in an immediate response to
a prayer for the “grace” to “haue knowleyge of this syngnefocacion / and why hit [the star]
aperith on this fassion” (257, 260—1), one of many parallel prayers in the pageant that are
answered with supernatural help. In a later instance, when the three kings likewise pray for
“grace” on their return journey, the angel who warns them in a dream explicitly says, “The
Wholle Gost thys knoleyge hath sent” (732). Although in both cases an angelic messenger has
spoken audible words as external signs, it is God who reveals interior knowledge exceeding
those sounds. At the close of the Chester play, a shepherd declares his intent to “preach all that I
can and knowe, / as Gabryell taught by his grace mee” (7.654-5), attributing to the angel all that
he understands, even those realizations the shepherds appear to have figured out by expounding
the angelic utterance together. “Grace” is the key to understanding; with grace, abundant truth
can be conveyed in insufficient words, while without it, the most laborious linguistic elaboration

must fail.
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Of course, it may be argued that this diegetic account of the shepherds’ knowledge is
unnecessary. To question first-century shepherds’ implausible grasp of Christian theology is to
impose a concern about anachronism and temporal propriety that is generally foreign to medieval
culture. We are familiar with that ubiquitous presentism in visual art that, to take just one
example, dresses the first-century Roman knights crucifying Jesus in fourteenth-century tunics
and chain mail in the Holkham Bible Picture Book.2°¢ Such anachronism is characteristic of the
mystery plays in general, which, as V. A. Kolve said long ago, set biblical events in “medieval
time and English place.”207 Although this temporal structure appears throughout the cycles, the
shepherds that function as both comic figures and audience surrogates offer a particularly clear
instance of the effect; every year, students with no other exposure to medieval drama read the
Towneley Secunda Pastorum as a triumph of anachronism in which first-century Judea and late
medieval England meet. We have already seen how casual Christian language appears in the
dialogue of many mystery plays before Christ is born; why should we need any explanation for
Christian ideas afterwards?

Yet the shepherds do undergo a change, and one key to the story. Just as, in N-Town and
York, clerical study of prophecies yields to news about an event here and now, so too, in Chester
and the Towneley plays, a general familiarity with the outward accouterments of Christian faith
is transformed into urgent personal experience. So, too, casual and irreverent references to the
sacred are replaced by pious devotion. The words may be the same, but their manner and

meaning is utterly altered. Before the revelation, we hear “Mary” exclaimed as an oath;

206 fol. 29r and following.

207 V. A. Kolve, The Play Called Corpus Christi (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1966).
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afterwards, we meet her as the mother of God. Before, the names of Christ and the apostles are
an incantation used to ward off bad luck; afterwards, Christ is a lord worthy of adoration. Even if
the shepherds were anachronistic Christians before the birth of Christ, their encounter with
divine grace effects a dramatic conversion in which mere words become living realities.

This kind of conversion, based not on receiving news to believe for the first time but
renewing faith in the already known, is the kind most appropriate for medieval English audiences
to imitate. A well-catechized Christian, living in a culture where nominal Christianity is the
assumed default, already knows the great truths for which God should be praised; liturgical
performance, rearticulating those doctrines and events in its daily, weekly, and yearly rounds,
does not inform her of matters of which she is ignorant but reminds her that they are for her, that
they make a difference here and now, that they call forth prayer and praise. This already-
knowing, already having worked out a vast complex of concatenated images, associations, and
implications that a simple sign can recall to mind, is perhaps the closest humans can get to the
nondiscursive knowledge of the angels.

Plays that represent the shepherds gaining more insight into Christ than the spoken words
could literally communicate thus provide a model of liturgical engagement for “lewed”
audiences. They assure their viewers that even if Latin words sound like garbled nonsense, even
if singing distorts words beyond recognition, liturgical utterances can still act on their hearers
with spiritual power. That power may impart sheerly miraculous knowledge of specific facts they
have not been told, or it may transform the religious knowledge they already possess, making

abstract truths real, urgent, and actionable for them. Either way, understanding of the sacred
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language of liturgy comes through divine grace that exceeds the ordinary communicative

potential of words.

Word Made Flesh

Or we could go further, and say, with Augustine, that there is no ordinary communication
—that sounds and vibrations in themselves can teach nothing—that in every act of
understanding, Christ is present as the inner teacher who reveals truth to the intellect. The
Christmas drama only exaggerates enough that we can recognize the dynamics of language we
ordinarily take for granted: turning words into song and nonsense so that we can hear them as
sounds with no inherent meanings, amping up the surplus of significance over its signifiers so we
can wonder at the miracle of understanding, placing Christ visibly on the stage as he is invisibly
present in every intelligible word.

For beyond all the business of angels and shepherds, it is Christ at the center of this play.
The one character who never speaks, he gives everything else that is said and shown its deepest
meaning. There is a reason that medieval playwrights consistently linked play with language,
sound, and understanding to the scene of the Nativity, and it is not simply because of shepherds’
fortuitous double identity as figures for clergy and ignorant herdsmen, or angels’ association with
philosophical problems of communication and knowledge. Ultimately, it is because in the birth
of Jesus truth itself is incarnate in a human body, the intelligible united to the sensible, the Word
made flesh.

The Word that is Christ offers no easy, equipmental understanding, no straightforward

semantic meaning. Instead, he is an opaque sign that invites endless explication and promises
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infinite significance. This mode of signifying is characteristic of his whole life—the “signa” of
his miracles, the enigmata of his teaching—but especially obvious in his infancy. After all, the
Latin “infans,” baby, means literally “not capable of speech.”208 As a crowning oxymoron among
the paradoxes of Christmas (strong and weak, king and pauper, God and a helpless baby),
hymnody loves to sing about the “infans verbum,” the mute or silent Word.20

Christ has this in common with the angelic utterance that provokes so much wonder in
the English mystery plays depicting his nativity. For melisma is in a different sense an “infans
verbum”—a vocal sign that does not signify in a linguistic mode, a word and not a word. Latin
utterances, for those wholly ignorant of Latin, are in a similar bind—clearly recognizable as
words, but without recognizable meanings. For these plays, the angelic song and the divine
infant are the two sources of revelation, two ways in which heaven breaks into earthly
experience, two signs that signify more than words can tell. Thanks to this juxtaposition, the
plays’ exploration of language, with its emphasis on the physicality of signifiers, the potential for
communicative breakdown, and the miraculous grace of recognition, can also be taken as
commentary on the incarnate Word—his vulnerable and tangible physical body, his divine
hiddenness, his self-revelation to those who seek him.

The shepherds’ singing, so ubiquitous in the plays, also offers commentary on what it
means to know Christ. Like a song that demands not just talk but singing in response, not simply
description and explanation but imitation and participation, Christ must be known not through

scholarly discourse or nominal familiarity but through intimate personal encounter. In the

208 “infans,” Dictionary of Medieval Latin from British Sources (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2015).

209 e.0. AH9.8.1, 11.10.7, 48.475.21.
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Nativity plays, after many words have been exchanged, the shepherds at last meet God face to
face: “When I se hym and fele, / Then wote I full weyll / It is true as steyll / That prophetys haue
spokyn” (13.697-700). The same opportunity is held out to their medieval audiences, who in the
mass can not only hear the words of scripture, but see and feel Christ’s body in the host. Each
Christian is called to “assaie” Christ, to know him by touch, by taste, in love.

The shepherds’ plays promise that this transformative knowledge of Christ occurs in and
through experience of liturgy, even for those who cannot understand the semantic meanings of its
Latin words. In the tacit liturgical theology of this story, the beauty of uncapturable music and
the mystery of sacred language have a communicative power of their own, expressing ineffable
significance precisely because they cannot be comprehended by the verbal, discursive intellect.
While clerical knowledge is valued, the higher knowledge that transforms mere words into felt
realities comes not through education, but divine grace descending upon faithful liturgical
participation.

That participation may at times look ridiculous—nonsensical glees and glos, redundant
circles of parodic exegesis, a merry and incongruous “troly loly loly l0o.” In most of the
shepherds’ plays we are meant to laugh at them. But if even the utterly ignorant, whose mistakes
in Latin the simplest audience member can laugh knowingly over, meets Christ and is
transformed, anyone can. If it is especially the “lewed,” the fools, the poor, who are chosen to

pioneer a new and better way of knowing, then the order of the world has turned upside down.
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Chapter 2

This Name /HS: Naming the Holy between Description and Presence

“For which cause, God also hath exalted him and hath given him a name which
is above all names: That in the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those
that are in heaven, on earth, and under the earth.” (Philippians 2:9—-10)

“Every one that shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.” (Joel 2:32;
Acts 2:21; Romans 10:13)

In Chapter 1, we’ve seen language broken apart into sound and meaning, words
elongated, divided, or distorted beyond recognition as words, so that signifier and signified can
be examined in isolation and reunited with a renewed awareness of their difference. In Chapter 2,
we’ll focus on the smallest unit of language that carries semantic meaning: the single word, the
noun or name. Just as playwrights and producers creatively manipulated sound in song and
babble not only to achieve theatrical effects, but also to explore the mysteries of language,
liturgy, and the Incarnation, so too medieval writers, readers, and reciters took advantage of the
linguistic peculiarities of the proper name both to play with poetic ambiguities and to worship
Jesus as the Word or Name of God. To understand late medieval treatments of the Holy Name of
Jesus, though, we must first look back at a long tradition of handling the names of God.

Jews and Christians have always treasured the name of God as a locus of divine power,
authority, and revelation. When he declared himself to Moses, he made himself known both as
Israel’s historic God and the unconditioned God of existence, unlike the deities of any other
nation (Exodus 3:13—15); when the incarnate Son was called Jesus, the name was a promise that
he would save his people from their sins, assuring us that God’s most essential nature is

expressed in acts of mercy (Matthew 1:21). Through these names, and many others, worshippers
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come into contact with the divine mystery—not only gaining theological knowledge about God,
but invoking his presence and entering into a relationship of praise and supplication. As a
personal form of address, the proper name seems to offer especially direct, intimate access to
God. As representatives of the holy one, who rules creation by his word, God’s names
themselves seem imbued with holiness and power. After all, Jesus promises to grant every prayer
asked in his name (John 14:13-14).

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries of Latin Christianity, this ancient reverence
toward the divine names found new expression in a widespread, enormously popular devotion to
the Holy Name of Jesus. Repeatedly reciting the name “Jesus” in prayer, gazing at and handling
its material representations, and anatomizing its individual syllables and letters, worshippers
made the name itself a focus for Christocentric devotion. Those who adored the Holy Name were
often thinking intently about how language works, a preoccupation manifested in playful,
punning, and ambiguous uses of “Jesus” that draw attention to the name’s status as a word even
as they use it to address or refer to a person.

In this chapter, we’ll consider two broad approaches to naming God, tracing them in
history, philosophy, and literature across many centuries. One regards language primarily in its
aspect as sign, treating words as transparent means that clearly communicate meanings and can
then be left behind; the other regards words largely as performative things, bound to their
referents less by meaning than by history, used primarily to perform actions and effect results,
and capable of being sacred as well as pointing toward the holy. Both approaches contain

important truths, and the Christian tradition approves both as fruitful ways to speak about God.
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What makes the devotion to the Name of Jesus that flourished from the fourteenth and
into the sixteenth century so remarkable is that it incorporated these two very different traditions
of naming God within the same cultural movement, the same texts, sometimes even the same
sentences. Writers collapsed distances, blurred distinctions, and identified signifier with signified
to offer worshippers unprecedented intimacy with the unknowable God by means of language,
rather than by mystical, apophatic silence. The mysterious doubleness of the word—which is at
once a material signifier and an intelligible idea—presented a compelling analogy to Jesus’s
double nature as God and man, so that, in devotion to the Name of Jesus, linguistic and
theological reflections are inextricably bound together. This dual quality in the devotion also
provided an unexpected benefit: in the years preceding the Reformation, and even in its early
stages, Christians later divided by traditionalist and reformist sympathies were equally invested

in the cult of the Holy Name.

Approaching the Ineffable

The fundamental facts of theology, for those who would adore the Real in itself and not
after a human image, are the desire to name God and the impossibility of doing so. Though many
Christians stress that God is near at hand and eager to make himself known, this accessibility is a
miraculous gift, not a given. In himself, God is so unimaginably other that language grounded in
our experience (that is, all our language) can apply only partially and analogically; his fullness
exceeds not only the crude material signifiers of human speech, but even the capacity of human

thought. Any effort to name God that is self-aware in the slightest must, even as it strives for
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adequacy, acknowledge its own failure. Rather than pretending to make all clear, a wise way of
speaking about God will incorporate unintelligibility within its very heart.

The approaches to naming God common in the late antique and early medieval periods
typically maintained this mystery in two different ways. One strategy uses words that in
themselves are common, ordinary, and understandable, but insists that they are predicated of God
in a nonliteral way that leaves their meaning mysterious. Another believes that names for God do
refer to him in a straightforward, secure, unmistakable way, but the names they use are strange-
sounding foreign words that have no meaning in the mother-tongue of their users. Locating
unintelligibility in different parts of the semiotic system, these two approaches reverse one
another like photograph and negative, but their theologies of divine ineffability are as alike as
thick darkness and unapproachable light: either way, no one has seen, or can see, this glory.210

The first of these approaches may be more familiar, as many have written about the
necessarily metaphorical, analogical, or equivocal nature of God-talk. The approach is classically
exemplified in the Dionysian corpus, a group of sixth-century Greek texts that circulated in the
Middle Ages in Latin translations and commentaries by Thomas Gallus, Robert Grosseteste,
Albertus Magnus, and Thomas Aquinas. Pseudo-Dionysius is, of course, primarily associated
with apophatic theology, but his corpus as a whole employs cataphatic and apophatic techniques
dialectically.2!! In his Divine Names and the lost Symbolic Theology (which is not extant, but

whose argument can be reconstructed from summaries in his other works), Pseudo-Dionysius

210 Compare 1 Kings 8:12, 1 Timothy 6:16.

211 See, for example, Denys Turner, The Darkness of God: Negativity in Christian Mysticism (Cambridge; New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 19-49. For a similar discussion of the conceptual relationship between
affirmation and negation in Thomas Aquinas, see Mark Johnson, “Apophatic Theology’s Cataphatic Dependencies,”
The Thomist: A Speculative Quarterly Review 62, no. 4 (1998): 519-531.
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charts a cataphatic approach to God through affirmations, asserting that we can know something
about God by his emanations, like the one, the good, and the beautiful, and by metaphorical
images, like bread, vine, rock, king, and shepherd. In the culminating Mystical Theology, these
affirmations are balanced by apophatic negations, warning that all names are inadequate and that
God’s fullness is hidden from human knowledge. Because each equivocal or metaphorical term
is both affirmed and negated, anything in creation can be in some respect a sign of God its
creator, reflecting a different aspect of the one glory. Names need not, indeed cannot, capture all
and only the defining characteristics of the one named; they only communicate truly if we
recognize them as partial, equivocal descriptions, which may be substituted for and
supplemented by a host of alternatives.

Notably, Pseudo-Dionysius denied any special importance to linguistic signs themselves.
He explains his stance in a digression on “eros” (translated as “amor”), a word loaded with
negative connotations that might disqualify it as a name of God. Pseudo-Dionysius dismisses this
anticipated objection, saying vehemently that it is “irrational and stupid not to cling to the force
of the meaning, but to the mere words”; this is the behavior of foolish readers who attend to
“sounds and signs without meaning, and syllables, and words unknown, which do not pass
through to the mental part of their soul, but buzz without, around their lips and ears.””212 The
spiritual reader will move beyond such physical signifiers to a purely mental reality that can be

expressed by various synonyms at will. The logic articulated in this passage holds true

212 pseudo-Dionysius, The Divine Names and Mystical Theology, translated by John D. Jones (Milwaukee:
Marquette University Press, 1980), 4.11, 708B-D; in Thomas Aquinas’s commentary, these quotations are rendered,
“Irrationabile enim est et pravum, sicut arbitror, quod homo non attendat ad virtutem intentionis, idest ad id quod
aliquis intendit significare per nomen, sed ad ipsas dictiones [...] Sed tales patiuntur aliquid ab ipsis elementis, idest
litteris, syllabis et lineis, idest figuris scriptis sensibilibus et non intelligibilibus, quia ipsi soni dictionum non
transeunt usque ad intelligibilem partem animae, sed morantur circa labia loquentium et circa auditus audientium,”
Thomas Aquinas, /n librum B. Dionysii De divinis nominibus expositio, lectio 9.
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throughout the Dionysian project: every particular signifier is dispensable, and truth can only be
grasped by an act of intellection that, though guided by language, transcends it.

Alongside this mystical approach to divine names there has always existed a second that
does precisely what Pseudo-Dionysius here denounces: invests with utmost importance the
signifiers themselves, with their syllables, letters, and sounds. Think of this as a kind of “shadow
theory,” rarely articulated or defended in philosophical terms, even though it is abundantly
demonstrated in practical documents.

For Naomi Janowitz and Valentina Izmirlieva, Origen (184-253) is a convenient
representative of this position. In their telling, Origen understands language to be
“nonreferential,” “effective,” and “automatic,” a manifestation that permits no deferral or
distance from the one represented.?!3 Origen’s position is rather more complicated. In a
discussion of Christ’s names in De principiis, he obeys perfectly Pseudo-Dionysian logic,
offering an incomplete sample of metaphorical images (brightness, figure, breath, emanation,
mirror, image), acknowledging that they could be misleading if taken too literally, and
encouraging readers to extend the list for themselves, adding more names from the Scriptures.2!4
It is in the apologetic Contra Celsum that he advances an essentialist theory of language,?!5 and
he does so in response to a specific challenge: if more names can be added, why not go beyond

Scripture and include all the words people have used for the divine? In Celsus, Origen confronts

213 Naomi Janowitz, “Theories of Divine Names in Origen and Pseudo-Dionysius,” History of Religions 30, no. 4
(1991), 360-5; see also Valentina Izmirlieva, All the Names of the Lord: Lists, Mysticism, and Magic (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2008), 33-34.

214 Origen, Traité des principes, edited by Henri Crouzel and Manlio Simonetti, Sources chrétiennes no. 252-253,
268-269, 312 (Paris: Cerf, 1978), 1.2.13.

215 Origen, Contra Celsum libri VIII, edited by Miroslav Marcovich, Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae v. 54
(Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2001), ch. 24-25
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the great syncretistic project of Roman paganism, which declares divinities interchangeable
across cultural and linguistic difference, so that the same God called Zeus among the Greeks may
go by other names among Egyptians, Indians, and Hebrews. For polytheists and philosophers
alike, this is an eminently sensible, tolerant, and politic approach; but for Jews, Christians, and
Muslims, identification of the one God with the crude superhumans of myth is blasphemous and
must be decisively rejected.

Origen’s solution appeals to the mysterious nature of proper names. While Christians use
the same common noun “god” as pagan worshippers, they distinguish the object of their
adoration by certain proper names taken from Hebrew, like Adonai, Sabaoth, and Jesus. Such
proper names’ power rests not in their semantic significance, but in the properties and qualities of
the signs themselves—that is to say, a particular arrangement of sounds. To prove his point,
Origen appeals to common experience: everyone knows that certain learned men in various
nations do marvels through powerful words, which are effective only in their language of origin
and become feeble when translated into another tongue. Such incantations operate, Origen says,
by invoking supernatural spirits by name, which explains why they cannot be translated;
although a translation may express the same meaning, it does not refer to the same person.
Compare how human names operate: “Kathryn,” “Caitlin,” “Inez,” and “Tahira” are all girls’
names meaning “pure,” but I only respond to “Kathryn,” and I wouldn’t recognize the other
names as connected to me, regardless of their semantic equivalence. Because the sounds and
syllables of proper names matter in this way, Origen concludes, “Adonai” and “Zeus” cannot be
treated as interchangeable equivalents for one ineffable deity; one names the true God, the other,

a lying demon.
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Because Origen’s argument turns on the supernatural effects of language, it may seem
like “magical thinking.” To appreciate the theological sophistication of his account, I will draw
out its commonalities with a position in modern philosophy of language. Comparing the theories
of naming available to medieval thinkers with twentieth-century accounts of proper names will
establish a shared framework for analysis and highlight the hidden kinship between

performativity, historicity, and incarnation.

Meaning and Reference

Over the last century and a half, an ongoing debate within analytic philosophy has
centered on proper names, which provide an interesting problem case for the ways in which
language works more broadly. Descriptivist theories, such as those of Gottlob Frege (1848—1925)
and Bertrand Russell (1872—-1970), hold that a proper name serves as a disguised or abbreviated
description of its object: “Sir Walter Scott” might be defined as “the author of Waverley,” or
“Aristotle” identified by the cluster of descriptions “the greatest student of Plato,” “the founder
of logic,” and “the teacher of Alexander.” A word’s reference to its object is thus mediated by a
mental concept, a tripartite model akin to Augustinian semiotics: sign, idea, and thing itself.

Other philosophers, in contrast, hold that a proper name functions as a deictic like “here”
or “that,” pointing out a particular entity directly, without any intervening concept or definition.

John Stuart Mill (1806—1873) insists that a proper name is “utterly unmeaning,” marking out the

specific entity to which it refers but communicating nothing further about it.216 More recently,

216 John Stuart Mill, 4 System of Logic, Ratiocinative and Inductive: Being a Connected View of the Principles of
Evidence, and the Methods of Scientific Investigation (London, New York: Longmans, Green & Co, 1891), 20.
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Saul Kripke (1940-) argues for proper names as “rigid designators” that refer to the same object
across all possible worlds.2!7 Non-descriptivist accounts of proper names are sometimes
characterized as causal theories because when the named person is not present to be pointed at,
the name’s reference is secured by historical continuity of use—an unbroken causal chain tracing
back to the initial speech-act of naming, which might be as formal as baptism or birth certificate
or as informal as a nickname that sticks. Consistent reference can be passed on even to people
who lack any content knowledge about the person in question, thinking (for example) of “Louis”
as “the fellow those men in the pub were talking about,” and forming non-tautologically true or
non-incoherently false beliefs about him.

Pseudo-Dionysius’s cataphatic approach to naming God is in sympathy with descriptivist
theories of language in the stress it lays on mental apprehension of meanings. When we say that
God is good or just, like living water or like a consuming fire, we offer descriptions to convey
ideas. Cataphatic descriptions differ, however, from modern descriptivist accounts in that they
are not, and do not claim to be, definitions. Pseudo-Dionysius takes up a typical challenge
leveled at descriptivist claims—how can you be sure your definition specifies exactly and only
one entity?—and sets it at the center of his system. Instead of attempting to narrow the gap
between idea and thing by offering more and more precise definitions, cataphatic methods accept
that the asymptote of utterance will never touch reality; the irreducible inadequacy of language is
treated not as a hindrance, but an affordance.

In this framework, the concept of a name as an abbreviated description is especially

potent. Each name of God draws on a complex of associated ideas and rings with emotional and

217 Saul A. Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980).
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scriptural resonances. Stop to contemplate one, like “father” or “light,” and a dozen associated
verses jostle for attention, elaborate analogies suggest themselves, breath quickens the dry bones
of ancestral poetry; place two or three such names together, and meanings multiply and refract
like the patterns of a kaleidoscope. Each common name serves as shorthand for vast webs of
association and families of resemblance. Thinking of a proper name as an invocation of a
comprehensive but tacit set of descriptions allows one name to contain endless meaning.
Returning to Origen in the light of philosophy of language, we likewise find a productive
dialogue between ancient theologian and modern philosophers. In Contra Celsum, Origen
doesn’t particularly emphasize the historical origin or causal transmission of proper names,
focusing instead on their observed effects. Reading him beside Kripke, though, it’s clear that
what makes God’s Hebrew names special is that they can be traced back to originary events: a
proper name becomes attached to a person through a speech-act of christening or dubbing, and
the name’s reference to that person is secured by a causal relationship, however distant, to that
origin. If we accept a causal account of names’ reference, then, in Peircean terms, a proper name
is not an icon, representing by resemblance, nor a symbol, arbitrarily imposed, but an index,
standing in relation to its signified as effect to cause, as a footprint witnesses the absent foot and
the motion of stepping.2!® In medieval terms, a proper name is a contact relic—a material object
that, because a holy person has touched it, permanently bears his or her metonymic presence.
God’s Hebrew names are holy because in them the Holy One has touched human language and
history. The scriptures testify to God’s self-declaration to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to Moses,

to the prophets, and, last and greatest, in Jesus Christ—all spoken, presumably, in Hebrew.

218 Charles S. Peirce, The Writings of Charles S. Peirce: A Chronological Edition, edited by Peirce Edition Project
(Bloomington I.N: Indiana University Press), vol. 2, pp. 53-56.
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Christian confidence that God-talk refers to the one and only God is secured by an unbroken
tradition of remembrance that stretches back to these events.

The use of untranslated proper names thus celebrates the Abrahamic religions’ insistent
historicity. God is not an idea to be thought by philosophical abstraction; he is a person who has
acted in a definite way at a particular time and place. God is not the passive object of human
speculation, a mountain to be climbed by many paths or an elephant groped at from many angles;
he is the actor and initiator, declaring himself definitively as he wants to be known. He is not
equally available to all the sages and mystics of the earth; he has chosen for himself a peculiar
people and unrelentingly imposed on them a peculiar set of ideas and practices, by which alone
he is rightly worshipped. Using Hebrew names not only indicates worship of the Hebrews’ god,
but communicates a distinctively Hebraic understanding of divinity—a God who acts in human
history, who elects chosen people by his will, who makes the first move to reveal himself to
those who could never find or seek him on their own. Recognizing the material character of
linguistic signifiers makes this onomatology specifically incarnational, even Christological. If
sounds formed in human mouths have a real, permanent, and powerful connection to God, then
spiritual being has joined itself to matter, the Absolute deigned to become particular, Word
become flesh, in a historical event of self-revelation.

Comparison with Kripke also reveals nuanced differences between the names of God and
other beings. For modern Westerners, a name is usually a more or less arbitrary imposition of
sounds; we may express a wish that the child would be beautiful or blessed, but we don’t think of
proper names as having truth-value. In the ancient naming practices recorded by the Hebrew

Bible, names were more commonly descriptive, referring for example to the baby’s physical
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appearance (“Esau”) or social position (“Benjamin’), and changes in names often marked a new
identity (“Israel,” “Abraham”). For a Hebrew speaker, God’s names are even closer to truth
assertions, originating as descriptions of his attributes, roles, or historical actions: the Lord, the
Highest, the God of Hosts. Even the Tetragrammaton, the most enigmatic, powerful, and
personal of God’s names, can be read and translated as a descriptive statement: “I am that [ am,”
the self-existent one, Being without limit. Thomas Aquinas affirms that divine names are
descriptive in character when he says that “this name ‘God’ is an appellative name [nomen
appellativum], and not a proper name [proprium], for it signifies the divine nature in the
possessor”’; he thinks that “if any name were given to signify God not as to His nature but as to
His ‘suppositum,’ accordingly as He is considered as ‘this something,” that name would be
absolutely incommunicable.”219 Since “god” (translatable as “elohim,” “deus,” “dieu,” etc.) is a
common noun applying to a class of beings, it describes one aspect of the monotheists’ God—his
divine nature—without properly naming him alone.

The names of God thus fall into the interesting class of proper nouns derived from
appellatives, or ordinary descriptive words: think of cases like “Long Island” and “the White
House.”220 The descriptive character of such names may appear incontestable, but according to

Mill and other causal theorists, their apparently straightforward appellation is deceptive: while

each individual word may have meaning, and the name may have been originally assigned

219 STP. 1 Qu. 13 Art. 9; “hoc nomen Deus est nomen appellativum, et non proprium, quia significat naturam
divinam ut in habente; licet ipse Deus, secundum rem, non sit nec universalis nec particularis. Nomina enim non
sequuntur modum essendi qui est in rebus, sed modum essendi secundum quod in cognitione nostra est. Et tamen,
secundum rei veritatem, est incommunicabile.”

220 My discussion in this paragraph owes much to Staffan Nystrom, “Names and Meaning” in The Oxford
Handbook of Names and Naming, eds. Carole Hough and Daria Izdebska (Oxford, England: Oxford University
Press, 2016), 41-43.
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because of certain attributes, the name qua proper name has only reference. The point is best
proved when attributes change over time. The Miller family will remain “Millers” hundreds of
years after their last ancestor handled grain, and Dartmouth will still be called “Dartmouth” even
if the river Dart should be diverted; what began as a descriptive appellation has been divorced
from the object’s properties and now, qua proper name, designates its object without necessarily
describing it.

In God, Christians say, there is no shadow of turning (James 1:17); anything true of him
is true yesterday and today and forever, so proper name and translatable description can never
come wholly asunder. Yet the way God’s names signify for a community of speakers can change
when the community changes, and meanings fail to be passed on or are forgotten. “The God of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” begins as a description defining one entity’s unique attributes, but it
becomes a proper name that functions even for those who do not understand the history behind
the phrase; Origen testifies that some Egyptian magicians included this Hebrew title in their
incantations, though they knew neither the patriarchs nor their God.22! The name’s reference, and
its power, are passed along even when meaning is lost in translation. To a speaker ignorant of
Hebrew, names like “Adonai,” “Sadai,” and “Sabaoth” appear to be sounds empty of meaning,

suitable vessels for deictic reference to the God beyond cognitive comprehension.

Strange and Efficacious

Foreign names inherited from Hebrew and Greek prompted several different responses in

medieval Latin Christians. Even though non-Hebrew-speakers could not simply look through to

221 Qrigen, Contra Celsum, ch. 22.
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the meanings of God’s names by means of their syllables, they could and did meditate on these
words as meaningful through an apparatus like Jerome’s list of Hebrew names, in which he
provides commentary on ten divine names in the Old Testament.?22 Liturgical songs that
incorporate both names and translations testify that cognitively accessible meanings played a role
not only in scholarly analysis, but in the affective and performative utterances of worship.223

At the same time, however, misuses and mistranslations testify that ordinary speakers
often lacked understanding of the Hebrew and Greek words they heard and used in worship. For
example, the Tetragrammaton—the holy letters linked to God’s unique essence—might be
represented as variously as “jod he vav he,” “iod he iod he,” “Joth, Vau, Het,” and ““ioth, he, vau,
deleth.”224 Even the Latin-literate clerics entrusted with liturgical texts might stumble over less
familiar languages, as in a hymn based on Jerome’s Hebrew names that substitutes Greek
“eleison” for the Hebrew “Elion.”225 Lack of knowledge of the precise form of sacred words or
their translatable meaning in no way diminished faith in their power, though; if anything, foreign
words were more revered as they became more mysterious.

Ritual magic texts, in particular, testify that against Thomas’s philosophical injunctions,
many medieval people regarded God’s names, especially the Tetragrammaton, not as appellations
intelligibly describing God’s nature but as proper names indexing “this something,” and they

often treated those names as “absolutely incommunicable” mysteries. In the Liber florum celestis

222 Jerome, Sancti Eusebii Hieronymi Epistulae. Pars I: Epistulae I-LXX, edited Isidorus Hilberg, Corpus
Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum vol. LIV (Leipzig, 1910), letter 25.

223 See, for example, AH 15.2.
224 Jerome, Epistulae 25; Isidore, Etymologies (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1981), 7.1.16; AH 8.36; Liber iuratus 137.

225 AH 47.324.
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doctrine, for example, the fourteenth-century Benedictine John of Morigny closely links Greek
and Hebrew names for God, such as “Alpha” and “O,” “Eloym” and the Tetragrammaton (‘¥
Ioth *® He ® Vaw & Heth %), with the apophatic incomprehensibility of the Word of God:

99 ¢6y

“inexplicabile misterium,” “ineffabile sacramentum,

29 ¢e

altitudo incomprehensibilis,”
“inenarrabilis misericordie.”?26 Words whose meanings are inaccessible to the hearer are a
natural locus for meditation on the holy God who exceeds meaning itself.

They also, in accounts like that of Origen, serve as a direct link to supernatural power.
The Tetragrammaton in particular was used, in the words of one scholar, in “the most powerful
and terrible magic spells” of both Jews and Christians.2?7 In the fifteenth century, attempted
syntheses of Kabbalah and Christianity by Pico della Mirandola (1463—1494) and Johann
Reuchlin (1455—-1522) ascribed extraordinary operative power to Hebrew words. For Reuchlin,
the Tetragrammaton (IHUH) and the Name of Jesus (IHSUH) are “wonder-working words” that
can effect both mystical union with the divine and miraculous dominion over nature.228 Attempts
to harness the power of these names to achieve results risked the condemnation of the church—
John of Morigny’s works were burned, Pico della Mirandola’s condemned, and Reuchlin’s
examined by the Inquisition—but they gave explicit, academic voice to a faith in the power of
language that was endemic to lay Christian practice, as countless charms and amulets bearing

divine names attest.

226 Claire Fanger, Nicholas Watson, Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, British Library, and Bodleian Library,
Liber Florum Celestis Doctrine: The Flowers of Heavenly Teaching (Toronto, Ontario, Canada: Pontifical Institute
of Mediaeval Studies, 2015), pp. 269-71, Prayer 30.1.

227 Jeffrey Burton Russell, Witchcraft in the Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972), 9.

228 Johannes Reuchlin, loannis Reuchlin Phorcensis LL. Doctoris Liber De Verbo Mirifico (Lugduni: Apud Ioan.
Tornaesium, 2008); discussed in Charles Zika, “Reuchlin’s De Verbo Mirifico and the Magic Debate of the Late
Fifteenth Century,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 39 (1976): 104-38.
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When we turn from theology aimed at knowledge to performatives aimed at results, the
precise operations of sacred language can become confused. A philosophically defensible
preference for originary language naturally results in the use of foreign and unintelligible words
as a discourse extends beyond its time and place of origin. At this point, the rationale is
sometimes reversed, so that foreignness and unintelligibility are prized in themselves, even if the
words have no illustrious origin. This phenomenon can be most clearly seen in the development
of pragmatic performatives, such as charms, incantations, and textual amulets, which display a
pronounced tendency to distortion and nonsense-invention over time. This “drive to alienation,”
observable across many premodern cultures, elicits rhythm, rhyme, alliteration, and other forms
of sonic play,?2° focusing on the accidental properties of words—their sound and written
appearance—in preference to, eventually to the exclusion of, their meaning. The most important
attraction of such “gibberish” texts appears to be their strangeness; unintelligible but evocative
words serve as a “hieratic dialect” or “spirit code” suitable for conversing with otherworldly
beings.230

While the phenomenon is general, one representative example can be found in the late
twelfth-century Ars Notoria, an elaborate ritual for the infusion of knowledge that includes
asyntactic strings of strange words it describes as “ex hebreo distorta,” twisted out of the

Hebrew.23! Some of the words are genuine Hebrew and Greek, but many more are invented

229 H. S. Versnel, “The Poetics of the Magical Charm: An Essay in the Power of Words,” in Magic and Ritual in the
Ancient World, edited by Paul Mirecki and Marvin Meyer (Brill, 2002), 138.

230 Leslie K. Arnovick, Written Reliquaries: The Resonance of Orality in Medieval English Texts (Amsterdam;
Philadelphia: J. Benjamins, 2006), 27-57.

231 Julien Véronése, L'Ars Notoria Au Moyen Age: Introduction et Edition Critique (Firenze: SISMEL Edizioni Del
Galluzzo, 2007), A.6.
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words, often marked with the Hebrew suffixes “-el” and “-oth” or the Greek “-on” to evoke these
languages’ connotations of antiquity, sacrality, authority, and power. Mimicking the sonic
patterns of other languages casts the glamour of sacred origins over the performative utterance
and makes its meaning impenetrable—the writer can expound these foreign words in Latin
however he likes. Condemning the Ars Notoria and other practices that employ similar words of
power, Thomas Aquinas writes that they operate by “ignota nomina” and “supervacua signa,”
which, because they do not naturally cause the promised effects, could only bring them about by
contracting with supernatural powers—perhaps God, but much more likely malicious demons.232
In such contexts, any word whose meaning is not definitely known should be shunned as a
demonic invocation.

For most of the Middle Ages, this appeared to be the surest way to distinguish licit and
illicit performatives. Before the Reformation, boundary lines were much less firmly drawn
between prayer and “magical” or “superstitious” rites; the same text could be used in contexts
that seem antithetical to modern observers. A list of God’s names beginning “Messias, Sother,
Emmanuel, Sabaoth, Adonay, Unigenitus...” provides an especially striking example. This list
forms part of an exceptionally popular liturgical sequence first attested in the tenth century,
“Alma chorus Domini,”233 and also appears in variously modified forms in countless charms and
textual amulets, often within the framework of the “heavenly letter” or “letter to Charlemagne”

charm type.234 As late as 1536, a prayer based on the charm was approved in the printed liturgy

232 ST ILIae Art. 96 Q. 4, 1.
233 41 53.87.

234 For further discussion of “Alma chorus domini,” see Kathryn Mogk Wagner, “Listing Divine Names,” in
Enlistment: Lists in Medieval and Early Modern Literature (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2021).
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of the hours for York.235 Although, as we shall see, authorities became concerned about
superstitious uses of even orthodox prayers in the fifteenth century, before that time, authorities
like Augustine and Thomas Aquinas seemed to judge whether or not a performative was licit
more by its contents (does it contain known, authorized words or possible invocations of
demons?) than the purposes for which it was used (spiritual or secular?) or the intentions of the
user (petition or command?). As long as no “ignota nomina” threatened to invoke demonic
powers, the same names used to know and adore God could also be used to protect and heal his
faithful people, a source of help for spiritual and material needs alike.

To summarize, then: in the first part of this chapter, we have surveyed three distinct ways
of thinking about divine names, which operated side by side in late antique and early medieval
settings. One emphasizes meaningful descriptions and disregards the particular signifiers by
which ideas are expressed; another insists that proper names, if accurately handed down from
their origin, powerfully invoke their referents without requiring understanding; and the third, no
theory but a widespread perception, feels that strange, foreign, unintelligible words are the
proper means by which to contact spiritual beings and effect supernatural results. It is within
these overlapping systems of thought and practice that the Name of Jesus began to be adored as

holy.

235 Horae Eboracensis: The Prymer or Hours of the Blessed Virgin Mary, According to the Use of the Illustrious
Church of York, with Other Devotions as They Were Used by the Lay-Folk in the Northern Province in the XVth and
XVIth Centuries, edited by Christopher Wordsworth, The Publications of the Surtees Society vol. 132 (1920), 126.
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Loving “Jesus”

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the Name of Jesus appeared everywhere: painted
on walls and engraved on jewelry, proclaimed in sermons and pictured in marginalia, whispered
in private prayer and worshipped with dedicated masses. It became a popular cult with its own
liturgy, feast day, altars, and endowments, a cult which, though late established, came to rival
those of longstanding saints. While this devotion is undoubtedly Christocentric, its object is not
the second person of the Trinity addressed by any other name, like Word or Wisdom, nor the one
who performs the saving acts of the Redeemer or sacrificial Lamb, but specifically Jesus, a
sacred name that offers intimate access to the incarnate God. Hebrew, historic, invested with
miraculous authority over demons and the natural world since the days of the apostles, “Jesus”
was a name to conjure with, and people did. Their love for, trust in, and invocation of Jesus was
manifested in the honor they paid his most personal, proper name.

This attitude toward the word “Jesus,” however, is neither necessary nor universal among
Christians. Only a few hundred years before, the Anglo-Saxons had taken an entirely different
approach to naming the incarnate Word. They rarely used his proper name at all, almost always
preferring to translate the Hebrew word “Jesus” into the Old English “halend,” which expresses
the same meaning: “savior, healer.” The Dictionary of Old English (A-I) notes around 5,500
occurrences of “Crist” and around 5,000 of “haelend,” but doesn’t even have an entry for “Iesus,”
which it appears to treat as a foreign word. When “lesus” does appear in the writings of the

period, it is primarily as the focus of explicit discussions about the name and its meaning,236 or to

236 Damian Fleming, “Jesus, That Is Helend: Hebrew Names and the Vernacular Savior in Anglo-Saxon England,”
Journal of English and Germanic Philology 112 (2013), 39.
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fulfill a specific purpose like patronymic alliteration.237 “Halend” offered speakers of Old
English a transparency of meaning that no loan-word could provide, rendering the salvific role
that defines and distinguishes Jesus’s character conspicuously intelligible; it also emphasized the
identity between the man Jesus of Nazareth (“nazarenisca halend”) and the God of the Old
Testament (“haelend God,” “dryhten halend”).238 In a context in which Hebrew could function
rhetorically to demonstrate linguistic superiority and alienate the less educated,?3 translating an
“incomprehensible foreign name240 into the vernacular encouraged more intimate, familiar
knowledge of the Savior. Emphasizing accessibility and understanding over authenticity to the
Hebrew origin, the Anglo-Saxons transformed a proper name into a description, treating it as an
ordinarily meaningful word, translatable without special power of direct reference or sacrality of
syllable. The decision not to treat “lesus” as a word of power is especially striking against the
backdrop of other Anglo-Saxon performatives, which invoked nonsense syllables in charms and
invested Latin prayers like the Paternoster with supernatural powers.24!

Against this backdrop we can see late medieval development of the cult of the Holy
Name in its full peculiarity. Where the Anglo-Saxons almost exclusively emphasized the

meaning of Jesus’s name as a description of his relationship to humankind, later devotees

237 Perry Neil Harrison, “Joseph and the Name Jesus in the Old Saxon Heliand,” Modern Philology 116, no. 1
(2018): 87-93.

238 Fleming, “Jesus, That Is Halend,” 37, 45-6; see also Dictionary of Old English, s.v. “halend.”

239 Damian Fleming, “Hebrew Words and English Identity in Educational Texts of Zlfric and Byrhtferth,” in
Latinity and Identity in Anglo-Saxon England, ed. Rebecca Stephenson and Emily Thornbury (Toronto: Univ. of
Toronto Press, 2016), 138-57.

240 James E. Cathey, “Héliand”: Text and Commentary (Morgantown: West Virginia University Press, 2002), 152.

241 See, for example, Edward Pettit and British Library, Anglo-Saxon Remedies, Charms, and Prayers from British
Library Ms Harley 585: The Lacnunga (Lewiston, N.Y.: E. Mellen Press, 2001); The Old English Dialogues of
Solomon and Saturn, edited and translated by Daniel Anlezark (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2009).
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increasingly adored the name “Jesus” itself as sign, syllables, and letters. This shift in practice
was slow and never entirely complete, but between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries, English
speakers—and Latin Christians across Europe—adopted new ways of thinking and feeling about
the name by which God most intimately reveals himself to humankind.

Biblical verses like Philippians 2:9—10 and John 14:13 have always ensured respect for
the name of Jesus among Christians, but beginning around the twelfth century, respect became
adoration in a new and influential devotion, at first concentrated among elite and literate vowed
religious. The earliest intimations can be found in the twelfth century in commentaries by
luminaries like Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) and William of Thierry (1075/85-1148) on a
key verse from the Song of Songs: “oleum effusum nomen tuum.”242 In English, early thirteenth-
century prose lyrics like On Ureison of Oure Louerde and be Wohunge of Oure Louerde repeat
“Thesu” in intimate second-person address as an anaphora that structures praise, a hallmark of
later poems and prayers inflected by Holy Name devotion.243 Such stirrings of enthusiasm
received their first official approbation at the Second Council of Lyons in 1274, which
commended a physical gesture of respect, bowing the knee or the head, every time the name of
Jesus was pronounced in church, and enjoined the Dominican Order to preach this practice

among the people.244 It was not until the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, however, that the

242 Bernard of Clairvaux, Sermones in Cantica Canticorum, Sermo XV; William of Thierry, Expositio super Cantica
canticorum, edited by Paul Verdeyen, Stanislaus Ceglar, and Antonius van Burink, CCCM 87 (Turnholti:
Typographi Brepols Editores Pontificii, 1997).

243 Harumi Tanabe and John Scahill, Sawles Warde and the Wooing Group. Parallel Texts with Notes and Wordlists
(Frankfurt Am Main: Peter Lang Edition, 2015); discussed in Mary Arthur Knowlton, The Influence of Richard Rolle
and of Julian of Norwich on the Middle English Lyrics (The Hague: Mouton, 1973), 87—88.

244 “Concilium Ludugnense 11 — 1274,” in Conciliorum Oecumenicorum Generaliumque Decreta, Corpus
Christianorum II/1 (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2013), constitutio 23, p. 344.
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Holy Name emerged as a popular lay devotion with its own liturgies, fraternities, and cult
objects. The devotion was especially prevalent in England, which seems to have led the way in
formalizing it in liturgical offices later adopted elsewhere.245

In the fourteenth century, the figure who did most to promote devotion to the Holy Name,
and who was most strongly associated with the Name in public imagination, was Richard Rolle,
the popular and prolific devotional writer we met in Chapter 1 theorizing the mystical dimension
of wordless song. Drawing on long traditions of affective devotion and veneration of the Holy
Name, Rolle crystalized these ideas in a more readily accessible way for wider audiences,
including women religious and lay worshippers. Although he did not originate the devotion and
it constitutes only a small portion of his writings, Rolle’s posthumous reputation identified him
closely with the Holy Name, largely thanks to his commentary on “Oleum effusum est nomen
tuum.” In visual depictions of the hermit, like those found in Carthusian miscellany Additional
MS 37049 and the Vernon Manuscript (Bodleian MS. Eng. poet. a. 1), he bears the Holy
Monogram as an iconographic attribute, becoming an imagetext that blends representational and
symbolic logics.246 Because of Rolle’s popularity, works of unknown authorship have often been
ascribed to him by medieval and modern readers alike; because he is known as a lover of the
Holy Name, anonymous texts associated with the devotion have a particularly strong tendency to
gravitate toward him. For example, though Rolle did not write any of the liturgical texts

associated with the Holy Name, Cambridge University Library MS Kk.vi.20 attributes to him

245 Richard William Pfaff, New Liturgical Feasts in Later Medieval England, Oxford Theological Monographs
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), 77.

246 Jessica Brantley, Reading in the Wilderness: Private Devotion and Public Performance in Late Medieval
England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 138—46.
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Heinrich Suso's Matutine in ueneracione nominis ihesu and the mass to the Name of Jesus found
in the Sarum missal, and the primer printed by Wynkyn de Worde in 1503 likewise credits him
for Heinrich Suso’s Vespers and Compline.247 Rolle’s successful self-presentation as an authority
makes him a central figure in the tradition, synthesizing earlier sources and radiating influence
over those who imitated, extended, and contested his work.

Although this chapter focuses on England, it’s important to note that English tradition
was not isolated from parallel developments across Europe. R. W. Pfaff identifies three major
strands of Holy Name devotion: the German branch, associated with Dominican Heinrich Suso
(1295-1366), is neo-Platonic in character and considers the Holy Name as the Eternal Wisdom
of God; the Italian branch, promulgated beginning in the 1420s by Franciscans Bernardino of
Siena (1380—-1444) and John of Capistrano (1386—1456), is affective, spread by public preaching,
and focused around the holy monogram IHS or IHC; the English tradition, says Pfaff, is more
comprehensive, with special attention to the historical and biblical importance of Jesus’ name.248
Despite distinctive emphases, these geographic traditions continually cross-pollinated. For
example, fifteenth-century Vienna and Prague copies of Rolle’s Incendium amoris circulated
with a florilegistic appendix that compiled excerpts praising the Holy Name from a wide variety

of sources, including Rolle’s Oleum effusum, the Historia aurea, Odo of Cluny’s Collationum,

247 Brantley, Reading in the Wilderness, 187; Nicholas Watson, Introduction to Emendatio vitae and orationes ad
honorem nominis lhesu: Edited from Cambridge University Library MSS Dd.v.64 and Kk.vi.20, Toronto Medieval
Latin Texts 21 (Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1995), 26-27.

248 Pfaff, New Liturgical Feasts, 62.
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Suso’s Horologium sapientiae, and Bernard’s sermons.24° Likewise, in the fifteenth century, the
Bernardine Holy Monogram IHC or IHS found its way onto countless English objects.

The Monogram, a striking feature of Holy Name representation across all its
instantiations, deserves a closer look in light of how we’ve theorized the proper name in relation
to an originary act of naming. The abbreviations IHC or IHS, with a crossbar or horizontal stroke
over the letters, are representations in the Latin alphabet of the first three letters of “IHXOYZ,”
the name of Jesus in Greek. This representation of Jesus’s name dates back to the earliest extant
records, in which “Jesus” and other nomina sacra are consistently abbreviated, not to save space
but to set especially holy words apart from the rest of the text.250 This practice of distinguishing
holy words may derive from Hebrew treatment of the Tetragrammaton, normally visually marked
in the text with a reminder that it should not be pronounced aloud, but substituted with the
alternative “Adonai” (“Lord”). Even when writing in their own native tongues—whether Greek,
Latin, Coptic, Slavonic, or Armenian—Christians desired to reinforce the sacred quality of
certain words; by visually differentiating nomina sacra from ordinary language, they give to text
some of the quality of an image or icon.

When such abbreviations traveled across languages, the distance between sacred signifier
and intelligible meaning could widen much further. Latin scribes and artists translated some
nomina sacra into their native tongue, for example writing “dns” for “dominus,” but chose

instead to mimic Greek letters in abbreviations for the names of Jesus—“XP” for “XPIXTOX” or

249 Michael van Dussen, From England to Bohemia: Heresy and Communication in the Later Middle Ages
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2012), 42-3.

250 L. W. Hurtado, “The Origin of the Nomina Sacra: A Proposal,” Journal of Biblical Literature 117, no. 4 (1998),
657.
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“Christ” and “THS” for “IHXZOYZX” or “Jesus.” The choice to represent Greek letters by the Latin
letters that resemble them visually, rather than transliterating them to their closest sonic
equivalents, testifies to the strength of feeling that ties these proper names’ reference and power
to their historical origin in the Greek New Testament. Even accidental properties of the signifier,
like the shapes of letters, are imbued with sacrality, and these properties are so important as to
trump ordinary intelligibility—Christians kept the Greek letters at the cost of considerable
confusion for non-Greek speakers.

Over time, ordinary practitioners forgot the Greek origins of the Holy Monogram
entirely, and many backformed acronyms have been invented by the imaginative: IHS might
stand for “Iesus Hominum Salvator,” “Iesus Hierosolymae Salvator,” “In Hoc Signo (Vinces),”
“In Hoc (Cruce) Salus,” “In His Service,” or “I Have Suffered.” In the late Middle Ages, the
most common solution to the problem was to reincorporate the letters of the Holy Monogram
within the unabbreviated name of Jesus, rendering it “Thesu.” The characteristic word by which
authors like Rolle refer to the Savior, even when they are not deliberately drawing attention to
the name but using it to speak of the person, thus contains enfolded within it a complex history
of interlingual transmission and a reminder of a sacral sign.

The distinctive monogram provides a good way to track the public prevalence of Holy
Name devotion, even among those who left no written records. An archaeological study
documents around 800 instances of English material culture, dated from the thirteenth to

sixteenth centuries, that bear the Holy Name or were attached to its service; around two-thirds of
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the dateable examples can be placed in the century 1450—1550.25! These objects include diaper
patterns painted on walls and ceilings, incised memorials, wooden church furniture, cloth goods
(altar bands, tapestries, vestments), metalware (altar crosses, chalices, pattens), wood and
ceramic vessels, imported tin-glazed pottery, personal jewelry (rings, badges, brooches,
pendants), seals, purses, and even an archer’s wrist bracer. They demonstrate the devotion's
extent, stretching from the relatively poor to royalty, who sometimes incorporated the Holy
Name within the Tudor rose.

Liturgically, a service honoring the Name existed in England as a votive mass by 1388;
gradually, it transitioned to the mass of a feast.252 In 1411, Robert Hallum, Bishop of Salisbury,
purportedly declared an indulgence for this mass, promising benefits exaggerated by later
copyists.253 Despite its manuscript presence, the feast of the Holy Name did not appear as a
generally received feast in the earliest printed missals, in the 1480s and 1490s.254 It was officially
approved by Pope Alexander VI in 1494. In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the
institutional advancement of Holy Name devotion was driven largely by the efforts of several
influential patrons: Tudor matriarch Lady Margaret Beaufort (1441/3—1509), Archbishop of York
Thomas Rotherham (1423—-1500), and Dean of St. Paul’s John Colet (1467-1519), who served as

rector of the prosperous Guild of the Name of Jesus.255 Lady Margaret and Archbishop

251 Hugo Blake, Geoff Egan, John Hurst, and Elizabeth New, “From popular devotion to resistance and revival in
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Rotherham, for example, were the ones who sought out papal approval for the feast. Beyond
these aristocratic patrons, though, Jesus brotherhoods sprang up everywhere in England from the
1470s on, and it was lay people who controlled Jesus altars, the offerings placed at them, and the
services offered there.256

The ingredients of Holy Name devotion had always been there: the scriptural verses that
claimed power and authority in Jesus’s name, its significance of “healer, savior,” its special status
set apart from surrounding texts as a nomina sacra, and the attraction of foreign and mysterious
language (which speakers of Old English undoubtedly felt but directed toward other words). In
the fourteenth century this potent mixture underwent a catalysis, crystalizing suddenly (in
historical terms) into new forms throughout English—and European—society. The change must
have been triggered in part by certain charismatic individuals like Rolle and Bernardino, and
assisted by well-placed patrons who could mobilize institutions on its behalf, but such elite
advocates could not prevail unless the devotion met a serious, widespread need. Before drawing
any conclusions about these historical reasons, though, we must look closer at how the Holy
Name worked for its devotees. While objects and institutional records testify to the ubiquitous
presence and enormous power of this sign in late medieval culture, texts tell us best what it

meant for those who gazed on it day by day and repeated it in their prayers.

256 Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, c.1400—c.1580, 2nd ed (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2005), 113-16.

146



Flickers of Significance

Let us turn, therefore, to the writer who most influentially articulated what it meant to
love the Name of Jesus for English readers: Richard Rolle. Rolle’s remarks about the Name are
scattered across his many Latin and English works, and must be gleaned from a variety of
contexts. Sometimes, these treatments are inconsistent—for example, in “Ego Dormio” he places
the Holy Name in the second degree of love, with verbal prayers like the Pater Noster and
psalms, while in the Form of Living he places it in the third degree of love, with wordless song
and silence. In general, though, Rolle’s discussions of the Holy Name fit into one comprehensive
theological and linguistic understanding, if we are willing to allow him some deliberate
ambiguity.

Throughout his works, Rolle praises the Name of Jesus as powerful for practical ends. In
an autobiographical passage, he traces his devotion to the Holy Name to an early experience of
temptation like those of the desert fathers, in which he prevailed over a demon in the form of a
woman by means of it. Again and again, he commends the name for its effects: it defeats devils,
drives away temptations, purifies the mind, provides spiritual comfort, assures heaven. No evil
spirit can work any harm where “Ihesu es mekyll in mynde or es neuennyd in mouthe.”257 The
parallelism between mind and mouth here, as elsewhere in Rolle’s treatment of the name,
indicates two elements of the semiotic system: physical signifier and mental idea. Both are

equally effective in securing the blessings, spiritual and secular, of the Name. These promises

257 Rolle, Orationes p.82, 11.381-83.
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align the Name of Jesus with pragmatic performatives, a simple, portable talisman offering
shelter from suffering and evil.

This Name, however, does not evoke illocutionary force by a lack of semantic meaning.
Rolle readily and repeatedly translates it: “Sothely Ihesu es als mekyll to bemene, als saueoure or
helefull.”258 He sometimes treats “Jesus” as an appellative name, describing defining
characteristics. Commenting on Song of Solomon 1:3, the “oleum effusum” passage, Rolle
connects the action of pouring out to the kenosis of the Incarnation, saying, “This name es oyle
owtesettyd for Thesu, the worde of God, has tane manes kynde. Thesu, thow fulfillis in warke that
thow es called in name.”25 Passages like these emphasize how understandable Jesus is, how
simple the correspondence between representation and reality.

In another mood, however, the relationship is not one to one. Remembering the name
“Jesus” causes Rolle to glory in everything Jesus is: “tu fons sicienti, panis esurienti, calor
algenti, consolacio deficienti, virtus et gaudium tui recordanti, salus periclitanti, securitas
timenti, refugium cadenti, leuator resurgenti...”260 This list of parallel titles appears to be
produced from a single simple translation—“Jesus” is “salus”—applied to a variety of situations
in which people need saving. “Jesus” functions as an abbreviated description for this long list of
praises; all that Jesus is for the hungry, thirsty, shivering soul can be compressed into one word

of comfort. The practice of listing complementary metaphors harks back to the Pseudo-

258 Richard Rolle, Richard Rolle: Uncollected Prose and Verse, with Related Northern Texts, edited by Ralph
Hanna, EETS 329 (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 3.

259 Ibid, 3.
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those rising up again...” Rolle, Orationes p.70, 11.46—49.
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Dionysian technique of triangulating on the unspeakable through many names. Here, though, the
cataphatic list is enfolded within a single, historical, originary word whose meanings have
become inexhaustible.

Whether as an effective invocation or an intelligible meaning, Rolle presents the physical
signifier “Jesus” in one’s mouth as a direct connection to God himself. As a theory of language,
this immediacy appears naive. Rolle certainly does not believe that words in general are so
straightforward. Sometimes, especially when commenting on a passage of scripture, he carefully
disavows the literal level of a metaphor, replacing it with an intellectual or spiritual meaning: he
follows “oculos meos” with “silicet, spirituales” and interprets “non impinguat caput meum”
with “id est, non delectet mentem meam.””26! He knows well that oral prayer and mental prayer
may be far apart: it is better to say seven psalms “hauynge pi hert on pi praynge” than seven
hundred in distraction, and there is no good in letting “pi tonge blaber on pe boke” while the
heart runs abroad.262 This distinction usually applies to lesser prayers, not the Holy Name, but
Rolle recognizes the possibility that even this word may be divided. If the soul in the third degree
of love is ever spiritually singing in Jesus and to Jesus, Rolle clarifies, it sings “‘Thesu’ nat bodily
crying with pe mouth: of pat maner of syngyne speke I nat of, for pat songe hath both good and
[i], and pis maner of songe hath none bot if pai be in pis thrid degre of loue.””263 Here,

knowledge of Jesus’s name—participatory intimacy with his identity and character—is

261 Rolle, Orationes, p.79,1.274; p.77, 11.233-4.
262 Rolle, Prose, p.29, 11.132-7.

263 Rolle, Prose, p. 17, lines 556-78.
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distinguished from mere utterance of syllables, the gap between body and spirit that allows for
hypocrisy and empty religion acknowledged.

On the very next page, though, Rolle is once again describing innermost prayer as “in
pyn ere ioy, in pi mouth hony, and in pin hert ioy,””264 seamlessly uniting corporeal experience (a
physical sensation in ears and mouth) with spiritual exaltation. Again and again, in writings for
both Latin and English audiences, the name is emphatically mental and physical at once: “in
mente mea dulcor melliphonus, in aure sonus suauissimus, et in ore canor iubileus, 265 or,
changing the order, “in mente cantus iubileus, in aure mea sonus celicus, in ore meo dulcor
mellifluus.”266 In passages like these, Rolle voices a fantasy of the wholeness of the word,
imagining an integral unity of sign, idea, and thing signified with no gaps into which hypocrisy,
superstition, or boredom could creep. Even though he theoretically acknowledges the possibility
of separation, in practice his devotion embraces “Jesus” as the perfect union of sign and thing,
body and spirit.

This intimacy between signifier and signified is perhaps best expressed indirectly, in
passages in which Rolle speaks of “Jesus” in ways that could apply to the name or the person
named alike. The key to these passages is the linguistic distinction between use and mention.
Consider the sentences “Sarah is five feet tall” and “Sarah has five letters”; in the first, the word
“Sarah” is used to refer to a person, while the second exemplifies mention, since our attention is

focused on the word “Sarah” itself. Mention may seem a rare and exceptional function, but this

264 Richard Rolle and S. J. Ogilvie-Thomson, Richard Rolle, Prose and Verse, EETS OS 293 (Oxford; New York:
Oxford University Press, 1988), p. 18, lines 613—-14.

265 Rolle, Orationes p.70, 11.53-54.

266 Rolle, Orationes p.81, 11.358-59.

150



sort of metalanguage is in fact common in conversation, and communication would be seriously
impaired without it.267 In modern writing, quotation marks are often used to set off mentioned
words (as I usually do in this chapter); but for medieval readers, as for aural audiences in any
age, use and mention must be distinguished by context cues alone. In writing this chapter, I have
striven to provide overt cues to avoid confusion (“the word ‘Jesus,”” “the name itself”), but
medieval writers on the Holy Name often seem to suppress them deliberately, so that readers
cannot determine whether “Jesus” is being used or mentioned until later in the text—or may
never resolve the ambiguity at all.

One way of determining whether a name is used or mentioned is to note the pronouns that
refer back to it. In Rolle’s writing, the flicker between the name “Jesus” and Jesus himself is
marked by alternation between the neuter “hit” and the personal masculine “he”: one moment,
we are enjoined to “foryet nat his name Iesus, bot pynke hit in pi hert,” and the next commanded,
“Loue IThesu, for he made pe and boght pe ful dere.”268 In some cases, it is impossible to
distinguish use or mention except in retrospect, as the sentence continues. In the last sentence of
The Commandment, culminating the praises of the Holy Name, word and person are identified by
a seamless succession of pronouns: “Wh[o]-so loueth hit,” that is, the name, will in heaven “see
hym [...] pat thay haue loued.” The flickering alternation between reference and use accelerates
toward a never-quite-reached unity—asymptotically approaching an identity of signifier and

signified.

267 See Donald Perlis, Khemdut Purgant, and Carl Anderson, “Conversational Adequacy: Mistakes Are the
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Does the virtue of the Name of Jesus rest in its meaning or its efficacy? With
characteristic ambiguity, Rolle bids us love “his name Ihesu, that is hele.”26° So much depends
on a point of punctuation: we can read the same phrase as a definition (his name “Jesus,” that is,
“heal,” a word meaning health, wellbeing, and salvation), or as an assertion (his name Jesus,
which is health, itself the fullness of life and salvation). The sentence flickers between readings
because both, in Rolle’s view, are true. Is the name of Jesus, which has power to save, physical
or spiritual? Rolle can affirm both within a heartbeat; his acknowledgement that the word
“Jesus” can be repeated by an evil person “bodily crying with pe mouth” does not check his
exaltation of the signifier itself, a bodily word in mouth and ear. This optimism testifies to his
generally high faith in his readers’ spiritual maturity and the grace of God active in their worship.
Just as Rolle spends comparatively little time on ascetic and penitential disciplines, regarding
them as mere preliminaries to the joys of contemplation, so too he recognizes but does not dwell
on the possible pitfalls of Holy Name devotion, preferring to celebrate the marvels of loving
Jesus truly.

Rolle’s near-contemporary Walter Hilton (c.1340-1396) is more cautious. On several
occasions, Hilton appears to write in direct response to the popular hermit, urging a more
measured approach to the spiritual experiences Rolle celebrates with such exuberance. Hilton’s
treatise “On Angels’ Song,” for example, carefully affirms that Rollean canor may in some cases
be a legitimate and spiritually profitable experience while warning that it may also be self-
induced and tend to inflate pride. In similar fashion, Hilton takes pains to distance the Holy

Name worthy of worship from its merely material signifiers:

269 Rolle, “The Commandment,” 11.214-24, Prose p.39.
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I mene not oonli this word Jhesu peynted upon the wal, or writen bi letres on the book, or
fourmed bi lippes in soun of the mouthe, or feyned in the herte bi traveil of mynde; for on
this maner wise may a man oute of charité¢ fynde Hym. But I mene Jhesu Crist, that
blissid persoone, God and man.270

Yet despite these cautions, Hilton continues to praise, not only Jesus, but the Name of Jesus, the
“oon word for alle whiche thou schalt seke, desire, and fynde,” one word containing all his
worshippers have lost and long for: “This word is Jhesu.”27! This figure of thought—1Jesus as
word—seems irresistibly compelling to the imagination, even though Hilton shies away from its
disconcerting logical implications. When he warns against hypocrisy, he contrasts speaking to
Jesus “bi soun of pe moup as louers of pe world don” with speaking both “in moup and in
hert,”272 acknowledging the vital role of the material, corporeal sign. Hilton feels the disjuncture
between verbal signifiers and inner intentions acutely, but he responds, not by rejecting signs, but
by urging us to unite mouth and heart, spoken and eternal Word.

This attitude shapes how Hilton deals with meaning and translation as well. Anticipating
an objection from an imagined reader who does not feel joy and sweetness at the name of Jesus
could be a perfect opening to distinguish between the word “Jesus” and Jesus himself, but Hilton
chooses not to do so. He does move from the letters or syllables of “Jesus” to their descriptive
significance by providing a definition, writing that “this name Jhesu is not ellis for to seie upon

Ynglisch but heelere or hele.””273 This translation seems to reduce the name to a straightforward

270 Walter Hilton, The Scale of Perfection, ed. Thomas H. Bestul (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications,
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semantic content, without any uncanny efficacy or unique, irreducibly personal reference. But
just sentences later, Hilton reintroduces the play between levels of significance when he reprises
the same sentence: “Now the name of Jhesu is nothyng ellis but this goostli hele; wherfore it is
sooth that thei seyn, that ther mai no man be saaf but yif he love and like in the name of
Jhesu.””274 Salvation is not in Jesus only, but also in his Name.

Hilton’s understanding of the name “Jesus,” like Rolle’s, comprehends and exceeds an
intelligible, translatable definition. When the soul feels Jesus come to it inwardly, healing,
softening, comforting, and strengthening, then it cries in praise, “Oile yoten is Thyn name Jhesu
to me. For bi the effect of Thi gracious visitynge y feele weel of Thi name the trewe expounyng,
Thou arte, Jhesu, heele. For onli Thi gracious presence heeleth me fro sorwe and from synne.”275
Taking up “oleum effusum,” one of the Holy Name cult’s key verses, Hilton’s version of the
topos shifts biblical interpretation from the realm of the intellect to that of experience: the true
expounding is not thought but felt, not a meaning accessible to the mind but the effect of God’s
action. Even as Hilton translates the holy Hebrew into the vernacular, he frames this teaching
within the real presence of the Jesus signified, by which alone the living truth of his praise can be
apprehended.

Late in the Scale of Perfection, Hilton touches upon the word “Jesus” a final time. Noting
that a reader might object to his inconsistent use of terms, Hilton asserts the perfect synonymy of
the four words “grace,” “love,” “Jhesu,” and “God,” so that he may readily exchange any of the

four without changing his meaning: “for al is oon, and not but on. Jhesu is love, Jhesu is grace,

274 Ibid, 1.44.
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Jhesu is God.””276 No particular importance can be attached to any particular word, since the
virtue lies in that which is signified by them all. Harking back to Pseudo-Dionysius’s multiple
names for the mystery of God, each fallible and discardable, this “spiritualizing” reading may
appear to erase the specificity of Jesus’s human body, his Hebrew origin, in favor of grand
abstractions like “love.” Yet the equation can also be read in the opposite direction: whatever
love is, it is displayed in Jesus; whatever grace may be, it is accessed in Jesus; all that is known
about God is known through Jesus. After all, “Jesus” is the center of this web of definitions, the
secure point to which descriptions and definitions are referred. Reading backward or forward,
Hilton’s faith turns on the axis of this Holy Name, the paradox of particularity and universality,

mere signifier and living Lord, to which Christians must always return.

Poetic Enactment

Rolle and Hilton’s prose treatises demonstrate the flickering doubleness of the Name of
Jesus through their literary language, but their primary task is to teach the proper use of the
Name to students and strangers who may make it part of their spiritual practices. In certain
poems about the Holy Name, this ratio is reversed. While such poems are still decidedly didactic,
communicating convictions about the Name’s meaning and value, they bear the responsibility of
explication more lightly, enacting rather than stating their most important principles. The poems I
study in this section also run further to the extremes of name theory than Rolle and Hilton’s

tightly woven alternation between meaning and power. Nevertheless, even as texts tend toward

276 Ibid, 11.42.3271-3.
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adoration of the material signifier or an endless quest for unembodied meaning, in the fourteenth
and fifteenth century, each approach to naming was inevitably inflected by its opposite.

At one extreme, we find the Name of Jesus reified as a holy object whose very presence
conveys salvation. This reification is often expressed by atomization: a word broken into its
component parts, like Heidegger’s broken hammer, prevents easy use of language as the tool of
understanding and forces our attention to the signifier itself. Although the integral sign is
shattered, a faith that significance inheres in the name itself, rather than in the vector from word
to signified, finds meaning in even its smallest fragments.

An example of this fragmentation may be found in a riddle poem on the name of Jesus,
found in at least five variations in manuscripts ranging from the late fourteenth to late fifteenth
century.2’7 A simple version reads:

In .8. is all my loue

and .9. be yesette byfore

so .8. be yclosyd aboue
than .3. is good therfore.278

This riddle, found in the margin of the late fifteenth-century choirbook that contains the
Shrewsbury Fragments, is a play on gematria numbers: H is the eighth letter of the alphabet, I/J
the ninth, C the third. Another version in a fifteenth-century breviary reads,

viii is my trewloff do be fore ix

pot v thar to well will it reyme

xviil twysse told xx be tweyne
he that herith thys wot what [ meyne27®

277 See IMEV 717, DIMEV 1180.
278 Cambridge UK, Magdalene College Pepys 1236, f. 128.

279 Cambridge UK, Trinity College B.16.31 (394), f. ivv.
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The answer, written alongside, is “Ihessu.” These riddles have no particular theological
sophistication, playing a simple game of substituting letters and numbers, but they do evidence
certain habits of mind: reification of holy words as quasi-objects, awareness of words and letters
as manipulable subcomponents that can be governed by rules other than those of grammar and
semantic meaning, and affectionate attachment to symbols themselves, which bear a sacred aura
as representatives of the person of Jesus, “my trewloff.” These poems’ division of the word into
its smallest possible components provides a written analogy for the musical “smale brekynge”
we encountered in Chapter 1, where words were fractured into musical notes, units even smaller
than the syllable, semantic meaning. And just as the temporal dilation of melisma and ineffability
of pure sound opened up room for the shepherds’ commentary and more meanings than the Latin
words semantically conveyed, so too “smale brekynge” into letters opens up possibilities for
endless significance.

The most dramatic example of this dynamic I have found is a poem from a fifteenth-
century manuscript belonging to the Abbey of St. Victor, Bibliothéque Nationale MS Latin
15163.280 “De nomine Iesu” spends an astonishing 856 lines in praise of the Holy Name; to make
“Jesus” fill this length, it must fracture, multiply, and distort it to the limits of recognition. In
lingering detail, the text expounds the number of syllables in the name (“Omne est dissyllabum /
signans caritatem’), the number of letters (“Pentade caracterum / nomen calcuatur’), each letter
(“Primus Iesu nomine / caracter est lota, / Apex simplicissimus / minimaque nota), each

individual pen-stroke (“Curvitas superior / pietas vocatur, / Aequitas inferior / arcus

280 Printed as AH 46.51.
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nuncupatur”).28! Atomized into discontinuous units, the letters are unreadable as a word; they
name only themselves. One letter, “Iota,” is even given its Greek name rather than represented
by the Latin “I”’; the foreign word highlights the Holy Name’s historic continuity to the first
copies of the New Testament and adds the strangeness of an alternative alphabet to the already
disorienting effect of atomization.

Foregrounding “Jesus” as a signifier made up of letters and ink, “De nomine Iesu” looks
determinedly at the name itself, rather than along it to its referent. Instead of describing its object
through mediating mental concepts, the name functions as an unintelligible sacred artifact that,
like relic or sacrament, mysteriously makes present the person to whom it belongs. We might
expect that this turn away from meaning, this explosion of the word, might result in
speechlessness, but it has the opposite effect: it is precisely the reification of the word that makes
it a source of inexhaustible interpretations. Unable to skim along legible language to a
straightforward meaning, the worshipper stops, staggered, at the material letter, to dwell on the
mysteries contained within apparently arbitrary signs. The commentary produced by such
meditation is copious, subjective, open-ended, inviting the reader into more and still more
interpretation. In a peculiar way, the technique is similar to the mystical approach of Pseudo-
Dionysius: that which is unknown, incomprehensible, and unspeakable generates around it
countless linguistic attempts and approaches, each falling short but revealing a facet of the
mystery. But here, the locus of unintelligibility has shifted from God himself to his name, the

letters I-E-S-U-S, a sign you can touch with your hand.

281 “This single double-syllable / signifies charity,” (1.6); “From a five-fold of characters / the name has been
computed” (I1.13); “The first sign of Jesus’s name / is the Greek iota; / height of high simplicity, / and the smallest
letter” (1.1); “The curvature above / is called piety, / the equal shape below, / may be called an arch” (5.4). These
translations are mine.
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This play with names, I believe, is not only linguistic but theological, bearing upon the
mystery of the Incarnation. The poem’s insistent attention to the properties of the signifier
attributes significance to the material, accidental, historically contingent features of the Word,
just as affective devotion thinks less of Jesus’s Godhead than his fleshy body, his bloody wounds.
For this poet, linguistic analysis produces spiritual insight. He praises Jesus with fantastic puns
that play on the homonymy between actions and grammatical terms: “Dativum remedii, / mortis
ablativum” (4H 46.51, 11.87-88). Such lines point out parallels between human speech and the
eternal Word of the Father. At the same time, they act out the difference between our punning
words, whose communication is fallible and ambiguous, and God’s Word, whose role is not to
teach or inform the intellect but to heal and save the whole person. The poem’s systematic
defamiliarization of the word “Jesus” turns it into verbal sign that—like God’s incarnate Word—
matters not for what it means but what it does, the speech-acts of giving remedy and taking away
death.

The Latin “De nomine lesu” has a close English analogue in “The Interpretation of the
High Name of Ihe,” found in MS London, British Library, Egerton 3245, a collection of texts by
and ascribed to Richard Rolle.282 Here, the Holy Name is praised with the usual boasts of
tremendous efficacy: “ihc” leads people to heaven, drives away the devil, offers secure rest, and
frees from fear of enemies; without these letters, no person can become God’s child. Like “De
nomine lesu,” “The Interpretation” analyzes the Name by breaking it into constituent letters,
giving each component an individual meaning: I for Iusticia, H for Humilitas, C for Concordia,

and the “titil” or crossbar for Karitas, which binds all things in perfect unity. The atomizing

282 Printed in Rob Lutton, "“Love this Name that is ihc”: Vernacular Prayers, Hymns and Lyrics to the Holy Name
of Jesus in Pre-Reformation England," in Vernacularity in England and Wales, c. 1300-1550, 137-9.
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effect is extraordinarily strong, as for its first 35 lines the poem consistently refers, not to “the
name,” but “pese lettris,” emphasizing the separate worth of “ilk a lettre.” We have noted that
Rolle sometimes says of Jesus, not that “he” saves, but that “hit” saves; “The Interpretation”
goes further, enjoining its reader to understand “pese lettris pre / For vnto heuene pey mown 30w
lede.””283

At the same time, however, the poem’s meter reveals that the phonetically
unpronounceable “ihc” is always treated as a disyllable, not the three syllables necessary to
articulate three letters. For a silent reader, “ihc” is thus suspended between two possibilities: the
three letters that are visually available and that explicit commentary so insistently separates, and
the one word that customary pronunciation and poetic meter enjoin us to hear. Finally, in the
climactic couplet in which the letters are joined together and treated as a unity, the first use of
“ihc” as a rhyme word reveals its intended disyllabic pronunciation: “Qwan pey arn knit to gidir
pus / they arn to seye our Lord ihc.” First atomizing, then synthesizing, the poem asks the reader
to hold individual letters, united word, and divine person in mind at once, seeing all three in a
single sign. The literary interest of these superficially simple verses rests in how they suspend
two readings of “ihc”—as letters and word—in dynamic tension, a linguistic doubleness that
offers an analogy to the doubleness of “Jesus” as name and person. Although the poem explicitly
addresses neither the Incarnation nor the Trinity, its linguistic play resonates with both doctrines;
it enacts the relationship between the “flesh” of physical ink-marks and the legible “Word,” and

plays with plurality by distinguishing and fusing three and one.

283 11.29-30, emphasis mine.
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“The Interpretation”’s unusual attention not only to the letters of the Holy Monogram, but
to the crossbar or abbreviation mark over them, offers a final reflection on how names signify.
The poem’s insistent emphasis on this “titil”—going so far as to qualify that the three letters have
value only “3if pey ben couerid vndir pe titil”—recalls Jesus’s promise that not a jot or tittle
should pass away from the law until all things were fulfilled (Matthew 5:18); it also harks back
to the practice of nomina sacra, in which the symbol of abbreviation takes on new significance
as it visually separates sacred from ordinary language. [ would go further, though: when the
poem interprets the crossbar as Karitas, it figuratively asserts that letters cannot constitute the
true name of Jesus unless knit together by charity—that the signifier “Jesus” lacks the power to
heal and save unless animated by the love of Jesus himself. If the three letters suggest the Trinity,
the “titil” assured that those who truly invoke the name of Jesus participate in the same love that
unites Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. If Christians look to “ihc” for salvation, they are reminded
that those whom Jesus recognizes at the judgment invoked his name not as a sign, crying “Lord,
Lord,” but in reality, by acts of charity for the needy.284

In “De nomine Iesu” and “The Interpretation,” then, we see one tendency within Holy
Name devotion—the impulse to reify and adore the signifier itself—carried to extremes. Yet
even as these poems glory in the accidental properties of the word, they contain a counterbalance
to idolatry of the sign: after being broken into unintelligible individual components, the Name is
restored to wholeness and legibility by love, the spirit that gives life to the letter. Even as these
poems assert that power inheres in written signifiers, they simultaneously see the letters’ likeness

to the incarnate Word whom their play of matter and meaning shadows forth. They go far—very

284 Matthew 7:21-23, Matthew 25:31-46.
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far—towards believing in a singular, self-contained “magic word,” but the inner logic embodied
in poetic representation restores our double vision of the word as thing and sign.

On the other end of the spectrum, we find the cataphatic principles of inessential,
interchangeable names embodied in very different poetic techniques. Piers Plowman is
repeatedly concerned with multiplicities of names, presenting a contrast to the devotional
impulses current among contemporaries. This question is most explicitly addressed at the
beginning of passus B.19 and C.21, when Will asks Conscience, “Why calle ye hym Crist? [...]
sithen Jewes called hym Jesus?” (B.19.15), prompting a long speech that recounts Jesus’s life
and saving work. The passage suggests to some a supercessionist framework in which the
Christian title “Christ” triumphs over the Jewish “Jesus.”285 While this context is important,
given the poem’s concern for the salvation of Jews and Muslims, Langland is more directly
engaging in a contemporary discussion about how names mean and what honor signs deserve.
Will here speaks on behalf of developing devotion to the Holy Name, citing its most important
text, Philippians 2:10-11, to justify the unique, necessary, cherished status of the word
“Jesus.”286 In this context, his references to the Jews serve less to express attitudes toward Jewish
people than to mark “Jesus” as originary language, capable of being traced back to the act of
naming through historically continuous causal transmission. This proper name secures its

reference to Jesus’s identity by tracing back to his own origin—his birth, naming ceremony, and

285 Goldstein, R. James. ““Why calle ye hym crist, sipen lewes called hym Iesus?’: The Disavowal of Jewish
Identification in Piers Plowman B Text.” Exemplaria, vol. 13, no. 1, 2001. pp. 215-251

286 pjers Plowman, B.19.16-22.
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ancestors—while “Christ,” a descriptive honorific ascribed later in life and applied to more than
one person,287 might fail to single him out.

In response, Conscience articulates Langland’s own theory of names, in which many
different descriptors can refer with equal validity to a single object: “knyght, kyng, conquerour
may be o persone” (B.19.27). This multiplicity parallels an earlier scene of multiple names, in
which Anima introduces himself by eleven different names, some in Latin and some in English,
each appropriate with respect to a different role or activity, and all indifferently exchanged in
common use as the speaker pleases (B.15.23-39). Just as a bishop is correctly called by many
titles (“Presul and Pontifex and Metropolitanus, / And othere names an heep, Episcopus and
Pastor” (B.15.42-3)), the soul and God himself can be spoken of by many words. These are not
proper names, but descriptions of roles performed within various contexts. Names cannot, for
Langland, pin down a single, certain identity; all a person’s external actions, roles, and
relationships only suggest the unspeakable self from which they flow.

Prompted by the names “Jesus” and “Christ,” Conscience launches into a retelling of
New Testament narrative that calls the incarnate God “Jesus” at his birth, “Dowel” when he
begins to do wonders with the wine at Cana, “Dobet” during his earthly ministry of healing and
teaching, “Christus” at his resurrection, and “Dobest” as he establishes the church (B.69—-199).
Throughout the narrative, verbs of naming and calling emphasize that these are actions
performed by people in time: Christ “com to that name” over time (B.19.69), was “cleped and
called” by others (B.19.117), and “caughte a gretter name” through his deeds (B.19.128). The life

of Christ presented in Passus 19 reprises the earlier account in Passus 18, which covers many of

287 In the Old Testament, the title “Messiah” or “anointed” is applied to the Persian emperor Cyrus for his role in
restoring Israel from exile (Isaiah 45:1); within Jesus’s lifetime, others had laid claim to the title (Acts 5:36-37).
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the same events from a different angle, allegorized within the parable of the Samaritan in Will’s
climactic Good Friday vision. This narrative reduplication, like the redundancy of the four gospel
accounts, drives home the point that saving truth lies not in any particular written version of the
story, but the events themselves, which so exceed our telling that the world could not contain all
the books that could be written (John 21:25). In just the same way, every name, whether “Christ”
or “Jesus” or a newly invented poetic title like “Dobest,” is but a partial representation of the
person who lies beyond it. At the hinge between two accounts of Jesus’s life, Langland’s explicit
discussion of names articulates small and clear, on the level of the single word, a principle that
runs throughout Piers Plowman’s many visions and versions: all that we say in words is but
triangulation on the “kynde knowynge” that evades our grasp.

We will return to Piers Plowman in Chapter 4 for a deeper study of language and
knowledge, as expressed in its code-switching between learned, liturgical Latin and kindly
English. For the purposes of this chapter, what matters is the poem’s distinctive theory of
naming, which shows that a tradition of naming that subordinates signifiers to meaningful
descriptions was still current in the fourteenth century, even as the reified sign of the Holy Name
captured popular affections. As Piers Plowman wrestles to know unnamable entities—Jesus, the
soul, the means of salvation—the poem operates by a kind of cataphasis worked out less through
metaphors affirmed and negated than narratives offered and displaced. Yet even here, where
particular words seem most replaceable, the special claims of “Jesus” are acknowledged: this
name’s historical priority, its permanent link to Christ’s Jewish origins, weighs heavily with Will,
even though Conscience ultimately treats it as but one among many descriptive terms. Naming

the Lord, here as in all contexts touched by Holy Name devotion, meant negotiating two
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venerable traditions whose contrasts created a rich and multidimensional understanding of

language.

The Church’s Balance

The English church that worshipped the Name of Jesus was complex and contested: the
same generations that loved this sacred sign were also caught up in controversies over the
Eucharist, devotional images, clerical authority, and Bible translation. Almost inevitably, the
Reformation casts its backwards shadow over the period, prompting us to ask whether Holy
Name devotion is “proto-Protestant” or basically “Catholic” in nature.288 Scholars disagree about
where this particular strand fits in the shifting landscape of late medieval piety. For Eamon
Dufty, the attraction of the Holy Name lies largely in its incantatory qualities and practical
power, aligning it strongly with traditional religion; for Wabuda, Lutton, and Brown, the
Christocentric devotion was basically reformist in character and continuous with the later
Reformation.289

Both affiliations are plausible. The linguistic flicker between proper noun and
description, mention and use, that lies at the heart of Holy Name devotion helps explain how
both can be true. Insofar as the word “Jesus” is a thing that serves as a trace of historical events,
a means of invoking a particular person, and a quasi-sacrament of his presence, it fits perfectly

into a world of porous selves haunted by supernatural powers and matter suffused with

283 See, for example, Blake, Egan, Hurst, and New, “From popular devotion,” 188.

289 Robert Lutton, Lollardy and Orthodox Religion in Pre-Reformation England: Reconstructing Piety (Boydell &
Brewer, 2006), 75-6; Andrew Brown, Popular piety in late medieval England: The diocese of Salisbury, 1250—1550
(Oxford University Press, 1995), 248.
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significance; insofar as it is an intelligible sign that abbreviates meaningful descriptions of
Christ’s identity and saving work, it helps even the uneducated to know and understand the sole
mediator in whom saving faith rests. For a window of time—almost two hundred years—these
two perspectives held together in one binocular vision: the name of Jesus offered Christians
intimate access to the Savior through body and mind alike.

It’s impossible to account fully for a widespread cultural movement, explaining why it
burgeoned at one moment and withered at another. The best I can do is situate the Name of Jesus
in relation to its time, pointing out resonances and likenesses. On the one hand, Holy Name
devotion has much in common with other religious movements of the same period. Most
importantly, it satisfied many of the same impulses that drove Eucharistic devotion, while
circumventing the strict control of priests and doctrine. On the other hand, the Holy Name
offered a moderate via media through several of the controversies of its day. If some worshippers
venerated the material means that represented God to them, while others despised statues and
images to adore the word of God alone, here was a material word that satisfied both. If some
sought out automatically efficacious words to heal, protect, and save, while others feared
superstitious babbling and unholy incantations, here was the ultimate word of power, legitimated
by the Bible itself—and much more easily regulated than lists of many names. If some thrilled to
sacred language precisely because it was set apart from ordinary speech, while others yearned for
understanding through translation, teaching, and preaching, “Jesus” was both foreign and
familiar, mysterious and intelligible.

To begin with the Eucharist, historical and theoretical considerations alike tend to ally

two forms of devotion that alike adore Christ present in a sign. Long before the Name gathered
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its independent cult, the sacred Monograms “IHC” (Jesus) and “XPC” (Christ) had been
impressed on eucharistic wafers since at least 845, and Host, pyx, and chalice were the primary
visual settings for the Holy Name of Jesus until Bernardino of Siena redesigned it and blazoned
it outside the church, seeking “to extend the sacredness that was associated with the consecrated
Host deep into daily life.”290 The association between Host and Name is no accident: both of
these powerful signs claim not only to represent Christ symbolically, but in a mysterious way to
be one with him. For its most fervent devotees, the Holy Name, like the consecrated Host,
purports to make God present in power; the sign claims at least a special intimacy, at most a
perfect identity, with the one it signifies. Although no theologian would soberly assert this
identity, and—if challenged—even the most fervent enthusiasts, like Rolle, would acknowledge
that the Savior could be on someone’s lips but far from his heart, the shimmering slippage
between Jesus and “Jesus” offered, as though in a mirage, a linguistic transubstantiation that
brought God into mortal hands and mouths.

The same cultural forces that brought Eucharistic devotion in England to its height in the
fifteenth century also tended, therefore, to promote devotion to the Holy Name, which offered
many of the same benefits without the restrictions. Even as the Eucharist offered the direct
access to God that worshippers craved, three defenses prevented its ready appropriation by lay
people: theologically, transubstantiation bristled with learned definitions, distinctions, and
historical disputes; ecclesiologically, consecration was reserved to ordained priests alone; and in
liturgical practice, lay people typically received only once a year (although some, like the

exceptional Margery Kempe, managed more). The absence of formally codified theology around

290 Wabuda, Preaching 152-5.
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the Holy Name allowed some devotees to treat it as virtually equivalent to the Eucharist in its
intimacy with Jesus and efficacy for spiritual and secular ends, while others treated it as an
ordinary word requiring no special scrutiny or regulation. This double vision allowed devotees to
steal an intimacy with God like that they saw acted out at the altar. The decidedly “spiritual,” not
metaphysical, nature of Jesus’s presence in his name also avoided uncomfortable Eucharistic
questions. The person who says “Jesus” with her lips prays in Jesus’s name if and only if she is
inwardly sincere, a subjective condition no external observer can judge and no ordained
hypocrite can artificially satisfy.

In a period increasingly preoccupied with sacred materiality,2°! the Holy Name’s
character as a material object, as well as a mental concept, made it attractive to the traditionally-
minded as a spiritual reality made tangible. The Monogram painted on a wall, like the elevated
Host, allowed worshippers’ eyes to gaze on God; but while the Host was lifted only for a
momentary glimpse, the Name remained as a focus for endless meditation. The Monogram
displayed on a ring, brooch, or seal, like the Host, could be held in your hand, but it could also be
carried out of the church and used as a charm for protection or healing, actions that would
constitute profanation or sorcery with the Host. Externalizing the Name, rather than simply
holding it in mind, can provide great comfort, as the sign remains sacred and salvific even when
its user is not actively meditating on it, but merely carrying it.

Unlike other means of worship, though, the Name of Jesus is not obviously or
ostentatiously made of matter; although words are physical things, they are also intelligible

signs, and we tend to focus on their meanings unless their materiality is specifically called to

291 Caroline Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality: An Essay on Religion in Late Medieval Europe (New York;
Cambridge, MA: Zone Books, distributed by the MIT Press, 2011).
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attention. The Name’s existence in the realm of meaning and understanding made it acceptable to
those who distrusted material means. For even as many worshippers adored holy matter in
“wondrous blood,” miraculously fleshy or bleeding hosts, and devotional images that
foregrounded their own materiality, a counter-movement reacted against this strain of religious
life.292 In the late fourteenth and fifteenth century, radicals who wanted to purify the church,
including the Lollards, smashed statues, mocked wood and plaster saints, and doubted
transubstantiation.293 Some rigorously distinguished between material means and intelligible
meaning even in the case of Scripture. Even as John Wycliffe identified the true, intelligible
Gospel with Christ himself, he relegated the physical codices on which that Gospel was inscribed
to the low status of scripture “quinto modo,” animal skins and ink gall.2% Accordingly, in the
Testimony of William Thorpe, the dissident preacher refuses to swear on a Bible during his
interrogation by Archbishop Arundel because the book as physical codex is merely created being,
which it would be idolatrous to honor, while “pe holi gospels of God mown not be touchid wip
mannes hond.”2% Purists like Wyclif and Thorpe would recognize the written or painted Holy
Monogram as mere material means, made of dead animals or lifeless wood, as inconsequential or
contemptible as the statues of wood and stone that filled contemporary churches. Taken to its

logical conclusion, their spiritualizing, anti-mediating theology would condemn the Holy Name

292 Bynum, Christian Materiality.

293 See, for example, James Simpson, Under the Hammer: Iconoclasm in the Anglo-American Tradition (Oxford,;
New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 57-78.

294 John Wyclif and Christopher Ian Levy, John Wyclif: On the Truth of Holy Scripture, TEAMS Commentary Series
(Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 2001), Lix, p. 155-68

295 William Taylor, William Thorpe, and Anne Hudson, Two Wicliffite Texts: The Sermon of William Taylor 1406,
the Testimony of William Thorpe 1407, EETS 301 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 34, 79.
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as idolatrous. Still, that didn’t stop some Christians who likewise distrusted material means from
adoring it. Less violent iconoclasts signalled their disaffection from saints’ cults by shifting their
testamentary giving from saints’ lights and images to Jesus Masses and the cult of the Holy
Name.2% Instead of focusing on the Name’s materiality, and thus its continuity with traditional
cults, they focused on its intelligibility, which allied it with the new. It is difficult to be
thoroughly consistent in rejecting material means, since all that we know and all that we love is
mediated by them, and it was especially difficult in those transitional times; Czech admirers of
Wycliffe took chips of stone from his grave as well as notes from his library, and early Lutherans
circulated legends that Luther’s portrait, like ancient relics, was miraculously incombustible.297
If the name threaded the needle in the new contest over holy matter, it also provided a
neat solution to a very old problem about words of power. We’ve seen how the mindset that
made proper names direct representatives of the person signified could lead insensibly to their
use as tools of power, and thence to a search for sacred sounds by which to call down
otherworldly powers—sounds that might be meaningless or sinister. Such incantations were
typically understood as lists of names for supernatural beings, including God, the angels, and
demons. The Holy Name, a sacred sign invoking beneficent power, satisfied many of the same
desires that name lists did—but because it was just one word, it left no room for “ignota nomina”
to creep into the cracks. In the preaching of Bernardino of Siena, for instance, the Name of Jesus

offered many of the same benefits as practical performatives, promising protection from demons,

296 Lutton, Lollardy 75-76.

297 Robert W. Scribner, “Incombustible Luther: The Image of the Reformer in Early Modern Germany,” Past &
Present 110, no. 1 (1986): 38—68.
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brigands, robbers, plague, poison, shipwreck, and other tribulations.298 At the same time,
Bernardino was attacking the use of brevi, or textual amulets, often based on the names of God,
as superstitious, heretical, and idolatrous. Burning brevi and elevating the Holy Monogram, he
sought to replace hundreds of unique, portable, amendable pieces of parchment owned and used
by individuals with a single, central sign at which all eyes could gaze together.

Bernardino’s substitute did not escape scrutiny, though. Theologians like Andrea Biglia
criticized Bernardino’s elevation of the Holy Name, arguing that it is a form of sacrilege that
confused symbols with the things represented.2%® In 1426, Bernardino was tried as a suspected
heretic before the papal court of Pope Martin V, in part because of his promotion of the Holy
Monogram.390 The legitimacy of honoring the sign because of the signified was then in doubt.
Yet Bernardino won formal acquittal, and Martin’s successor Eugene IV exonerated him and
praised him as an eradicator of heresy.30! On this point, his preaching succeeded: the Holy Name
was direct, material, and powerful enough to appeal to mass audiences hungry for contact with
God, and at the same time scriptural, doctrinal, and legible enough to satisfy the requirements of
orthodoxy.

A final quandary to which the Holy Name posed a clever solution involves the structure

of authority by which orthodoxy is defined and maintained. In previous regulation of

298 Mormando, The Preacher’s Demons 104.

299 Andrea Biglia, “De institutis, discipulis et doctrina fratris Bernardini Ordinis Minorum,” printed in Bauduoin de

Gaiffier, “Le mémoire d’André Biglia sur la prédication de Saint Bernardin de Sienne,” Analecta Bollondiana 53
(1935), 318.

300 Ephrem Longpré, S. Bernardin de Sienne et le nom de Jesus,” Archivum franciscanum historicum: 28 (1935),
443-76; 29 (1936), 142-68; 20 (1937), 170-92.

301 Mormando, The Preacher’s Demons 88—89.
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performatives, including divine names, there existed a kind of tacit compromise: people were
attracted to these kinds of charms and prayers precisely because they were set apart from
ordinary understanding, appearing as pure illocution without semantic meaning; at the same
time, they could use such words safely if and only if the clergy understood them and confirmed
that their meanings were appropriate. At least some members of the church must be able to
translate the words used of God out of sacred language and into the clear, familiar meanings of
the mother tongue, to certify for the whole church that the sacred words are indeed original, the
causal chain of transmission remains unbroken, and the syllables in our mouths refer to the one
and only true God. In passing on lists and appendices of Hebrew names, and in teaching the
etymology and origin of the name “Jesus,” literate clergy check the natural human enthusiasm
for unintelligible words and ensure that the language of the church, even when it sounds most
mysterious and magical, is grounded in both meaning and history. Lay worshippers are then free
to use names of power for secular ends, like healing and luck, without fear of calling on demons,
as long as they stick to language approved by the church in her songs and prayerbooks. Because
the meaning is known to some, the reference is secure for all.

This picture—in which a select educated class with explicit, cognitive knowledge defines
and regulates usage for the great mass of people whose knowledge is by contrast enthusiastic,
affective, and practical—may rankle. For the reformers who lambasted the corruption of church
officials, the clergy’s superior knowledge and resulting authority excluded lay Christians from
their birthright as believers. Yet this hierarchy of knowledge needs not be conceptualized as a
means of oppression. It can also be expressed through a more egalitarian analogy: the division of

linguistic labor described by Hilary Putnam (1926-2016).
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Against descriptivist theories of language, Putnam argues that many or most users of a
given word need not understand its technical definition in order to use it accurately; they can rely
upon a special subclass of expert speakers whose knowledge benefits the rest of the
community.392 For example, I can acquire and use the word “water” without knowing the
chemical makeup of the substance, trusting chemists to clear up any confusing cases; or I can
speak sensibly about elms and beeches even if, no horticulturist myself, I can’t distinguish the
two species by sight. The primary metaphor Putnam uses for our reliance on one another within
linguistic communities is the economic division of labor employed in modern industry. This
metaphor demonstrates that the expertise that defines terms and regulates usage need not be
hierarchical; fishermen and marine biologists define “trout” and “cod” for the rest of us, just as
priests and theologians define “God,” and we are just as abjectly dependent on experts for the
meaning of our language in both cases. A second metaphor bridges the gap between Putnam and
medieval thinkers: the linguistic community is a “collective body” whose members are bound
together in mutual interdependence.303 This image’s long history includes a role in late-medieval
debates about translation of sacred language; William Butler’s 1401 scholastic determination
against vernacular translation of the Bible argues that a foot or joint should not rival the eyes by
reading the Scriptures.3%4 This sinister use of a beautiful metaphor shows the nature of the

problem. On the one hand, linguistic reliance on subject-matter experts is as natural, useful, and

302 Hilary Putnam, “The Meaning of ‘Meaning,’” in Language, Mind, and Knowledge (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1975), especially 144-56.

303 Tbid, 145; 1 Cor 12:12-27.

304 Quoted in appendix to Margaret Deansley, The Lollard Bible and Other Medieval Biblical Versions (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1966), 417—18.
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all-but-unavoidable as economic specialization or diversity of spiritual gifts; on the other, it can
be used to justify the deliberate exclusion of some from knowledge.

How acceptable is it for the many to rely on the expertise of the few? The reformist
movements of the later Middle Ages, and the Protestant Reformation to follow, tended to
democratize the spiritual life and theological knowledge, often by vernacular public preaching
and individual reading. The late-medieval focus on the singular name “Jesus,” rather than lists of
names in several learned tongues, can be seen as a movement toward shared understanding and
away from reliance on expertise. Where Jerome or Isidore’s encyclopedic studies of divine
names might be prohibitively complex for many readers, this one name’s meaning was clear and
easy to learn: “this name Jhesu is not ellis for to seie upon Ynglisch but heelere or hele.””305 It
was also commonly taught in sermons that reached literate and illiterate alike.3%¢ From the
perspective of clergy concerned about blasphemous or demonic invocations, one name was
easier to control than many; from the perspective of laypeople eager to take possession of their
own faith and approach God without the mediation of potentially corrupt or ignorant clerics, one
name was easier to understand for themselves, and thus take under their own control. This
transfer of responsibility for correct usage from authorized experts to ordinary users satisfied

both parties.

305 Hilton, Scale, 1.44, pp. 80.

306 For example, “In [Die] Circumcicionis Domini” in 4 Late Fifteenth-Century Dominical Sermon Cycle: Edited
from Bodleian Library MS E Musaeo 180 and Other Manuscripts, ed. by Stephen Morrison, EETS OS 337 (2012),
36; Jacobus de Voragine, “Sermones de sanctis,” in Sermones de tempore et de sanctis et Quadragesimales, ed.
Nicolaus Campanus and Hieronymus de Cherio, 3 vols (Pavia: Jacobus7de Paucis Drapis, 1499-1500), II, fol. D
(31); The Northern Homily Cycle: The Expanded Version in MSS Harley 4196 and Cotton Tiberius E vii, ed. Saara
Nevanlinna, Mémoires de la Société Néophilologique de Helsinki, 38,2 vols (Helsinki: Société Néophilologique,
1972), 1, 11. 3874-78.
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This translation of knowledge—*“Jhesu, that is heele”—is small but symbolic. As Wabuda
documents, the most powerful institutional sponsors of the cult of the Holy Name associated this
verbal devotion with a commitment to preaching. From the 1450s, many chantries—especially
those tied to the Holy Name—required of their priests not only masses but regular preaching for
public edification.397 In particular, the Jesus College at Rotherham, founded by the same
Archbishop Rotherham who promoted the feast of the Name of Jesus, was one of the greatest
late-medieval preaching chantries, and likely a model not only for other preaching chantries of
the time, but also for the efforts of reformers like Latimer and Cranmer to preach the gospel—
superfluous masses eliminated, of course.308 In Protestant preaching, we can see the continuity of
Christian faith in the real efficacy of words; linguistic signs were still credited with the ultimate
power to transform and save their hearers, even as they were progressively disassociated from
non-linguistic signs—icon, index, relic, sacrament. The Name of Jesus, in its rich ambiguity,

provided the perfect bridge between significant things and intelligible words.

Reformation Survivals

For almost two hundred years, I’ve argued, the Holy Name united those Christians whom
the Reformation would later divide. Could it continue to be treasured when the English Church’s
productive tensions snapped and her delicate balance was irretrievably tilted? Surprisingly, the

answer appears to be yes.

307 Wabuda, Preaching 166.

308 ibid, 167-9.
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In the turmoil of initial reform in England, the Holy Name does appear to have come
under attack. Those who, in 1536, protested Henry VIII’s despotic dissolution of the monasteries
in the Pilgrimage of Grace adopted the Holy Name, along with the Five Wounds, as their badge.
In 1537, an act of the king abrogated the feast of the Name of Jesus, along with all other holy
days of the sanctorale except those of the Apostles, Mary, St. George, St. John the Baptist, and
Michael .39 Accordingly, the feast of the Name of Jesus did not appear in the first editions of the
Book of Common Prayer. However, it was restored to its place on August 7 by the 1559 edition,
along with a number of other holy days.310 The feast of the Holy Name, added late in the Middle
Ages but legitimized by impeccable scriptural citations, made the cut for inclusion in the
Reformed calendar. It seems almost unthinkable that a symbol that had been raised in explicit
defiance of royal authority should be approved, even mandated, for royally sanctioned public
worship, but early Protestant observers like Edward Hall (1497—-1547) interpreted the Pilgrimage
of Grace’s symbols not as idolatrous or popish, but as “fained sanctitie” and “false and
counterfeated signes of holines”—appealing (even if deceptively) to the substantial common
ground of shared Christian beliefs.3!! The same qualities that recommended the Holy Name to
diverse Christians in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries also placed it within Anglicans’
evolving self-image as moderates pursuing a via media, open to continuing traditions supported

by reason and scripture.

309 Anthony Sparrow, A Collection of Articles, Injunctions, Canons, and Ordinances, and Constitutions
Ecclesiastical with other Public Records of the Church of England (London: R. Norton, 1661), 225-6.

310 Brian Cummings, The Book of Common Prayer: The Texts of 1549, 1559, and 1662 (Oxford; New York: Oxford
University Press, 2011), 228.

311 Edward Hall and Richard Grafton, The Vnion of the Two Noble and Illustre Famelies of Lancastre and Yorke
(Imprynted at London: By Rychard Grafton, Prynter to the Kynges Maiestye, and Steven Mierdman, 1550), [[p.?]].
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The truth is that Reformation iconoclasts’ opposition to images did not extend uniformly
to all mediating signs. When images were rejected, something else had to stand in their place as a
locus of attention and devotion—and what better than the word? In the illustrations and
frontispieces of many Bibles of the period, for example, the traditional image of God the Father
as a bearded man was replaced with the four Hebrew letters of the Tetragrammaton.3!2 This
substitution was commonplace in early modern printing, signaling reformed faith.313 Just as some
Lollard sympathizers transferred donations from saints’ cults to Holy Name masses, Reformers
replaced the suspect iconic image with the symbolic word, little realizing that their reification of
Hebrew distantly echoed the logic of contact relics. In each case, elevating the name conveyed a
reforming commitment to intelligibility while satisfying an ancient human instinct to honor the
signs of the holy.

The Holy Name’s eventual ouster from its place of honor in English religious life appears
to turn, not on principle, but on a historical accident. In 1537, Ignatius of Loyola adopted the IHS
monogram, augmented by the cross, three nails, and a flaming sun, as the symbol of the Jesuit
order.314 Once the sign had become associated with this brand of Counter-Reformation
Catholicism, it could no longer serve Anglicans in its longstanding role as a fusion of image and
word, a compromise between eucharistic presence and preacherly intelligibility, a bridge

between traditionalist and reform-minded Christians whose hostilities are reconciled in the

312 David J. Davis, “Reforming Deity: Symbolic Pictures of God” in Seeing Faith, Printing Pictures: Religious
Identity during the English Reformation (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 179-212.

313 Margaret Aston, “Symbols of Conversion: Properties of the Page in Reformation England,” in Printed Images in
Early Modern Britain: Essays in Interpretation, ed. Michael Cyril William Hunter (Ashgate Publishing, Ltd., 2010),
23-43.

314 Jeffrey Chipps Smith, Sensuous Worship: Jesuits and the Art of the Early Catholic Reformation in Germany
(Princeton University Press, 2002), 3.
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person of Jesus. Appropriated by a specific faction, the Holy Monogram became a much simpler
signal of partisan allegiance: historians take any instance of IHS in seventeenth-century British
architecture and art as a sure sign of recusant sympathies.3!5 In the seventeenth century, Anglican
parishioners objected to the IHS symbol as “popish” or “Romish.’’316

Even so, altars dedicated to and ceilings and walls decorated with the Holy Name still
survive in some Anglican churches, despite centuries of religious violence and anti-Catholic
sentiment, whether because parishioners respected these images’ venerable history or because the
ceilings lay out of iconoclasts’ reach. Even though the Holy Monogram’s connotations changed,
layering new meanings on the symbol, it still bears the sedimented traces of each successive use,
leading backward by a continuous causal chain to the nomina sacra that recognized “Jesus” as
the name of God.

As we have traced the names of God across the first fifteen Christian centuries,
approaches to the divine names have revealed implicit theories of language with far-reaching
implications. From the beginning, theories that use names as intelligible, disposable signs and
practices that honor them as powerful holy things have existed side by side, even articulated by
the same person. In the popular Holy Name devotion of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,
theologians, poets, and ordinary worshippers drew on both approaches to praise the single name

of Jesus, combining the meaning and power of language in a variety of ways. For all its devotees,

315 Colm J. Donnelly, “The IHS monogram as a symbol of Catholic resistance in seventeenth-century Ireland”
International journal of historical archaeology 9, no. 1 (2005): 37-42; Aston, “Symbols of Conversion,” 30—34; see
also Wabuda, Preaching 176-7.

316 Blake, Egan, Hurst, and New, “From popular devotion,” 191.
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the observed double nature of the linguistic sign presented an evocative analogy to the two
natures of God the Word.

It is precisely this doubleness in the Holy Name that made its cult attractive to a variety
of late medieval and early modern Christians who, seen in light of their later history, might be
expected to disagree. You might think of this doubleness as ambiguity that allows each partisan
to interpret the Name of Jesus in accordance with his own principles; or you might think of it as
binocular vision that, by integrating two truths, makes it possible to see the whole more clearly
and with greater depth. In any case, the fully fledged devotion to the Name of Jesus, consisting
as it did of a delicate and almost paradoxical balance of significances, could only be expressed
by a literary play of language conscious of its own linguistic character. This play elevates
didactic treatises and doggerel poems into works of remarkable theological insight and literary
skill. Although no such multiple meanings are visible in the amulets, wall paintings, and
marginalia that bear the Holy Name, at least some worshippers, trained both to translate “Savior”
and to adore “I-H-S,” saw in these images the same suggestive shimmer of thing and sign.

The Holy Name tests the classic Augustinian semiotic model to its breaking point by
trying to contain in it the absurd surpluses and paradoxes of divinity: when we speak of God, he
transcends every sign, and when the Word becomes incarnate, there can be no separation
between signifier and signified. The pressure put on language under these conditions causes it to
behave strangely, flickering between senses, fracturing into pieces, or multiplying meanings. In
the next chapter, we’ll further explore this final trait—sacred language’s tendency to expand and

multiply—and how liturgical participants harnessed it for their prayers.
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Chapter 3

Pater noster: Set Texts, Expansive Translation, and the Temporality of Prayer

Oure glorious ffadyr pat art in heuen,
Kepe vs py chyldre pat pow has wrought,
Graunt vs these petycions seuen,

As thy son taught pat hath vs bought,
Thy name be halowyd in all oure thought,
The fende confusyd with all hys wylys,
Thy Image we been, forsake vs nought,

O Pater noster qui es in celis!3!7

These verses, titled in manuscript “Oracio dominica per dominum Johannem Lydgegate
translata,” purport to translate the first line of the Lord’s Prayer; the approach Lydgate has taken,
though, stretches the limits of translation. One line of Latin expands into seven of English, as this
simple snatch of text both generates theological reflections on the relationship between God and
his creation (“py chyldre pat pow has wrought,” “Thy Image we been”) and resonates with other,
implicitly present textual units, including the whole prayer of which it is part (“these petycions
seuen”) and the wider context of Christian doctrine (“thy son ... pat hath vs bought™). Rather
than re-encoding a message in a new language as simply as possible, Lydgate—Ilike many
medieval translators in verse and prose—attempts to “carry over” into English a store of
significance that vastly exceeds the literal sense of the source text, producing a hybrid
translation-commentary.

Such poems—expansive and interpretative supplements to the texts of the Latin liturgy—

are reminiscent of the dynamics we observed in Chapter 1: when a liturgical utterance is

317 John Lydgate, “The Pater-Noster Translated,” in The Minor Poems of John Lydgate, edited by H. N.
MacCracken and Merriam Sherwood, EETS OS 192, vol. 2 (London; New York: Oxford University Press, 1962), 11.
1-8.
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separated from ordinary semantic understanding by an unknown language or ritual performance,
it becomes an object for potentially endless interpretation, communicating more and differently
than ordinarily intelligible speech. Expansive meditations on the liturgy are also common enough
to constitute an important genre within Middle English poetry. The Index of Middle English
Verse lists 64 verse translations of Latin hymns and about 200 poems otherwise based on texts
from the liturgy. Poetic treatments of liturgical texts are even more common if you count not
only short poems dedicated to a single liturgical source, but also translative passages embedded
within longer devotional treatises in verse. Such poems were written about a wide variety of
liturgical texts, including prayers like the Paternoster and Ave Maria, the penitential psalms, the
Office of the Dead, and a wide variety of Latin hymns and sequences.

Some of these liturgically based poems are primarily commentaries, instructing readers in
proper behavior during mass and interpreting liturgical elements (including texts) as symbolic
units, while others, like Lydgate’s “Pater Noster Translated,” convey the meaning of liturgical
texts on a sentence-by-sentence or word-by-word basis. Such Englished liturgical verses had a
variety of practical uses: close literal translations provided a scholarly rendering, suitable for
quotation in sermons; some looser verse versions mimicked the rhythms of the originals so that
they could be sung to the same tunes; and many poems seem intended for private prayer and
meditation, inviting readers into deeper and more sustained engagement with texts heard
fleetingly in the Mass and Offices. The third type of poem is the most common, and it typically
exhibits the formal property that will be the central concern of this chapter: a massively
expansive relationship between the Latin cited and the English that responds to it. The precise

ratio varies, from the 4:7 of Lydgate’s “Christe qui lux es et dies” to the 1:10 of Audelay’s
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“Paternoster,” with the most common arrangement being 1:7 in eight-line stanzas. These
meditative poems bridge the gap between commentary on liturgical texts as performative
utterances and translative engagement with their meaning.

The development of this distinctive genre of vernacular verse, I argue, parallels
increasing anxieties about meaning the words of prayer in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
The fixed liturgical texts that these poems elaborate and embroider posed a serious problem for
religious practitioners, especially, but not only, for those who lacked fluent understanding of
Latin: it is all too easy for such rote utterances to be alienated from the inner intent of the mind
and heart, whether the words are parroted by hypocrites or droned while daydreaming.

The dangers of inattention are only increased by the features we have associated with
sacred language—ritualization, alienation, unintelligibility—that widen the gap between speech
and understanding. The mind’s thought simply cannot match, word by word, an utterance in a
language unknown to the speaker; it can only with strenuous effort conform itself to words that
are not generated by the speaker’s own mind, but received from an external source. Yet while the
difficulty of aligning sounds with significance is unmistakable when the language in question is
foreign, it is present in a more insidious way whenever a text has become routine. Anyone who
recites the Lord’s Prayer regularly has likely found herself saying “Lead us not into temptation”
only to realize she hasn’t paid the slightest attention to the first half of the prayer; the familiar
cadence carries the speaker along, habitual, automatic, thoughtless.

Empty prayers are a problem endemic to religious practice: in both the Hebrew and
Christian scriptures, God laments, “This people draw near me with their mouth, and with their

lips glorify me, but their heart is far from me” (Isaiah 29:13, Matt 15:8). But the mid-fourteenth
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century saw a dramatic increase in writings that explicitly address the dangers of distraction and
acknowledge the sometimes boring or frustrating aspects of liturgical prayer. A growing
population of readers literate in the vernacular but not Latin, and the development of lay
devotions that strove to achieve monastic single-heartedness amid the busy cares of the world,
made the perennial problem of attention newly acute, and the writings produced during this time
address it in a newly articulate way. Instructing vernacular readers about how to use fixed prayer,
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century religious writers frequently express concern about the
alienation of thought and performance. Richard Rolle expresses a common sentiment when he
admonishes, “Better it es to say seven psalmes wyth desyre of Crystes lufe, havand pi hert on pi
praying, pan seven hundreth thowsand suffrand pi thoght passe in vanitees of bodyli thynges.
What gude, hopes pou, may come parof, if pou lat pi tongue blaber on pe boke and pi hert ren
abowte in sere stedes in pe worlde?”318 Walter Hilton likewise warns that worshippers, especially
those in the active life, “ofte sithes formen in here hertis o word thorugh thenkynge of wordli
bisynesse, and sownen in here mouth anothir word of the psalme songen or seid.”31° For these
fourteenth-century teachers, it seems, any alienation of mental attention from oral performance
threatens to vitiate the prayer; correct supplication perfectly aligns ritual words, intelligible
mental activity, and the heart or intent by conforming the supplicant’s inner life to a fixed

liturgical pattern. Their response is typically to point out the danger and urge their readers to

318 Richard Rolle, Ego Dormio, in Yorkshire Writers: Richard Rolle of Hampole, an English Father of the Church,
and His Followers, edited by Carl Horstmann (London, New York: S. Sonnenschein & Co.; Macmillan & Co, 1895),
55.

319 Walter Hilton, The Scale of Perfection, ed. Thomas H. Bestul (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications,
2000), 2.42. Subsequently cited in-text.
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more faithful attention through more fervent love. This approach assumes that attention can and
should be commanded by sufficient force of will.

But what if love is not enough to close the gap between conventional signifier and
interior thought—if even the most fervent intent stretched toward God is compatible with a mind
wandering from the literal sense of the words? Teaching on this question appears to have
developed over time, as a growing population of devout vernacular readers grappled with their
partial understanding of liturgical texts. Fourteenth-century writers made some concession to
supplicants who simply could not understand Latin. Hilton, for example, admits that if lay
people’s minds wander to worldly business instead of matching the words of the prayer,
“neverthelees yif her entent be trewe, yit is here praiere good and medeful, though it lakke
savour and swettenesse” (2.42). A certain degree of distance between mouth and mind is
accepted as an inevitable evil, and lay supplicants are allowed to recuperate at least some value
from their inattentive prayers, but this allowance seems a reluctant concession. In the fifteenth
century, in contrast, certain theorists of prayer would go much further to recuperate the same
phenomenon, treating the gap between fixed words and mental meaning less as a pardonable
offense than a positive opportunity. They approach the problem of divided speech with solutions
not of stronger desire, but more skillful technique.

In this chapter, then, we will study how strategies for meditation on fixed texts were
adapted for vernacular readers to address concerns about appropriately attending to the Latin
words of liturgical services. First, we’ll briefly survey the phenomenon of expansive rewriting as
it appears in meditations on the Lord’s Prayer, reading practices like monastic lectio divina, and

medieval approaches to translation, all profoundly relevant backgrounds for our primary texts.
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Next, we’ll examine contrasting accounts of the relationship between oral and mental prayer in
two fifteenth-century prose sources that give detailed instructions on the use of fixed liturgical
texts: The Myroure of Oure Ladye and the works of Reginald Pecock. These treatises address
serious religious practitioners capable of sophisticated theological reflection, but not fluent in
Latin. While they differ in the importance they ascribe to correct performance of the sounds and
syllables of the liturgy, both teach techniques for prayer that involve decoupling oral
performance from mental intent and manipulating the temporal relationship between these
simultaneous activities. In the final part of the chapter, I’ll examine poems that adopt similar
tactics in their expansive expositions of liturgical texts, especially the Lord’s Prayer, modeling
techniques for interpretation, meditation, and supplication for readers to imitate. With Lydgate as
our guide, we’ll explore how practices originating in the monastery were translated for devout
lay readers in vernacular poetry. For all these theorists, fitting “everything” into a brief prayer
like the Paternoster will require temporal manipulation—expansion, contraction, and the
synchronization of processes that operate at different tempos. The techniques they develop in this

effort will ultimately prove important resources for literature as well as devotion.

Much in Little: Meditation, Translation, and the Miracle of Brevitas

The issues raised in this chapter are relevant for all fixed prayers, and thus for the liturgy
as a whole. I will focus, however, on Middle English renditions of the Lord’s Prayer, which serve
as an valuable vantage point for understanding wider phenomena: the genres of vernacular

liturgical translation and commentary, the habits of mind that such writing represent and model
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for readers’ imitation, and medieval understandings of the psychology of prayer. There are
several reasons why this body of material is especially rich.

First, the Lord’s Prayer abounds in Middle English translations and commentaries, with
the texts devoted to it ranging from workaday utilitarian verse to subtle poetry and from concise
literalism to thousands of words of explication. If we include not only individual poems but
passages from longer pastoral works like primers, catechisms, the Lay Folk's Mass Book, and
encyclopedic works like Cursor Mundi and Speculum Vitae, the Lord’s Prayer is surely the most
commonly translated and versified of all liturgical texts. Many of these texts are of the kind that
Rosemary Woolf dismisses from her foundational study of medieval English lyric as “poetically
inconsiderable,” under which heading she includes versifications of the Paternoster and Creed,
confessions of sin, elevation prayers, and other texts used as supplements to the liturgy.320
Because these works are primarily functional or utilitarian, tools for instruction and devotion,
they may appear unworthy of literary consideration. In the course of this chapter, however, I will
argue that the humble genre of the Paternoster commentary instructs us about eminently literary
concerns like the hermeneutics applied by vernacular readers and their teachers, the relationship
between physical signifier and inward understanding or effective speech-act, and the importance
of poetic form as a means of demonstrating mental activities that cannot otherwise be
communicated.

Second, because it is Jesus’s answer to the request, “Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1),
the Paternoster is a paradigm for all prayer. Medieval authors use it to illustrate general lessons

about supplication, devotion, or textual engagement, and discussions of the Lord’s Prayer

320 Rosemary Woolf, The English Religious Lyric in the Middle Ages (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), 3.
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frequently afford wider applicability. Specifically, the Paternoster is the most commonly known
and used, and therefore the typical, example of a broad class of prayer practices based on
prescribed existing texts. Prayer using these fixed texts is the common denominator of medieval
Christian devotion, accessible to even the simplest and weakest supplicant, yet not outgrown by
even the most rapturously transcendent mystic. Hilton, for example, distinguishes three types of
prayer: vocal prayers ordained for common use by the church; extemporaneously composed
verbal prayer; and a fire of love, praying in heart alone without speech (1.27-32). The fixed,
memorized, and recited prayers of the first level include both the Paternoster (especially
appropriate for lay people) and the psalms, hymns, and daily office (especially appropriate to the
vowed religious); what is said of the Paternoster, therefore, is relevant to all liturgical practice
(1.27). While fixed prayer is decidedly elementary, Hilton insists that it remains valuable in all
stages of spiritual development (2.42). The beginner, still prone to falling into fleshly thoughts,
can lean on the stable structure of the church’s prayers like a staft (1.27) and be protected from
following his untutored imagination into “fantasies and singulere conceites, or into open errours”
(1.28). Meanwhile the religious, bound to say the Office by their vows of obedience, should use
these sometimes tedious recitations “more sadli and more devouteli than ony othir special
praier,” and so “turne thi nede into good wille and thi boond into gret freedom, that it schal no
lettynge be to thee of goostli occupacion” (1.27). For one who has achieved the third type of
prayer and burns with the fire of love, this hot affection blazes through the standard fixed
prayers, turning every word into a spark (2.42); the beginner’s practice is not superseded by, but

forms a basis for, more advanced techniques. As the most basic text used in the most basic type
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of prayer, the Paternoster is the foundation for everything that follows, accessible and relevant to
every Christian—the perfect example for teaching about prayer as a whole.

Third, those who write about the Lord’s Prayer explicitly celebrate the expansive quality
we’ve already seen at work in translation-commentaries. The Paternoster is typically praised for
three characteristics: its authority, as the prayer taught and commanded by Jesus himself; its
brevity, which makes it easy to learn and accessible to all; and its sufficiency or subtlety, the fact
that it contains within itself all other possible prayers.32! This miraculous capacity is the constant
theme of patristic exegetes on the subject.322 Augustine, for example, writes that every right and
becoming prayer can be placed under the rubric of one of the Paternoster’s seven petitions—
every praise, every need, every sin may be contained within this simple text.323 Later
commentators go on to claim that the Lord’s Prayer contains not only all righteous prayers, but
all indispensable religious knowledge. The pattern is exemplified by Hugh of St. Victor’s De
Quinque Septenis, which draws elaborate parallels between the seven petitions of the Lord's
Prayer and other sets of seven—deadly sins, virtues, gifts of the Holy Spirit, and beatitudes.324

Vernacular writers frequently adopted similar frameworks to organize catechetical materials,

321 Anna Lewis, “Textual Borrowings, Theological Mobility, and the Lollard Pater Noster Commentary,”
Philological Quarterly vol. 88 no. 1/2 (2009), 5; Vincent Gillespie, “Thy Will Be Done: Piers Plowman and the
Pater Noster” in Late-medieval Religious Texts and Their Transmission: Essays in Honour of A.1. Doyle, edited by
A. J. Minnis (Woodbridge, Suffolk, U; Rochester, NY, USA: D.S. Brewer, 1994), 95-101. The formulation of
authority, brevity, and sufficiency or profundity may originate with Innocent III, Incipits 8386; De sacro altaris
mysterio libri sex, 5, caps xvi-xxviii (PL 21797-906).

322 See Bibliorum Sacrorum cum Glossa Ordinaria (Venice, 1603), vol. 5, 127A-129B, notes to Matthew 6:9-10.
323 Augustine, Epistolae 130 [Probae] 12.22.

324 Hugh of St. Victor, De Quinque Septenis, Library of Latin Texts, Centre Traditio Litterarum Occidentalium
(Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2010). For an overview on the subject, see the chapter on the “Septenarium” in
Jeanne Krochalis and Edward H. Peters, The World of Piers Plowman (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1975), 170-179; for a striking imagetext representation of these tightly woven correspondences, see Jessica
Brantley, “Medieval Remediations” in Comparative Textual Media: Transforming the Humanities in the Postprint
Era (Minneapolis, MN: U of Minnesota P, 2013), 201-220.
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exploiting the Paternoster’s well-known ability to conceal countless meanings within its
straightforward sentences. Speculum Vitae, for example, delights in the paradox of brevity and
capacity:

bis prayere es short in worde wroght;

It es in sentence lange in thoght.

It es light to say prayande;

It es sutill to vnderstande.

Short in worde es pis prayere,

For men it suld lyghtlyar lere [...]

In sentence it es lange to se
For pe mare deuocioun perein suld be.325

The poem then goes on to test just how “lange” this “sentence” can stretch; it uses two iterations
of the Lord’s Prayer to structure “an exhaustive manual containing and connecting all the major
principles which ideally govern the daily practice of Christian life,” spanning more than 16,000
lines.326 The Paternoster can be manipulated in this way because it is not only speech
communicating meaning, but also a verbal object whose stable form affords a variety of practical
uses. Medieval Christians were accustomed to making use of this ritualized and reified text,
whether as an act of penance, a containing structure for knowledge, or a devotional object on
which to meditate. As an intelligible utterance, its meaning is limited to the semantic content of
its words; as a performative utterance distanced from easy understanding, its potential uses,

applications, and significances multiply.

325 Speculum Vitae: A Reading Edition, edited by Ralph Hanna and Venetia Somerset, EETS OS 331-332 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2008), 1. 171-6, 79-80.

326 Kathryn Vuli¢, “Speculum vitae and ‘Lewed’ Reading,” in Devotional Literature and Practice in Medieval
England: Readers, Reading, and Reception, edited by Kathryn R. Vuli¢, Susan Uselmann, and C. Annette Grisé,
Disputatio 29 (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2017), 61.
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The Paternoster is a prayer performed in public worship and private devotion, but it is
also a passage from the Bible, and its tendency to proliferate meanings is undoubtedly rooted in
medieval habits of reading Scripture. In a variety of practices that encouraged slow and
expansive reading, readers treated the literal meaning of words on the page as a minute fraction
of the text’s significance and took on the task of elaborating that surplus in their own words—
whether mentally, in private lectio divina, or in the written forms of commentaries, translations,
and poetic response. This habit is best attested in scriptural exegesis, but it is also a fundamental
technique of prayer, one especially suited to ritualized and partially intelligible texts, and one
that teachers in the late Middle Ages extended from the monastery to vernacular readers and lay
people in devotional treatises, commentaries, and poetic translations.

In lectio divina, the meditative rumination on scripture that remains even today at the
heart of the Benedictine charism, exegesis and prayer are effectively united.327 In the monastery,
lectio of the sacred page is oriented toward and united with meditatio and oratio; reading
engages the whole self, stirring the affections, inscribing texts on the heart, developing wisdom
and intimate acquaintance with God.328 Slow, repetitive, ruminative reading is a natural

complement to hermeneutics that seek multilayered meanings within the same text; both tend to

327 For lectio divina, see Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning and The Desire for God: A Study of Monastic Culture
(New York: Fordham University Press, 1961); Raymond Studzinski, Reading to Live: The Evolving Practice of
Lectio Divina (Trappist, KY; Collegeville, MN: Cistercian Publications; Liturgical Press, 2009); and Duncan
Robertson, Lectio Divina: The Medieval Experience of Reading (Trappist, KY: Collegeville, MN: Cistercian
Publications; Liturgical Press, 2011).

328 Leclerq, Love of Learning, 72-3.
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expand the source text, dilating its duration or multiplying iterations as more and more
significance is layered onto the same words.329

While textual meditatio is individual, the kinds of meanings generated in private reading
continue to resonate when the same text is performed in public worship. More fundamentally, the
habit of applying all sorts of scriptural words to Christ, the church, and the self animates the
ancient words of the liturgy with perpetual relevance and urgency. Liturgical recitation of biblical
texts, by which practitioners re-voice the words of others as expressions of their own interior life,
is the perfect exercise both of tropological interpretation and of the total interiorization of the
text, the textualization of the self, at which lectio aims. Thus habits of reading scripture and ways
of attending to liturgical prayer cannot be separated; they develop within the same monastic
settings, bring to their texts the same sort of assumptions and attitudes, and are practiced together
in constant mutual reinforcement. At the same time, liturgical performance differs from private
devotion in crucial ways. Unlike scholarly exegesis or private /ectio, meditations on liturgical
meaning must reconcile the explosively expansive potential of interpretation with the definite
temporal constraints of oral performance in unison. Balancing these centripetal and centrifugal
forces, liturgical performance intensifies significance in a different way than diffuse
commentaries or solitary rumination.

Vernacular expositions of liturgical prayers are thus engaged in multiple projects of
translation: they not only carry a particular text from one language to another, but also transplant
a tradition of reading practices from the contemplative monastery to the active or mixed life. All

three of this chapter’s main texts speak from a monastic standpoint to an audience further

329 Jean Leclercq, “Monastic Commentary on Biblical and Ecclesiastical Literature from Late Antiquity to the
Twelfth Century,” The Mediaeval Journal 2, no. 2 (2012): 27-53.
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removed from archetypical monasticism, whether because they are female, lay, or not literate in
Latin; in particular, Lydgate—Benedictine monk and vernacular poet—stands as a striking
symbolic figure for this translative project. To understand these vernacular writers, we must also
consider translation itself as a reading practice, in relationship with other reading practices like
commentary and meditation.

Just as the boundary lines between lectio, meditatio, and oratio blur in monastic reading,
the relationships between medieval expositio, interpretatio, and translatio are complex. One
stock late medieval definition of translation is “the explanation of meaning (expositio sententiae)
in another language,” placing commentary at the heart of translation.330 Medieval translators
often felt free to lengthen or abbreviate their texts as needed for new audiences, as well as to add
notes, whole chapters, or an epilogue, blurring the line between translation and commentary or
gloss.331 The brevity of Latin and prolixity of the vernacular was a commonplace, authorizing
translators to amplify the source text by rendering explicit what had been implicit in the words of
the author.332 Especially in dealing with secular works, translators “styled themselves as
innovators, poetic inventors, and amenders,”333 actively reinventing, contesting, or displacing the

source texts they affected to serve in the work of translatio studii et imperii.334 Religious

330 Alistair Minnis and A. B. Scott, Medieval Literary Theory and Criticism c. 1100—c.1375: The Commentary
Tradition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 374.

331 Caroline Boucher, “Briéveté et prolixité des traducteurs en langue vernaculaire & la fin du Moyen Age,” The
Medieval Translator/Traduire au Moyen Age (2007): 271-283.

332 Ibid, 272-77.

333 Qana-Alis Zaharia, “‘De Interpretatione Recta ...”: Early Modern Theories of Translation,” American, British,
and Canadian Studies 23 (December 2014): 14.

334 Rita Copeland, Rhetoric, Hermeneutics and Translation in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1991).
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translations typically placed a higher value on fidelity, but their approach was not uniform. Some
biblical translations strove for transparent access to a stable set of ideas using a close,
unidiomatic, imitative translation style, as in the Middle English Bible and many translations of
the psalms.335 Yet other, contemporary translations of biblical material integrated the work of
allegorical and tropological interpretation into the translation itself, remaking the text for use in
the Christian community. Both styles of translation would be considered, by those who used
them, faithful to the sacred source.

While few translators today would feel justified in doubling or tripling the length of their
source text with explanatory notes and interpretative commentary, modern translation theory may
shed some light on medieval practice. Summing up the state of the field, Lawrence Venuti
divides translation theories into two camps: some see translation as “the reproduction or transfer
of an invariant contained in or caused by the source text,” believing that language directly
expresses thought or refers to reality; others treat it as “an interpretation that varies the form,
meaning, and effect of the source text,” assuming “a materialist concept of language as mediated
by cultural and social determinants and constitutive of thought and reality.”33¢ The former
approaches language as primarily descriptive, a means of communicating meaning, the latter as
primarily performative, a work of cultural production. In both schools of thought, translation

may involve not just the substitution of word for word or sense for sense, but major alterations of

335 Annie Sutherland, English Psalms in the Middle Ages, 1300—1450 (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press,
2015), 74.

336 Lawrence Venuti, Introduction to The Translation Studies Reader (Routledge, 2012), 6.
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form, style, and content to render the text appropriate for a new context and the expectations,
sensibilities, and interpretative assumptions of its target audience.337

In the Middle Ages, as today, translation was a “profoundly constructive act,” one which
might carry into the target language the content (matere) or purpose (entente) underlying a text,
rather than the words and ideas of the text itself.338¢ Medieval Christian translators could safely
assume that language refers to reality rather than constructing it, and they sought, especially in
rendering religious texts, to be faithful to an invariant core of “matere” in the source. In the case
of the Bible and the liturgy, however, they perceived the true meaning of the text to be in
staggering excess of its literal words, an inexhaustible source of significance perpetually
renewed for each reader. Faithfulness to this invariant core might mean enormous variation in
form and expression, multiplying the text by two, eight, indeed a hundredfold. At the same time,
liturgy is primarily performative rather than descriptive, seeking to transform its participants and
the world through acts of invocation, praise, repentance, and sacrament, and medieval thinkers
about liturgy were often keenly aware of the materiality of language. In dealing with the liturgy,
then, purpose, function, or “entente” might reasonably take priority over “matere” as an object of
attention for translators and commenters. The rich word “intent” lies at the heart of this chapter,
as the “one thing necessary” which medieval worshippers sought by means of many words; it

9% ¢

pertains at once to the intellect, meaning “meaning,” “mind,” and “attention,” and to the volition,

29 ¢c

meaning “purpose,” “will,” and “desire.”33% Translations of the liturgy had to balance, then, two

337 See, for example, Susan Bassnett, Translation Studies (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), 26—45.

338 Nicholas Watson, “Theories of Translation,” in The Oxford History of Literary Translation in English, vol.1: To
1550, edited by Roger Ellis (New York: Oxford UP, 2008), 76.

339 “entente, n,” Middle English Dictionary (2018).
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different treasures to be carried over to their readers: “matere” and “entente,” the mind’s

intelligible meaning and the heart wordlessly stretched out toward God.

Expansion and Exhaustion: Balancing Meaning and Performance in The Myroure of Oure

Ladye

Our first example of this translative project is The Myroure of Oure Ladye, which, as a
vernacular liturgical commentary for religious sisters, offers particularly interesting insight into
late medieval devotional life.340 Written in the mid-fifteenth century for the Bridgettine sisters of
Syon Abbey to expound their daily liturgies, it was published for a wider readership in London in
1530, offering monastic devotion to lay people in the active life. From the beginning, the text had
an affinity with the laity. Syon Abbey did not use the Benedictine Office common to most
monasteries; instead, the men performed the secular Office of Sarum and the women a modified
form of the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin, a set of prayers usually associated with lay
devotion.34! To create the Cantus sororum, the Little Office was supplemented with twenty-one
readings from the Sermo angelicus de Virginis excellentia, purportedly dictated to Birgitta by an
angel in Swedish and subsequently translated into Latin, as well as hymns, antiphons, responses,

and accompanying music selected or composed by Birgitta’s confessor and translator, Master

340 John Henry Blunt, Thomas Gascoigne, and Syon Abbey, The Myroure of Oure Ladye, Containing a Devotional
Treatise on Divine Service, with a Translation of the Offices Used by the Sisters of the Brigittine Monastery of Sion,
at Isleworth, during the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries, EETS ES 19 (London: N. Triibner &c, 1873).
Subsequently cited in text.

341 Margot Fassler, “Voices Magnified” in Voices in Dialogue: Reading Women in the Middle Ages, edited by Linda
Olson and Kathryn Kerby-Fulton (Notre Dame, IN: U of Notre Dame P, 2005), 335-43.
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Petrus of Skénninge.342 The Myroure of Oure Ladye comments on the Cantus sororum in two
parts: the first describes the service as a whole, including an account of its origins, instructions
on how to perform it, and the importance of accuracy and devotion in doing so; the second
rehearses each element of the liturgy and discusses its meaning.

To a far greater degree than other English liturgical commentaries for vernacular readers,
like the Prymer and Lay Folks Mass Book, the Myroure offers not just an interpretation of the
liturgy but explicit, self-reflexive commentary on matters of literary history and theory—the
literacy of its readers, its principles of translation, and techniques for reading, performing, and
interpreting sacred texts. The special insight it offers into late medieval devotion results from its
audience: women devout, educated, capable of theological subtlety, intimately familiar with
liturgical practice, but not fluent in Latin. Such readers were open to alternative ways of making
sense of Latin texts, “affective” or “extragrammatical” literacies operating according to their own
devotional logic rather than the linguistic rules of the schoolbooks.343 The library at Syon may be
said to develop a distinctive form of reading, “a religious women’s literacy that occupies not so
much a hybrid or liminal space between clerical and lay literacy, but rather a space of its

own.””344

342 Denis Searby, “Introduction to The Angel’s Discourse” in The Revelations of St. Birgitta of Sweden, Volume 4:
The Heavenly Emperors Book to Kings, The Rule, and Minor Works, edited by Bridget Morris, translated by Denis
Searby (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 153.

343 For “affective literacies,” see Mark Amsler, Affective Literacies: Writing and Multilingualism in the Late Middle
Ages (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011); for “extragrammatical literacies,” see Katherine Zieman, Singing the New Song:
Literacy and Liturgy in Late Medieval England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013).

344 Michael G. Sargent, “Affective Reading and Walter Hilton’s Scale of Perfection at Syon” in Reading and Writing

in Medieval England: Essays in Honor of Mary C. Erler, edited by Martin Chase and Maryanne Kowaleski
(Woodbridge, England: Boydell & Brewer, 2019), 136.
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The Myroure combines concerns about meaningless devotion with faith in the
performative efficacy of sacred words, regardless of their users’ understanding. Meaning matters,
of course, because this extensive tome is dedicated to communicating it; the project of translation
is undertaken because “yt conforteth a creature Moche in eny thynge that he doth; when he
knoweth what yt meanyth.”345 Intuitive as this principle may seem, it was not universal among
medieval worshippers. The high value the Myroure places on intelligible meaning contrasts with
earlier texts like The Chastising of God s Children, in which accurate recitation of prescribed
performatives is accepted as “medeful” on account of “pe uertu of pe wordis and 3oure lownesse
and obeisaunce to holi chirche,” even if it is wholly unintelligible to the speaker.34¢

Yet even though understanding of the text was comforting, salutary, and rightly to be
desired, it remained less important for the sisters than correct liturgical performance. Following
the service so closely, the Myroure lends itself to use for simultaneous translation; a sister could
sit with the book open before her during the service, hearing the Latin and reading the English at
the same time. The author enjoins, however, that if anyone wants to read his translation during
the office itself, she must have first said the service or read the legend privately, fulfilling her
obligation to perform the fixed prayers prescribed by the rule of the order (71). She thus serves
double duty in prayer, as the labor of the mouth in ritual performance is temporally separated
from attentive understanding through mindful reading. If there is only time for one of these

activities, correct performance of the Latin service is indispensable, understanding of its meaning

345 John Henry Blunt, Thomas Gascoigne, and Syon Abbey, The Myroure of Oure Ladye, Containing a Devotional
Treatise on Divine Service, with a Translation of the Offices Used by the Sisters of the Brigittine Monastery of Sion,
at Isleworth, during the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries, EETS ES 19 (London: Pub. for the Early English Text
Society, by N. Triibner &, 1873), p. 49; subsequently cited in-text.

346 Jan Van Ruusbroec, Joyce Bazire, and Edmund Colledge, The Chastising of God's Children and The Treatise of
Perfection of the Sons of God (Oxford: Blackwell, 1957), 222.
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merely supplementary: “I wolde not counsell them to leue the herynge of the latyn. for
entendaunce of the englysshe” (71). With or without understanding, the external action of oral
performance is necessary to fulfill the sisters’ vows and show their “obeisaunce” to the church.

The vernacular reader studying the Myroure faces a challenge: how should the lengthy
expositions the book provides be held in relation to the undeviating rhythm of the performed
liturgy? This book’s translation-commentaries dwarf the text of the service itself, prompting
possible concern about the comic disproportion between them. Accordingly, the Myroure
reassures its readers that when they pray, they should set their minds not “on all the wordes that I
haue wryten. but on the sentence,” because “the vnderstandynge of man namely. when yt is
lyghtened by grace. may conceyue more in a lytel whyle. then the tongue may speke in moche
lenger tyme” (77). The physical action of speech, necessarily time-bound because of its bodily
character, is here contrasted with an “inwarde sentence” that, being intellectual and abstracted
from matter, occupies a different temporality—that of the instant or eternity (77). This spiritual
understanding is probably conceived of as wordless, like the instantaneous apprehension of the
angels, since thoughts articulated in unspoken words would still have to be crammed into the
duration of spoken prayers. The physical tongue is thus a figure for verbal thought, discursive
and operating through signs, as opposed to nonverbal thought, intuitive, immediate, grasping the
whole at once. In its brief remarks on the time of performance, the Myroure makes explicit a
principle that many medieval readers seem to have taken for granted in their dealings with
liturgy: that attentive performance required synchronization, not only of mouth and mind, but of
the regular, linear time of speech and the fluid, synchronic, expanding and contracting

temporality of thought. This insight provides a key for making sense of commenters and
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translators’ drive toward expansion and the characteristically lopsided proportions of source text
and response.

The Myroure’s expansive rendering of liturgical text raises questions about how much its
author trusted the interpretative judgement of his readers. Translating the liturgy that defined the
Bridgettine sisters’ days into their native tongue so that all could understand might seem an
inherently liberatory movement, but scholars have seen the Myroure’s expansions as
paradoxically restrictive. Elizabeth Schirmer, for instance, argues that the Myroure at once
empowers women to access clerical knowledge and quietly constrains their use of clerical
skills.347 In her reading, the work’s fulsome commentary “is so exhaustive that their [the sisters’]
sole intellectual responsibility becomes the absorption of the (transparent) meaning laid out in
the English text,” not active interpretation.348 The same kind of criticism has been applied to
other didactic religious texts as well. Writing on paternoster commentaries, Kathryn Vuli¢ notes
the restrictive potential of expansive translations: by adding more details, qualifications, or
caveats than the original text, they highlight “a specific interpretation of the phrase, narrowing
the interpretive possibilities far more than the Latin words would appear to require on the
surface.”34 From this perspective, highly interpretative, rather than literal, translation is a
strategy for combating or forestalling heresy in the tense textual environment after Arundel’s

restrictions on vernacular religious writing. Expansive translations might give access to a

347 Elizabeth Schirmer, “Reading Lessons at Syon Abbey: The Myroure of Oure Ladye and the Mandates of
Vernacular Theology” on Voices in Dialogue: Reading Women in the Middle Ages, edited by Linda Olson and
Kathryn Kerby-Fulton (Notre Dame, IN: U of Notre Dame P, 2005), 345-76.

348 Tbid, 362.

349 Kathryn Vuli¢, “Pe Pater Noster of Richard Ermyte and the Topos of the Female Audience,” Mystics Quarterly
34, no. 3/4 (2008): 1-43.
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meaning for liturgical texts, but not the means of meaning-making; too old for milk, but not
trusted with meat, vernacular readers had to swallow a predigested version of clerical materials.
Offering a single authoritative interpretation to forestall unlicensed speculation and
misreadings may seem like an appealing strategy for medieval religious teachers concerned
about proper reception of texts. The problem is that interpretation is naturally proliferative, not
exhaustive. Lengthy expositions might convince some readers that every possibility has been
covered, but many others will be encouraged to imitate the interpretative activity on display. The
conditions of liturgical performance, in which the same texts repeat day after day and year after
year, encourage the latter strategy. As Katherine Zieman points out, liturgical texts—in contrast
to visionary writings—are characterized by “a self-conscious iterability that resists hermeneutic
closure.”350 Try as you might to exhaust all possible interpretations, each iteration brings the
fixed text into contact with a new day, different neighboring texts, changing extraliturgical
circumstances, and the renewed mind of the supplicant herself. That a text is selected for
liturgical performance implies that practitioners expect to find in it an inexhaustible supply of
significance to match its perpetual recurrence; its meaning need not, indeed cannot, be fixed.
The exhaustion theory also runs into difficulties within the Myroure itself, which
indicates that the exposition it provides is only one of many licit possibilities. Introducing the
Lord’s Prayer, the writer notes that “The exposycyon of thys holy prayer ye haue in dyuerse
bokes. whiche yf ye study bysely to vnderstonde wyll gyue you cause to fynde grete comforte &

deuocyon in the sayng therof,” adding, “But I wyl telle yt you shortly lyke as ye may som what

350 Katherine Zieman, “Playing Doctor: St. Birgitta, Ritual Reading, and Ecclesiastical Authority” in Voices in
Dialogue: Reading Women in the Middle Ages, edited by Linda Olson and Kathryn Kerby-Fulton (Notre Dame, IN:
U of Notre Dame P, 2005), 317.
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the better haue yt in mynde when ye say yt” (73). He acknowledges here that the Myroure’s
commentary is but one of many diverse interpretations of the text, and a brief one at that; it will
help the sisters say the prayer somewhat better, but not perfectly. Closing the exposition, the
author enjoins them to feed on “the inwarde sentence. as I haue now wryten. at the leaste wyth
some therof” (77), recognizing that the transfer of knowledge will be incomplete and the mental
activity associated with the prayer may vary from person to person or recitation to recitation. It’s
easy to see why a supplicant might adopt only part of the Myroure’s “inwarde sentence” for a
given iteration of the prayer. For just the phrase “Panem nostrum quotidianum,” for example, the
commentary provides four distinct interpretations: the sustenance of bodily life, the word of God,
grace, and the sacrament of the altar (75). This variety of options, and the broad applicability of a
sweeping request like “grace,” invite readerly initiative in specifying significance; she can pray
for the bread for which she most hungers.

As one of the church’s most frequently repeated prayers, the Lord’s Prayer is discussed
several times in the Myroure. The first and fullest exposition, and the only one to translate the
prayer petition by petition, is found in at the beginning of the Sunday service, but commentaries
on other iterations of the Lord’s Prayer add new significances. Before the lessons, the Lord’s
Prayer should be recited silently, a means of asking grace to understand what is read and strength
against the “besynesse” and distractions of the enemy (100-1); near the climax of the mass, its
performance by the celebrating priest recalls sacerdotal authority and ecclesial continuity, since it
is bestowed by the Lord and included in the mass by the apostles (330). Reiteration not only
allows for reinterpretation, but demands it. The Myroure’s multiple commentaries on the same

prayer demonstrate how iterative performance can shift interpretative attention away from verbal
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significance—the text’s meaningful content—and toward nonverbal properties of an utterance,
like the person assigned to perform it, its aural qualities (silent or audible, sung or said), and
contexts like the prayer’s location within a service. The Myroure’s three expositions of the Lord’s
Prayer still cover only a sample of the dozens of times the prayer would be repeated within a
week’s performance of the daily office. Extrapolating from the series provided, it’s not
unreasonable to conclude that each new context of recitation yields new nuances.

The writer of the Myoure may well have wanted to limit vernacular readers’
understanding of the Cantus sororum to preapproved interpretations, but I argue that the form of
these texts—the cyclical reiterations of the liturgy, the expansive amplification of its
commentary, and the incommensurable relationship between the temporality of the tongue and
that of inward ““sentence” or “intent”—subvert such control. Instead, the Myroure’s expansive
translation and commentary model an activity that its readers can imitate to generate new
interpretations. Precisely the same paradox—the offer of freer access to religious knowledge
combined with desire to restrict, control, or channel interpretation—plays out even more

dramatically in Pecock’s instructions on prayer.

Sleights of Signification: Reginald Pecock Theorizes Prayer in Lay Perspective

A bishop and reformer eager to combat heresy and superstition, Reginald Pecock (1395—
1461) took an approach to lay religious error diametrically opposed to the church’s official
stance, as promulgated in the Constitutions of 1409. Where Archbishop Arundel sought to
suffocate Lollardy by restricting public preaching and forbidding the possession or circulation of

unauthorized religious writings, Pecock planned to bring theological disputes into the daylight,
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where heresies would be openly defeated by scripture, reason, and sound doctrine. In his
extensive writings, he attempted to construct, in Kristy Campbell’s words, “a systematic,
uniform, and universal program of education that will control problems like heresy and
superstition without resort to censorship or repression.”5! His answer to heretical tracts was
more and better orthodox tracts, written by himself and approved by the church. He did not,
however, succeed in securing ecclesiastical blessing for his teaching: instead, after being dogged
by controversy for decades, he himself was accused of heresy and publically recanted, burning
his books, in 1457.352

Pecock’s teachings about prayer and worship develop a subtle relationship between
comprehension and performance. Fundamentally, for Pecock, the believer’s address to God
begins with “illumynacioun,” defined as “kunnyng or knowing in oure resoun and
vndirstonding,” a necessary precondition for praising, worshipping, praying, or sacramenting
“accordauntly.”353 From an illumination, the believer can generate goodwill, desire, and other
inward affects through “collacioun,” that is, “argumentacioun maad perupon in mynde or in
worde and mynde to gidere,” and maintain them through “practik” and “besyness” (IV.ii, p. 372).
Intellect, affect, and practice are thus braided together in mutual dependence.

Yet while mental understanding is key to prayer, the “illumynacioun” that the worshipper

attends to need not be the meaning of the the text she recites. Rather than grasping the “matere”

351 Kirsty Campbell, The Call to Read; Reginald Pecock’s Books and Textual Communities (Notre Dame, Indiana: U
of Notre Dame P, 2010), 8.

352 Wendy Scase, “Pecock, Reginald (b. c. 1392, d. in or after 1459), bishop of Chichester and religious author,”
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (23 Sep. 2004).

353 Reginald Pecock and William Cabell Greet, The Reule of Crysten Religioun, EETS OS 171 (London: H. Milford,
Oxford University Press, 1927), IV.i, p. 370, 373—4. Subsequently cited in text.
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expressed in these particular words, she may focus her will on a simple, generic “entente,” such
as desiring good. Here, Pecock accords with the Cloud-author, who writes, “Preyer in it-self
propirly is not elles bot a deuoute entent directe unto God, for getyng of goodes and remowyng
of yvelles.”354 Yet where the Cloud-author attempts to distill the manifold activities of devotion
into the two simplest words that express desired good and aversive evil, Pecock urges his readers
to express their devout intent by means of the wide variety of forms provided by the church. In
worship, intent can be expressed in physical signs and tokens, especially the actions prescribed in
the ordinal or commended by popular custom, such as bowing, kneeling, falling down, and
kissing (II1.iv, p. 244). Prayer, by contrast, is essentially verbal, but it remains an external act
prescribed by the church, since the words used are formal and fixed; for Pecock, words and
deeds stand in the same relation to intent.

These fixed texts, the necessary means of prayer, are frequently alienated from
spontaneous thought or understanding. Like the Myroure, Pecock’s works are directed toward an
audience that cannot readily access the literal meaning of the liturgy’s Latin sentences. Rather
than regarding this lack as specific to a lay or female audience, however, Pecock assumes that no
readers whatsoever are so fluent in Latin that their thoughts can follow along at the pace of
liturgical performance. While “vnlettrid men” understand so little Latin that “pe lettir reding
jeuep to hem noon occasioun to bipenke vpon eny o ping more pan vpon eny oper ping” (IV.viii
404), even “clerkis and vndirstondyng men in latyn” find that “ri3t as myche perof schal be

vndirstonde so myche perof schal not be vndirstonde” (IV.viii, 405).

354 Patrick J. Gallacher, The Cloud of Unknowing (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan
University, 1997), ch. 39.
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At least three kinds of reading comprehension problems plague even the Latin-literate.
First, readers who know the necessary vocabulary may still struggle with syntax when texts are
constructed “vndir so harde or derke clausis pat pei mowe not vndirstonde it” (IV.vii, p. 399).
Second, some genres of writing are much more difficult than others: readers may understand
clearly “in ympnys and in orisouns” (IV.viii 405) but still struggle with the “derke psalmes,”
perhaps because of Hebraic stylistic features, more difficult rhetorical figures, or missing textual
and historical contexts. Third, readers may be capable of deciphering the text if given plenty of
time, but not at the rate of oral performance: “in langage playn to be vndirstonden he redip so
faste pat his mynde may not holde cours wip his tunge” (IV.vii 400). A final problem has less to
do with Latin than the inherent limits of fixed prayer. Even when a worshipper understands a
prayer perfectly, he may not be able to mean it, aligning his interior intent with the text, if “pe
forme of his preier assigned to hym makip not mencioun of po poyntis whiche he desirip” but
rather “straunge pingis and opere impertynent geestis or stories or prophecies,” as often happens
in praying the psalter (IV.vii, 400). Pecock’s insistence on incomprehension drives home two
points: a learned language, even one that has been well learned, seldom attains the same fluency
as a mother tongue; and the liturgy itself, through its unusually “harde or derke” expressions, its
remote and ancient origins, and its prescribed formulas, actively stymies fluent understanding.

All liturgical participants, therefore, find themselves in the same quandary, and all have
recourse to the same solutions. It is by precisely the same means that “ben vnlettrid men holpen
whanne pei reden her sauter or her pater noster in latyn, and clerkis ben holpen in seiyng of her
latyn dyuyne office when pei reden derke psalmes” (IV.vii 401). Pecock recommends that any

supplicant whose intended meaning does not correspond to the fixed prayer he uses should spend
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the time of prayer thinking in general about good to be given or evil to be avoided, or special
boons he intends to ask (IV.viii 400). All the complex and elaborate utterances of prayer, as full
of communicative content as they may be, can be boiled down to these essential speech-acts, and
it is the act, not the content, that is efficacious. Thus, any supplicant can pray authentically, even
without understanding or meaning the specific words that he says, “if whilis he redip po wordis
he pinkip vpon worpi and digne troupis and wole pat po wordis signifie to him po treupis”
(IV.viii 401), attaching his inner intent to the fixed words.

In his underlying linguistic theory, Pecock embraces a radical relativism in which words
are attached to their referents neither by historical origin nor accurate description, efficacy nor
meaning, but by subjective intention alone. Justifying his redefinitions of common words for use
as technical terms, he cites Aristotle’s De interpretatione to support this view, since the
philosopher teaches that “ech voice may be takun to signifie how euer a man wole assigne it to
signifie.”355 He also appeals to the evidence of biblical and patristic scholarship, in which the
same word may be taken in diverse or repugnant senses by two equally holy writers, or by the
same writer at different times.35¢ So far as he affirms the arbitrary character of verbal symbols,
Pecock is in good company, taking the side of Hermogenes in his ancient debate against
Cratylus; so far as he asserts that meaning is context-dependent, he recognizes a commonplace
truth of rhetoric. For most theorists, however, the arbitrary conventions of language are stabilized

by its essential sociality. For an utterance to mean, it must be recognizable within a discursive or

355 Pecock, Reule, I1L.v, p. 251; he is presumably referring to De interpretatione, 2. See Thomas Aquinas and
Tommaso De Vio Cajetan, Aristotle: On Interpretation, edited by Jean T. Oesterle (Milwaukee: Marquette
University Press, 1962), 23-9.

356 Ibid, IIL.v, p. 250.
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interpretative community; there is no such thing as a private language. Pecock, in contrast,
affirms an arbitrariness that approaches linguistic solipsism. If a fixed prayer’s translated
meaning is irrelevant to the supplicant’s desire, she can freely reassign signifiers to her own
intentions, reinterpreting standard texts in idiosyncratic ways. This radical freedom from the
context of discursive community is possible because the addressee of prayer is omniscient; he
perceives the intent of the heart directly, regardless of the motions of lips that accompany it.

For Pecock, the unlettered person provides a paradigm for a mental operation useful alike
to clergy and laity, “lered” and “lewed.” The totally Latin-illiterate person occupies a
paradoxically privileged epistemic standpoint: it is largely by imagining illiterate experience that
Pecock develops his theories of language, prayer, and liturgical engagement. Lettered clerks may
even actively imitate the condition of the unlettered, making “greet violence to wipdrawe hem
from all vndirstonding of pe lettir” to focus on purely mental prayer without being distracted by
the words they are physically saying (IV.viii 405).

Yet although Pecock allows for prayer techniques that alienate language and intent, he
also deprecates them as inferior to fluent understanding: this manner of praying is “lowe,”
“ruyde,” and “boistose” (IV.viii 401). Like baby-talk (“brom, brom,” “pa, pa”) that only a child’s
mother can understand, it will be graciously accepted from an infant but rejected and punished in
older children who ought to know better (IV.viii 402). Pecock invokes the Pauline milk and meat
of doctrine, a commonplace on the subject, but Campbell finds Pecock’s tone in this passage
more pejorative than other contemporary uses of the metaphor, heaping scorn on those who

remain satisfied with milk rather than benevolently tolerating them.357

357 Campbell, The Call to Read, 119-20.
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How can Pecock’s frustration with prayerful intent decoupled from conventionally
signifying words be squared with his acknowledgement that even educated clerks are routinely
forced to this expedient in praying the Divine Office? Ultimately, he holds that the flaw lies not
in the supplicant, but the liturgy itself. This “so derke so looce, so difforme and so vnhanging
office” (IV.viii, 406), too obscure and multifarious to yield transparent meaning even for the
Latin-literate, stands in need of dramatic reforms to simplify and consolidate the essential
speech-acts of praising, thanking, and praying (IV.viii, 407). Pecock’s proposed revisions would
not only reorganize the service, but cut many of the most difficult passages entirely and add
newly composed material, interweaving liturgical texts with “exposicioun of hem mengid with
hem” (IV.viii, 407). He takes steps toward this revised liturgy in his Book of Divine Office and
Enchiridion, but the kind of liturgical reform he sought would not come until the larger
Reformation, when both Catholics and Protestants sought to simplify the mazy forests and
overgrown thickets of the liturgy, with all its accumulated centuries of tradition. In the
meanwhile, Pecock encourages his readers, when possible, to harmonize their own general and
special intentions with the conventional meaning of the prayers through a technique that exploits
the gap between literal and mental meaning.

In proposing a better technique for attentive prayer, Pecock directs readers to his own
exposition of the paternoster as a demonstration of his principles. Unfortunately, however, both
of the works in which he embedded this prayer commentary—his Divine Office and the seventh
book of the Reule of Chrysten Religioun—have been lost. From his descriptions, however, we

can reconstruct the form and function of the text. Pecock’s exemplary prayer is “pe pater noster
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wel mengid wip opire wordis, and wip doubling and trebling of peticioun.”358 That is to say, the
Latin text has been fractured and pieced together with newly composed material, like the tropes
of the mass. This “wel mengid” composite likely took a macaronic form, alternating between
Latin text and English commentary. The doubling and tripling of petitions emphasizes the
essentially iterated nature of the prayer and offers multiple interpretations for each of its clauses.
Pecock refers to his additions to the Lord’s Prayer as “sleistis,”35° a peculiarly suggestive
word with a wide range of connotations, almost all surprising in the context of religious
commentary.3¢0 On the one hand, associations with subtlety, artifice, ingenuity, and zeal make

“slei3t” a word of praise. On the other, it is linked with deception and treachery, meaning

99 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢

“trickery,” “guile,” “scheme.” Applied to textual activity, “slei3tis” thus implies a distinctively
literary mentality, aware of the play of language, the pleasures of ambiguity, and the art—
sometimes, the cunning craftiness—of interpretation. The supreme simplicity of the Lord’s
Prayer proves deceptive, as diligent minds manipulate the text to find subtleties, craft highly-
wrought artifices, and proliferate interpretations. Doctrine has become poetry.

A second ambiguity allows “sleistis” to hesitate between achieved product and ongoing
process. While “slei3t” can mean a particular device, design, or stratagem, it more often implies

the ability to produce such deft maneuvers—dexterity, technique, wisdom, the knack or trick of

doing something. Thus, when Pecock enjoins his readers to use the “pe sleistis which ben tauste

358 Pecock, Donet, 11.xxi, p. 204.
359 Pecock, Donet, 11.xxi, p. 209.

360 “sleight, n,” Middle English Dictionary (2018); “sleight, n.1,” OED Online, December 2019, Oxford University
Press.
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perynne of rehercyng of eche peticioun,”3¢! he might want them to repeat precisely the
refinements he has added to the prayer, but he could also expect them to apply the techniques of
expansion and application he has demonstrated, producing interpretations of their own. There is a
knack to this sort of mental practice that can best be picked up by watching and imitating an
expert; reading Pecock’s prayer is a way to rehearse this mental experience and recreate it in
one’s own mind.

Pecock surely intended to narrow, not widen, his readers’ freedom of interpretation, since
he is specifically campaigning against heresy. As Erin K. Wagner writes, his theoretical
hermeneutic was “enormously invested in the primacy of authorial intent,” and he frequently
deploys correction topoi to control reader reception.362 Yet his technique—fracturing the text into
composite clauses, creating interstices for meditation, repeating phrases again and again—
necessarily multiplies meanings in ways he cannot forestall. Pecock also acknowledges and
encourages readers’ propensity to personalize prayer by focusing their intent on “special boonys”
(IV.viii, 400), applying the universal text to their individual circumstances. Variation between
individual supplicants’ mental activities during the same fixed prayers is thus built into Pecock’s
process. If these multifarious meditations are to remain within the bounds of orthodoxy, it can
only be because supplicants have so deeply internalized orthodox teaching that it permeates all
their intentions and interpretations. Inculcating orthodoxy at this level is the larger project of
Pecock’s voluminous works, but we may well be skeptical about its success. When it comes to

prayer, while Pecock may have attempted to close down interpretative activity by providing pre-

361 Pecock, Donet, 11.xxi, p. 204.

362 Erin K. Wagner, " Ech good gramarien hath power to construe Scripture’: Grammar and the Vernacular in the
Theology of Reginald Pecock," Studies in Philology 116, no. 4 (2019), pp. 652, 666.
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approved meditations to accompany the ritual text, he is teaching a technique whose affordances
cannot be limited—a technique that, as we shall see, leaves room for personal applications,
idiosyncratic interpretations, irreverent distractions, and all sorts of “slei3tis” to find a place
within the structure of the liturgical text.

Both The Myroure of Oure Lady and Reginald Pecock imagine readers whose lack of
Latin means they cannot be expected to match their thoughts to the fixed words of prayerina 1:1
ratio. They encourage such readers not simply to lift their hearts to God with pious, wordless
intent, but to incorporate elaborations and interpretations, “special boonys” and “sleistis,” into
the mental meaning they associate with the utterance—potentially packing a great deal more into
the prayer than a close literal translation would express.

For both Pecock and the Myroure, prayer that decouples mind and mouth requires the
manipulation of time, although in different ways. Pecock insists on slow prayer, “contynued and
oft rehercid and bi a notable tyme laborid” (Donet 209). Repeating a devotional commonplace,
he prefers one paternoster with full attention to a hundred said “rabbischly and rennyngli,” but
for him salutary attention is to be measured largely in duration; to evaluate prayer, consider “how
long tyme oon mater or fewe maters pou rollist vp and down in pin vndirstonding and in pin wil
or affect, and how wel pou wrastlist wip hem in pin vndirstonding and in pin effect” (205). The
temporality of prayer is of almost interminable dilation, the text stretched like taffy in an attempt
to pack maximal intent into each word and syllable. In contrast, the Bridgettine sisters, vowed to
recite their liturgy in unison, could not extend the time of oral performance to match expansive
interpretations; instead, they compressed lengthy meditations into the moment of recitation.

Slow, private reading of texts like the Myroure accumulated a store of meaning to draw on during
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liturgical performance, when verbal, discursive interpretations might be transmuted into
nonverbal, instantaneous apprehension.

Such techniques, of course, draw on common, characteristically medieval reading
practices like lectio divina; the way of prayer described in these fifteenth-century texts was
undoubtedly being extended to a wider body of worshippers, not newly invented. Yet the address
to vernacular readers reveals, perhaps for the first time, that this expansive meditation is
especially natural to nonfluent language users—those who approach sacred words as objects seen
from the outside, liturgical elements as profound and inexhaustible mysteries, rather than
transparently legible texts. Vernacular readers’ lack of easy cognitive understanding positions
them as paradigmatic participants in liturgy, since its value lies not in communication of concepts

but communion with the ineffable God.

Benedictine Poetics: Lydgate and Vernacular Liturgical Commentary

With these theoretical frameworks in place, we turn from didactic prose to texts that not
only explain liturgical prayers, but demonstrate the mental activity of meditatio for their readers.
Here, Lydgate is our guide, suited for this role by his dual identity as monk and poet. The poems
we’ll examine in this section show the union—sometimes, the struggle to unite—these two
characters in the single-hearted service of liturgical prayer.

A glance at his critical reception shows what different responses the monk and the poet
have received. In twentieth-century scholarship, Lydgate was often considered a dull and didactic
writer, long-winded and unoriginal. This impression can only be reinforced by the fact that in

much of his religious verse, Lydgate takes up genres and tasks that are practical, not poetic, in
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nature—utilitarian genres, like the Paternoster commentary, regarded by critics as “poetically
inconsiderable.” In these texts, Lydgate may be best understood as a spiritual director
consciously cultivating lay spirituality, often by helping lay readers understand the symbols and
rituals of the church and guiding them to deepen their life of prayer.363 While in his most famous
works Lydgate took on the role of a courtly poet laureate, he was at least as much a vernacular
theologian,3¢4 and a theologian working within the specific institutional context of Benedictine
monasticism. In his religious writings, Lydgate served as a self-appointed mediator or translator
“between the clerical and monastic institution of the church on the one hand and the laity who
are energetically invited to participate in the liturgy more fully on the other.””365 In particular, as
Shannon Gayk and Jacob Riyeff argue, his poetic sensibilities are informed by monastic
hermeneutics, memoria techniques, and the practice of lectio divina.3¢¢ As a faithful translator
and teacher, Lydgate makes a Benedictine spirituality of meditative reading and liturgical
participation accessible for both contemporary and present-day readers.

In recent decades, a resurgence of Lydgate studies has found sophisticated poetic work in

the very characteristics that earlier critics disparaged, like digression and repetition.367 Robert

363 Nicholas Heale, “John Lydgate, Monk of Bury St Edmunds, as Spiritual Director,” in The Vocation of Service to
God and Neighbor: Essays on Interests, Involvements and Problems of Religious Communities and Their Members
in Medieval Society, ed. Joan Greatrex (Turnhout: Brepols, 1998), 63.

364 Shannon Noelle Gayk, Image, Text, and Religious Reform in Fifteenth-Century England (Cambridge; New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 86.

365 Jacob Riyeff, ““Tenlvmyne’ the Laetabundus: John Lydgate as Benedictine Poet,” Journal of English and
Germanic Philology 115, no. 3 (July 2016): 374.

366 Riyeff, ““Tenlvmyne’”’; Shannon Gayk, “Images of Pity: The Regulatory Aesthetics of John Lydgate’s Religious
Lyrics,” Studies in the Age of Chaucer, 28 (2006), 175-203.

367 See, for example, Lisa H. Cooper and Andrea Denny-Brown, eds. Lydgate Matters: Poetry and Material Culture
in the Fifteenth Century (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Larry Scanlon and James Simpson, eds. John
Lydgate: Poetry, Culture, and Lancastrian England (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006).
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Meyer-Lee, for example, sees in Lydgate’s aureate style and his reverence for Chaucer an early
emergence of the category of the “literary,” and an implicit claim that poetry possesses “sacral,
even sacramental, power” manifest in elevated style.368 D. Vance Smith similarly argues that
Lydgate’s poetic suspensions—*"“the long dilations, the excurses on precedent and example, the
listing of synonyms, all the various forms of digression and amplification”—make visible the
instrumentality of signs in a meditation on language itself.3% In these accounts, it is precisely
Lydgate’s opacity, his frustration of easy understandings and quick resolutions, that is valued.

The poems I’ll examine in this section illustrate how a pious transmitter of religious
lessons can employ spectacularly self-reflexive poetic expression to achieve his didactic ends.
Lydgate’s poems on the Paternoster say nothing particularly original, repeating commonplaces
from the commentary tradition, but they demonstrate the psycholinguistics of prayer in
revelatory ways. Because Lydgate’s style is self-consciously literary, he often communicates
powerful insights about the experiential phenomena of prayer and the nature of its language
through poetic form, even when the content of his verses is conventional. Lydgate’s reading and
re-articulation of liturgical texts thus exemplifies an interpretative style before and beyond
critique, one that achieves depth without suspicion and insight without originality.

To introduce Lydgate as a liturgical theologian, let us turn to his poem “The Virtues of the

Mass,” which provides invaluable elements for a conceptual framework around liturgical

368 Robert Meyer-Lee, “The Emergence of the Literary in John Lydgate’s Life of Our Lady,” The Journal of English
and Germanic Philology 109, no. 3 (2010): 322-48.

369 D. Vance Smith, “Afterword: Lydgate’s Refrain: The Open When,” in Lydgate Matters: Poetry and Material
Culture in the Fifteenth Century, edited by Lisa H. Cooper and Andrea Denny-Brown (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2008), 193.
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commentary.370 This is a compilation or “joinery-work”™ piece, gathering a number of short
poems that could, and in other manuscripts occasionally do, stand alone—a fact that has
effectively excluded it from literary consideration.37! It belongs to a small cluster of similar
Middle English works: DIMEYV lists twelve poems on the virtues of the mass, ranging in length
from one to 281 stanzas. Lydgate’s is the best-attested among these, appearing in twelve
witnesses. It also inherits, more importantly, from a venerable lineage of Latin liturgical
commentaries like those of Amalar of Metz and William Durandus. Latin commentaries, of
course, need not translate or paraphrase the verbal contents of liturgical texts, which are already
accessible to their Latin-literate readers. Instead, they assign symbolic significance to nonverbal
aspects of the mass like the ordering of elements, number of repetitions, institutional roles of the
celebrants, and other details of performance. Even though his “The Virtues of the Mass” is
directed to vernacular readers, Lydgate draws on these Latin models of commentary as much as
he does contemporary liturgical translations.

The composite “Virtues of the Mass” comments on each of the texts of the service, from
the priest’s preparatory penitential prayer, “Iudica me deus,” to the final reading from the Gospel
of John, “In principio.” In most cases, Lydgate provides not a translation of the texts for
vernacular use, but a discussion of external facts about the texts that require no engagement with
their content: who added this element to the mass and why, the symbolic reason a prayer is

repeated a certain number of times, the benefits (spiritual and secular) obtained by means of it.

370 John Lydgate, “The Virtues of the Mass,” in The Minor Poems of John Lydgate, edited by H. N. MacCracken
and Merriam Sherwood, EETS OS 192, vol. 2 (London; New York: Oxford University Press, 1962). Subsequently
cited by line numbers in text.

371 Derek Pearsall, John Lydgate (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970), 258.
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These comments on the prayers parallel Lydgate’s allegorical reading of the priest’s garments
(11.145-176), indicating that texts and objects signify in a similar way. Just as the amice is “a
sygne, a token, and a fygure, / Owtward a shewyng, grounded on the feythe” (146—7), so too the
reading of the epistle is “a tokyn and a fygure [...] of Chrystys coming” (225-7) and the “Gloria
in excelsis deo” a “Tokyn of vnyte and parfyte pese” (194). Attributing semiotic significance to
vestments and gestures is standard in Latin liturgical commentaries; we’ve already heard echoes
of this interpretative habit in Pecock’s semiotic treatment of nonverbal “tokens” like bowing and
kissing. As far as most mass commentaries are concerned, prayers are not composed of many
words, each signifying an idea or thought; each prayer as a whole is itself a sign, a thing as solid
and substantial as surplice or candlestick, and as mute, subject to whatever symbolic associations
the worshipper’s mind may generate.

Lydgate treats one prayer of the mass with a surprisingly different approach. “ludica me
deus” receives five stanzas of commentary, detailing its origin, moral, and importance, followed
by seven stanzas of translation, each expanding a single verse of the psalm in a 1:8 ratio. Lydgate
may lavish such disproportionate attention on this relatively minor element of the mass because
it, prayed by the priest alone, is still unknown to lay folk familiar with standard subjects of
catechetical instruction like the Paternoster and Creed. More importantly, though, this first prayer
establishes a precedent for the rest. With this exhaustively expounded translation, Lydgate
demonstrates that each text of the liturgy can be read in two different ways; the participant may
regard it in itself as a verbal object or look along it to its legible meaning, may take the text as a
whole and single sign or interpret it line by line and word by word. Offering both perspectives on

the liturgy’s first text assures the reader that Lydgate is capable of translating the meaning of all
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—but he chooses not to, prioritizing other kinds of significance. Recall how the Myroure
carefully translates the verbal meaning of the Paternoster the first time it appears, but goes on to
interpret nonverbal aspects of its performance in later iterations. Lydgate, similarly, begins by
satisfying vernacular readers’ desire for intelligible translations of obscure texts, but ultimately
pushes them toward meditation on texts as opaque symbols.

“The Virtues of the Mass” also expounds one paraliturgical elevation prayer, supplying a
vernacular text to supplement the formal liturgy at its moment of greatest intensity and intimacy.
Lydgate’s treatment of this apparently conventional, sub-literary prayer genre proves revelatory,
implicitly theorizing the expansive and contractive phenomenon at work in so much medieval
writing.

At the moment of consecration, Lydgate, like many another devotional writer,
recommends saying a private prayer.372 He offers three options: “Seythe ‘Iesu, mercy!” with
hooly affeccion, / or seythe som other parfyte oryson, / Lyke as ye haue in custom deuoutly, / Or
ellys seythe thys compilacion,” that is, the poem that immediately follows (316—19). Lydgate’s
contribution to the genre is unusually long, consisting of nine stanzas and 72 lines. Like many
elevation prayers, it begins with an acclamation of Jesus using an anaphora on “Hayle.” In
typically Lydgatian fashion, however, the poem also develops recondite typological exegesis of
Old Testament figures like Isaac, Joshua, and Sampson.

This lengthy text is impractical for its stated function, since it would take far too long to
recite in the brief time between the consecration and the Lord’s Prayer. Its extravagance raises a

question about the relationship between the two concrete examples that Lydgate offers as

372 See Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge University Press, 1991),
155-163; John Bossy, “Prayers,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 1 (1991), 146-8.
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suggestions for what to do during the elevation: the two-word exclamation “Iesu, mercy” and the
nine elaborate stanzas that begin “Hayle, holy Iesu.” Are these in fact separate prayers? Each
stanza of the poem returns to the same two essential speech acts of invoking Jesus (“lesu”) and
pleading him to grant a blessing (“mercy”): “Graunt me, Iesu, for a restoratyf, / Thee to receue or
I henes pace” (367), “O Iesu, mercy, graunt or I be dede” (382). The name “Iesu” is repeated
eight and the word “mercy” seven times, repeating the elements of the first, simplest elevation
prayer. The rest of the poem only elaborates this active core with a variety of specifications,
exemplifications, and applications. Any one or several of the stanzas could be selected for use at
the elevation; this newly composed poem thus functions as a “compilacion,” providing a range of
resources from which the individual reader can choose, or models for her own new composition.

Lydgate’s two examples of elevation prayers perform identical speech acts of invocation
and supplication, but in different styles: one as severely compressed as possible, and the other
with leisurely redundancy expanded, reiterated, and adorned to draw out every nuance. “lesu,
mercy” is prayer short enough to pierce heaven, “Hayle, holy Iesu” long enough to suggest
inexhaustible meditation, but both express the same underlying intent; their sharp stylistic
contrast highlights the essential speech-acts they both perform. Every “parfyte oryson” suitable
for the elevation, whether drawn from the extensive repertoire of elevation prayers in devotional
texts or newly composed by an individual worshipper, would share the same performative
essence, regardless of which words it used.

Modeling the process of meditation by expanding the simplest of all Christian cries into
elaborate, aureate poetry, Lydgate teaches his readers how to compose their own private prayers,

transforming the invariant core of a speech-act into various personalized interpretations and
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applications. In Pecock’s terms, this practice of “collacioun,” augmenting an initial insight with
mingled exposition and “sleistis,” translates truth from the mere intellect to the will and
affections; indeed, Lydgate treats his whole expanded prayer as functionally equivalent to saying
“‘Tesu, mercy!’ with hooly affeccion.” And far from attempting to restrict readers’ production of
meaning, Lydgate invites readers to poetic play within the capacious structure of the liturgy as

they select or generate prayers of their own.

Lydgate’s Lyric Paternosters

Lydgate’s “Virtues of the Mass™ also includes a commentary on the Paternoster—one of
three poems that he builds around this Ur-prayer. The literary techniques that each of these three
treatments brings to bear on the source text, and the conclusions they draw from it, are strikingly
different, illustrating the generative propensity of recurrence. Each poem offers relatively simple
and conventional reflections on the prayer, but on close examination, details of Lydgate’s
presentation and his choice of poetic form also advance more sophisticated theoretical concepts
about language, intent, and the theology of prayer.

The Paternoster commentary in Lydgate’s “Virtues of the Mass” (1. 393—432), like most
of the commentaries of that poem, looks at its source text as though from the outside, analyzing
its source, function, and correct usage rather than its meaningful content. In five stanzas, Lydgate
repeats the classic praises of the Paternoster, highlighting its authoritative origin with Jesus and
its “short and compendyouse” sufficiency (401, 426), and he urges supplicants to say it with
attention, affection, and charity, echoing countless devotional writers’ instructions to make mouth

and mind accord.
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These instructions are not as simple as they sound, though, because correct performance
relies on the fulfillment of conditional statements. The key word “affection” becomes the
fulcrum of a paradox: on the one hand, the Paternoster is recommended as a prayer suitable and

99 ¢

“souerayne” “to excyte and meue your corages / To deuout prayer of hole affeccion” (393-6),
while on the other, it “hath the soueraynte” if and only if “hit be seyde in your affeccyons, / Of
gostly loue, and parfyte charyte” (406—8). Which comes first? Fixed text and heartfelt feeling
must be united to achieve sovereign prayer, but each depends on the other; a supplicant who has
both strengthens both in a beneficial feedback loop, while one who has neither remains
helplessly outside. Lydgate reiterates the point in a stanza that acts out this circular quality in its
peculiar grammatical construction:

Pater-noster, yef hit be sayde aryght,

Hit doth include all parfeccion,

So that grace holde the torche lyght

That charyte, by trew affeccion

And feruent loue, haue dominacion [...]
Then ys thys prayer seyde in hys ordre dewe. (425-32)

On a first reading, the “so that” of the third line appears to be a consequence of the prayer’s
perfection, but the final “then”-clause reveals that this is a garden path sentence; “So that...”
must in fact be read as a conditional, grammatically parallel to “yef hit be sayde aryght.” Correct

99 <6

performance of the liturgy (“sayde aryght,” “seyde in hys ordre dewe”) is both a necessary
precondition for its spiritual grace and a logical consequence of spiritual grace already governing
prayer; the sentence forms a perfect circle, a literary embodiment of the theological paradox.

This brief poetic passage also makes a theological point about the relationship not only

between words and intent, but words and deeds, by its play on the double meaning of “charity.”
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When Lydgate first introduces the word, it is paired with “affection,” implying an internal state
of the will towards God. In the third stanza, he shifts from a discussion of prayer to alms and the
seven corporal works of mercy, evoking secondary senses of “charity” as practical acts in service
of the poor. Superficially, almsgiving is brought into the poem as an analogue to illuminate
prayer; just as “Without charyte auayleth noone Almesse,” so too “Your Pater-noster, your Aue,
nor your Crede, / Where charyte fayleth, profyteth lytyll or nought” (415-6). The presence or
absence of precisely the same inner intent determines whether words and deeds are full of grace
or hollow, hypocritical shows. But surely Lydgate seized or forced the opportunity to mention the
works of mercy here, at the heart of the mass, when Jesus draws near in his own words of perfect
prayer and his own body consecrated at the altar. The holy sacrament, Paternoster, and
almsgiving—ritual performance, intellectual understanding, and the ethical conduct of the human
community—are united to one another in their common relationship to charity, the inner intent
that animates them all.

In Lydgate’s handling, the Paternoster yields surprising insight considered even as a
contentless speech-act, empty of intelligible meaning. A second poem, his “Pater Noster
Translated,” takes a contrasting approach, expounding the meaning of each line in expansive
verse within an intricate stanzaic form whose complexities are only revealed on careful study. On
an initial survey, it appears that the poem’s seven eight-line stanzas each “translate” a single
petition of the prayer, with the opening invocation (“Pater noster qui es in celis”) and first
petition (“Sanctificetur nomen tuum”) combined in one stanza. But this straightforward progress

through the text is interrupted by the poem’s peculiar refrains; the sixth line of each stanza,
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excepting the last, is “The fende confoundyd with all his wyles,” and the eighth is “O Pater
noster qui es in celis.”

The vernacular refrain in particular feels out of place, both for its insistent focus on the
fiend and its awkward grammatical position (several stanzas treat it like an ablative absolute that
interrupts the natural flow of the English sentence). Where in the Lord’s Prayer does this devil
come from? The refrain is a paraphrastic rendering, or creative rewriting, of the seventh and final
petition of the Paternoster, “Sed libera nos a malo”—here (as in many medieval expositions)
taken to refer not to evil in general but the Evil One. Lydgate’s version of this petition transforms
a future-oriented request into the assurance of a past participle, a temporal shift that suggests the
devil’s wiles were decisively confounded by Jesus’s death and resurrection.

Including the closing petition and opening invocation of the Lord’s Prayer within each
stanza gives the “Pater Noster Translated” a curiously nonlinear quality, perpetually returning to
a text conceived of as an indivisible whole, even as the poem proceeds through the numbered
petitions. The reversed order of these elements suspends the orderly temporality of oral
performance, forcing the reader to move backwards and forwards at once. As the poem returns
again and again to “O Pater noster qui es in celis,” this Latin line invokes both God as heavenly
father and the powerful prayer itself, a fixed, ritualized text whose incipit stands in for the whole.
In the last stanza, the pattern is broken and the two refrains replaced by their inversion, switching
both the order and which line is given in Latin: “And gracious Fadyr take no vengeaunce, / Sed
libera nos a malo. Amen” (55—6). The poem as a whole is thus bracketed by familiar ritual
utterances that mark beginnings and endings, but within these bounds, it is characterized by

circular iteration.
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Subtler interconnections between stanzas create a sense of simultaneity, an impression
that each part of the prayer may be contained in each. For example, references to God as father
permeate the poem; five stanzas directly invoke him by that name, and the speakers indirectly
appeal to God’s fatherhood by calling themselves “py kynne” (15) and “py chyldre” (39).
Forgiveness of sins, properly located in the fifth petition, slips into the third and seventh stanzas,
in the requests, “Make clene oure hertes” (19), “graunt vs pardone” (23), and “We aske now
grace of repentaunce” (52). The clause modifying the third petition, “sicut in caelo et in terra,” is
echoed in the doubling of “panem nostrum quotidianum” into “gostly foode” and “ertheley
frutys” (29, 31) and “tentationem” into “flesshe or fende” (42). We’ve seen in Lydgate’s “Hayle,
holy Iesu” how the invariant core of a speech act can be distributed, immanently present in each
part, through an elaborate discourse; here, the same technique is applied to a series of distinct
supplications, weaving them together into an indivisible whole.

In its nonlinear treatment of a familiar prayer text, Lydgate’s “Pater Noster Translated”
strains to transcend the limits of its medium. The mouth, capable of only one syllable at a time,
can only utter a text in fixed order, relinquishing each word to make space for the next. But the
mind, wordlessly intent on God, can comprehend the whole at once, collapsing the many
syllables of a text into one inner act. Lydgate’s poem, of course, has to be read from beginning to
end, but its disorienting rearrangement of the Paternoster, playing counterpoint against the fixed
sequence the reader carries in memory, suggests through poetic sleight the simultaneous
apprehension of diverse parts that can only be achieved visually or mentally, not verbally.
Although the poem’s explicit comments about the meaning of the prayer petitions are

unremarkable, their formal arrangement vividly represents the peculiar temporality of prayer, in
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which the fixed tempo of recited text, the timeless instant of inward intent, and the play of mind
that joins them are all synchronized.

The Paternoster of “The Virtues of the Mass” views the text from without, as an object
with a historical origin and practical use; the “Pater Noster Translated” inhabits the text to
meditate on its meaning or “matere”’; finally, Lydgate’s “Exposition of the Pater Noster”
combines liturgical commentary and expansive translation in his most comprehensive and
challenging response to the prayer. A commentary framework, consisting of the first twelve and
last five stanzas of the poem, treats the paternoster as a single textual object in its discussion of
prayer and literary composition. Enclosed within this frame are twenty-five stanzas of expansive
translation of the paternoster itself, conveying its excess of meaning. The poem is also an
elaborate, aureate, sometimes bafflingly obscure piece that Derek Pearsall calls a “tour de force”
of “literary pyrotechnics.”373 Rhetorical flourishes repeatedly evoke the category of the
unspeakable, suggesting that ineffable depths of significance lie beneath not only the plain prayer
text, but also the expanded poetic rendering. By drawing attention to what he ironically calls
“this symple processe of my translacyoun” (56), Lydgate demonstrates that making meaning
from the texts of liturgical prayer is anything but simple.

The poem highlights the difficulties of speech from its beginning, opening with four
stanzas of modesty topoi: the speaker is caught “Atwyxe dred and tremblyng reuerence” at the
task of writing (1), protesting, “My wit [is] but feble, my memorye dulled for old” (5). This
perplexed inability to communicate clearly, exacerbated by the speaker’s old age but common to

the human condition, recurs throughout the poem.

373 Pearsall, John Lydgate, 258.
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Initial professions of incapacity are quickly followed by a masterpiece of praeteritio, as
Lydgate spends six stanzas dismissing subjects about which he does not intend to speak. The
passage is introduced by a mention of four things related to prayer: “Foure be remembrid, in
Especyall, / Wich appertene on to this mateer” (33—4). From this slight starting point, Lydgate
launches into a long list of sets of four things he will not talk about: Evangelists, elements,
seasons, winds, cardinal virtues, and more, in a lightning survey of the natural and human
worlds. But after all its disavowals, the poem never returns to define the originally promised four
things related to prayer. This circumlocution conveys an indirect ineffability topos: the rationally
intelligible world of natural philosophy and human culture is easy to speak about, but of no
ultimate value, while the worthiest subject of speech—true communion with God in prayer—
cannot be expressed. The most likely candidate, I think, for the missing “foure thyngis longyng
to prayeer” is from 1 Timothy 2:1: “obsecrationes, orationes, postulationes, gratiarum actiones.”
These four terms have been variously interpreted by dozens of different exegetes, distinguishing
them on bases like relative intensity, discrete categories of speech-act, or correspondence to
specific elements of the mass.374 Perhaps Lydgate cannot explain the four things relating to
prayer precisely because the proliferative nature of exegesis has attributed to them too many
meanings, multiplying four by the unknown proportion of interpretative invention.

Lydgate embeds the problem of the possibility of speech, his preoccupation in the poem’s

frame, into direct exposition of the Paternoster text as well. As often in paternoster

374 For example, Origen distinguishes them by degrees of intensity and boldness (De oratione 14.2); Augustine
defines them as portions of the mass (Letter 149, to Paulinus); Amalarius of Metz relates them to specific versicles
within the Divine Office (De ecclesiastico officio 4.4); John Cassian defines supplicatio as confession, oratio vows,
postulatio requests, and gratiarum actiones thanksgiving (Conferences 1X.1-XIV); Thomas Aquinas defines oratio
as raising the mind to God in praise, postulatio as specific requests, obsecratio as pleading through sacred things
(e.g. for the sake of your Son, in the name of Jesus), and gratiarum actio as thanksgiving (ST II-Ilae Q.83 A.17).
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commentaries, the first petition—*“Sanctificetur nomen tuum”—becomes a locus for ineffability:
God’s “glorious name for to magneffye / Mouth and tonge be lame of ther langage” (121-2), and
attempts by a sinful creature to sanctify the sinless creator must end in absurdity. The supplicant
is reassured, though, that it is enough

To seyn or thynke, Halwyd be thy name,

With-oute addicioun to sette our herte at reste

That therwithal we haue this sentence,

For our party, to conclude for our beste

In our Inward goostly Intellygence,

First that his name, name of most excellence,

With-Inne hym-silf, euery hour and space,

Be sanctyfied, so by his provydence
It may in us be sanctyfied be his grace. (152—60)

It is a great comfort to believe that such tremendous “sentence”—including not only an
intellectual apprehension of theological concepts, but also an affective assurance that sets the
“herte at reste”—can be activated by the easy recitation of a simple phrase. By God’s grace, mere
words are empowered to transform the “Inward goostly Intellygence,” transferred from the lips
and ears to the mind and heart. Sufficient in themselves, they require no “addicioun” of clever,
learned exegesis—though that sufficiency has not deterred the present exegete. Once again,
Lydgate contradicts himself, denying the need for exposition in the very act of expounding, just
as he does in aureate modesty topoi and extravagant praeteritio.

At 200 lines, Lydgate’s direct exposition of the Paternoster is the most expansive
treatment we will consider in this chapter. Lydgate refers to it as a “Compylacioun” (330), and he
draws on existing paternoster commentaries not only for the content of his exposition, but a
variety of formal approaches to the challenge of representing liturgical text. In fact, the poem

functions as a kind of sampler for styles of vernacular exposition, as the formal diversity of
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Lydgate’s petitions showcases a variety of techniques for integrating Latin source text into a
vernacular poem. Much of the prayer text is wholly and invisibly translated (235), but some
petitions, especially “Panem nostrum da nobis hodie,” retain the original words in their sacral
Latin (211). Latinity here accentuates the words’ ritual charge, appropriately associated with the
“panem” of the Eucharist, the ultimate ritual speech-act. Moreover, some words of the prayer are
reified as verbal objects that act on their readers and hearers, rather than simply conveying
meaning: “First this woord Pater set us in assuraunce, / And this woord Noster geveth us
homlynesse” (105-6). Deploying these words with the grammar of mention, rather than use,
emphasizes their character as powerful ritual utterances rather than readily intelligible
communication.

Lydgate’s treatment of the seven petitions demonstrates different styles of exegesis and
degrees of dilation. Some petitions are drawn out into five stanzas, while others receive only one.
The stanzas are also filled with different sorts of material. One common expository technique
Lydgate demonstrates is elaborating more specific and vivid requests that fall under the rubric of
a general petition, for example applying “libera nos a malo” to particular evils like adversity,
foreign damage, and floods (289-296). An alternative approach interweaves the primary text
with related scriptural references. Lydgate’s treatment of the fifth petition, for example,
paraphrases Jesus’s parables of the pharisee and the publican (Luke 18:9-14) and the mote and
the beam (Matt 7:3-5). References to the Passion, in particular, are scattered through several of
the petitions (11. 180—4, 197, 205, 212, 274); their recurrence creates an effect of simultaneity, a
sense that this central event of salvation history is diffused through every part of the prayer text,

though the source never speaks of it. Finally, like Pecock with his “doubling and trebling of
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peticioun,” Lydgate repeats lines of prayer with different inflections. For example, his first
iteration of “Thy kingdom, lord [...] come to us” imagines the Lord’s future coming as the
beatific vision of heaven, while the second imagines God’s reign as the governance of reason
over the believer’s behavior now (161-76). Alternate readings of the same petition validate
readers’ generation of further alternatives. The variety of interpretative styles on display in this
poem, and the accumulation of multiple complementary significances, make Lydgate’s
“Exposition” not just one account of the Lord’s Prayer, but an exhibit of the vast repertoire of
meanings and meaning-making techniques supplicants can employ in their own prayers.

The poem’s closing stanzas return to the conditions of “compilation,” retrospectively
narrating its own composition. The speaker has labored “Lyk as a glenere on a large lond /
Among shokkys plentyvous of auctours” (305—-6)—TIines that reprise a Chaucerian metaphor,
both explicitly acknowledging and tacitly demonstrating Lydgate’s debt to his “auctours.”75 In
prayer, which seems such an intimately interior and subjective experience, Lydgate denies any
unitary speaking self, instead imagining a library of texts to be extracted, remixed, and compiled.
We are invited to think of “The Exposition of the Pater Noster” itself as another book in this
mental archive, a sample of the ceaseless play of texts within a living commentary tradition.

Yet something has gone wrong in the process of compilation. Lydgate reports
retrospectively, “I ffond no sugre in my smal lybrarye” (310) and “The aureat lycour was in my
study dreye” (315). His labors of reading and writing alike found “No thyng enlumyned with
gold, asour, nor red, / Wich shall be loyned with my testament, / Leyd on my brest, hour whanne

I shall be ded” (318-20). This conclusion disavows the “Exposition,” implying that despite its

375 Geoffrey Chaucer, “Parliament of Foules,” in The Riverside Chaucer, edited by Larry Dean Benson and F. N.
Robinson, 3rd ed (Boston, Mass.: Houghton Mifflin, 1987), 11. 22-5.
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aureate style and erudition, it contains no true savor and does not form part of a lasting authorial
legacy. Abandoning his literary achievement as an arid scholarly exercise, Lydgate leaves us with
a more modest boast: “Good will abood in myn Inward Entent” (314). Looking back as though
from the grave to evaluate a lifetime of liturgical participation, he acknowledges, “I was dul in
my devocyouns,” using the same term of condemnation so many critics have applied to his verse
(321). Abandoning more sophisticated forms of devotion, he finds comfort in the fact that he
recited the Lord’s Prayer daily, “with hooll affeccyoun” (326). In the end, recitation with
affection is enough. Intellect and erudition may generate impressive feats of exegesis and
aureation, but what ultimately matters is correct ritual performance and the mysterious,
ungovernable faculty of intent.

Why bother, then, to expound? Lydgate acknowledges that the bare words of the prayer
need no “addicioun” except love, but he persists in the “processe of my translacyoun,”
generating the beautiful and useless words of poetry, the fascinating and superfluous meanings of
literary interpretation. His concluding modesty topoi, with their simultaneous performance and
disavowal of literary skill, recall the literary device of the palinode, which relies on the same
paradox, physically transmitting “the very work that it textually rejects.”37¢ Scholars have taken
Lydgate’s palinode in the 7estament to express regret about his secular works with classical
themes,377 but the “Exposition” implies more fundamental doubt about the enterprise of poetry

itself. Perhaps, the monk suggests, he should have abandoned the search for “aureat lycour” and

376 Sebastian Sobecki, “Lydgate’s Kneeling Retraction: The Testament as a Literary Palinode,” The Chaucer Review
49, no. 3 (2015), 293.

377W. H. E. Sweet, “Lydgate’s Retraction and ‘his resorte to his religyoun,” in After Arundel: Religious Writing in
Fifteenth-Century England, edited by Vincent Gillespie and Kantik Ghosh (Brepols, 2011), 343-360.
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devoted himself wholly to prayer, attaining the wordless intent of contemplative love, rather than
engaging in so much “dul” multiplication of words.

And yet he writes. Part of the reason must be the obvious pleasure Lydgate takes in the
activity of writing itself. This is indeed a pyrotechnic poem, ebullient in its own erudition, dense
with allusion, paradox, and irony; even the speaker’s final declaration of failure is satisfying in
its vivid metaphors and elegant parallel construction. The literary mind delights in its own
surplus over utilitarian communication; we hear, even in the functional genre of versified
devotional treatise, from the poet as well as the monk.

The pleasures of poetry alone might be sufficient motive, but there is also a theological
rationale for the continuing labor of compilation, meditation, and poetic rearticulation, even
when those activities are acknowledged to be ultimately fruitless. All that is truly necessary for
prayer may be ritual utterance combined with devout intent toward God, but those two elements
do not naturally combine, especially when speaking a foreign language. The activity of
generating verbally intelligible meanings is the mediating element that binds ritual text and
inward intent together, “Herte and mouth accordyng in sentence, / With circumstances of
Intellygence” (324-5). Yes, the busy tongues of exposition must ultimately cease, leaving only
the soul’s “Inward Entent” to endure forever, but in our long meanwhile, verbal meaning is the
necessary scaffolding that supports intent stretched toward heaven when it is not strong enough

to stand alone.
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Irreverent Expansions: Prayer at Play in “The Proude Wyves Paternoster”

We began this chapter with anxieties about the misalignment of outwardly recited words
and inward intent, a perennial concern for religious practitioners. Surprisingly, some fifteenth-
century vernacular theorists of the liturgy taught their readers that the gap between the Latin texts
they performed and their mental understanding of them afforded deeper significance than fluent
understanding could, allowing supplicants to expound, apply, and personalize liturgical prayers
in ways that brought them home to the heart. But the chapter cannot end on an optimistic note of
reclamation and recuperation. The same techniques that might help a devout supplicant attend to
the liturgy’s significance without understanding its words were equally available to the wicked
and wayward. Expansive meditation on fixed prayers, no matter how profound, and distractions
wandering from them, no matter how profane, are twins: both are made possible by the undoing
of the normative 1:1 relationship between spoken word and thought, and both flourish in
contexts in which language is ritualized, alienated from understanding, or iteratively performed.
The last section of the chapter will see the relationship between this pair of possibilities worked
out in poetic representation.

While, as the Myroure and Pecock have pointed out, vowed religious frequently struggle
with incomprehension, inattention, and mismatch between prescribed texts and present concerns,
these difficulties are most acute for those living the active life, whose concerns are constantly
running about in the world. Hilton describes the challenge that many in the active life face when
they set their hearts to pray: “thou felist so many veyn thoughtis of thyn owen deedis bifore

doon, or what thu schalt doon, or of othir mennys dedis, and siche many othire lettynge and
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taryynge thee, so that thou mai nevere fele savor ne reste in thi praiere ne devocioun in thi
seiynge.”378 This psychological phenomenon, a practical difficulty for devotional writers, can
also be a source of pathos and comedy in narrative descriptions of lay people at prayer. Piers
Plowman depicts Haukyn, the active man, in a typical dilemma: when his servants are overseas
on business, he finds no comfort for his anxiety in prayer, but “Ne neuere penaunce perfourned
ne pater noster seyde / Pat my mynde ne was more on my gode in a doute / Pan in pe grace of
god.”37 Mankynde sets its protagonist on his knees, intoning “Pater noster qui es in celis,” while
the demon Titivillus whispers distractions, flattery, and perversions of devotional advice into his
ear.380 In laughably short time, his suggestions have Mankind abandoning his rosary for the call
of nature and complaining that evensong “ys to longe be on myle.””38! In comic works like
Mankynde, serious warnings to shun the sin of inattention are balanced against wickedly fun
depictions of the distracted mind.

A minor genre of poems known as “farced paternosters” uses the poetic form we’ve
studied in this chapter—expansive translation that mingles short phrases of Latin text with
extensive commentary on it—to depict this kind of distraction instead. Where devotional
expansive translations model a style of meditation for their readers to adopt and imitate, these

“anti-prayers” invite us into the mind of a miscreant, to enjoy a subversive reinterpretation of the

378 Hilton, Scale, 1.33.

379 William Langland and A. V. C. Schmidt, The Vision of Piers Plowman: A Critical Edition of the B-Text Based on
Trinity College Cambridge MS B.15.17 (London: Everyman, 1995), B.13.396-8.

380 Mankind, ed. by Kathleen M. Ashley and Gerard NeCastro (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 2010),
11. 554-50.

381 Ibid, 1. 582.
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pious text from the perspective of a drunkard, usurer, or lover.382 Such poems may even have
contributed to the colloquial use of “paternoster” as a sexual euphemism.383

While the “farced paternoster” was more common in French than English, there is an
excellent English example in “The Proude Wyves Pater noster that wolde go gaye, and undyd her
Husbonde and went her waye.””384 Although extant copies were printed in 1560, philological
evidence suggests composition before 1500, or composition before 1540 with deliberate
archaism.385 Internal evidence, as we shall see, suggests a writer or compiler who, despite his
keen awareness of the failings of ordinary parishioners to attend to Latin prayers, considers Latin
rather than English the proper language of the liturgy, a sentiment that aligns him with pre-
Reformation devotion.

Scholars have tended to consider “The Proude Wyves Paternoster” under the rubric of
misogynist satire rather than liturgical commentary. Although the poem opens with a scene of
worship, describing how “wyves go gaye / To chyrche with grete deuocyon,” it quickly becomes
apparent that their devout attention is set on a very different lesson than those read in the pulpit
(1-4). Fervent in her love for fashion, the proud wife of the title first prays to God for the means

to obtain better clothing, then conspires with a friend about how to obtain money from

382 Jean Subrenat, “Quatre Paternostres parodiques,” in La Priére au Moyen-Age: Littérature et civilisation (Aix-en-
Prevence: Pubs. du CUER MA, Univ. de Provence, 1981), 515-547.

383 Jan M. Ziolkowski, “The Erotic Pater Noster Redux,” Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 97, no. 3 (1996): 329-32.

384 “The Proude Wyves Paternoster,” in Remains of the Early Popular Poetry of England, vol 1V, edited by William
Carew Hazlitt (London, 1866), pp. 147-74. Subsequently cited in text.

385 Linda Woodbridge, “New Light on The Wife Lapped in Morel's Skin and The Proud Wife's Paternoster,” English
Literary Renaissance 13, no. 1 (1983), 14—17. Woodbridge goes on to argue for composition shortly after 1525,
seeing in “The Proude Wyves Paternoster” a parodic response to English translations of Erasmus’s A devout treatise
upon the Pater noster (1525) and his comic colloquy between two wives in Conjugium (1523), but since both genres
existed long beforehand, I find the Erasmian connection intriguing but not strongly persuasive.
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recalcitrant husbands (1. 89—304), deploys these strategies in a confrontation with her own
husband (313—404), and finally leaves him and the local curate to make sense of her threats,
theft, and abandonment (405-496).

The majority of the poem’s lines are indeed dedicated to women’s vanity and connivance,
but I argue that the parodic Paternoster of the poem’s title is also at its heart. The poet engages
with the genre of liturgical commentary in an expansive pseudo-commentary on the Lord’s
Prayer that spans 1l. 25-121 (twelve stanzas). Mimicking the devotional poems we’ve read in this
chapter, each stanza includes in its first lines a short Latin phrase from the prayer, usually
immediately followed by a literal translation, and then proceeds to expand upon this prayer and
apply it to the supplicant’s own situation, suiting the church’s words to her most personal and
pressing needs. So, for example, the proud wife prays,

Adueniat regnum tuum—thy kingdom come to vs

After this lyfe, when we hens shall wende;

But whyle we be here now, swete Jesus,

As other women haue, suche grace in me sende,

That I may haue, Lorde, my heede in to wrap,

After the gyuse, kerchefes that be fyne,

And theron to sette some lusty trymme cap,
With smockes wel wrought, soude with sylken twyne. (49-56)

A woman of the active life, the wife sets her intent on exactly the “vanitees of bodyli thynges”
and “thenkynge of wordli bisynesse” that Rolle and Hilton have warned against. Yet as profane
and petty as the content may be, these lines’ form is a time-honored method of devotion,
mimicking countless versified paternoster expositions. Just as Pecock recommends, the wife has
mingled her “special boonys” with the fixed text. She is not simply distracted; her busy mental

activity always bears some relationship, however tenuous or perverse, to the church’s prayer.
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Against the backdrop of late medieval writing about fixed prayer, the wife is a rogue interpreter
who has adopted sophisticated techniques of meditation for her own supremely trivial ends. The
poet thus shows himself a careful reader of devotional writings based on liturgy, cleverly
deploying their form and method for comic effect.

As the Lord’s Prayer comes to its final three petitions, dealing with human relationships,
trespasses, and temptations, a second woman, noticing the protagonist’s swoon of sorrow, enters
into dialogue with her under the cover of public prayer. At “ne nos ducas in temptationem,” this
friend leads our heroine into trouble, promising to “amende your chere” by teaching how to
obtain the goods she covets (112). Here, pious prayer text and gossipy chatter are juxtaposed,
competing for the wife’s soul. In its depiction of women gossiping during mass, “The Proude
Wyves Paternoster” participates in a long tradition of exempla against vaniloguia, often featuring
a demon who records the words of “kyrchchaterars” or “jangling women.”38¢ The poem turns
these types, familiar from countless “Virtues of the Mass” texts instructing worshippers on
proper liturgical participation, into characters, fleshing out the bones of the exemplum by
reporting the content of their “jangling,” not just the fact of their disruptive inattention.

The counterpoint between the Latin petitions and the women’s conversation also calls
attention to the peculiar temporality of prayer. When the interstitial material between the clauses
of the Lord’s Prayer was mental commentary on them, the conventional proportions of expansive

translation (here ranging from 1:7 to 1:15 lines) were easy to accept, but when it becomes a

386 Discussed in Margaret Jennings, “Tutivillus: The Literary Career of the Recording Demon,” Studies in Philology
74, no. 5 (1977), especially pp. 25-32, 43, appendix 86-91; see also Kathy Cawsey, “Tutivillus and the
‘Kyrkchaterars’: Strategies of Control in the Middle Ages,” SP 102, no. 4 (Fall 2005): 434-51. Examples include
Robert of Brunne’s Handlyng Synne, ed. Frederick J. Furnivall, EETS, OS 123, Part 2 (London, 1902), pp. 290-2;
Thomas F. Simmons, ed., Lay Folks Mass Book, EETS, OS 71 (London, 1879), p. 361.

235



dialogue between characters, the disproportion strains credulity—how on earth can these women
chatter 68 words while the rest of the congregation recites five? Either the prayer is being sung in
exceptionally melismatic style, or the poem has strayed into distinctly non-realist representation
in which two simultaneous utterances unfold at incompatible tempos. It’s the written equivalent
of a motet that layers a fast-paced song—often with newly composed, secular, and vernacular
lyrics—over a slow cantus firmus from the existing liturgical repertoire, and it plays on the same
surprising juxtaposition of sacred and profane.387

After the Lord’s Prayer, the poem continues for almost four hundred lines of narrative
and dialogue unentangled with liturgical text. Yet the parodic prayer and the ensuing narrative
are not as far removed as they may appear. The word the poem uses to describe the wife’s
manipulative speech to her husband is “glose” (384), a suggestive choice that links the two major
sections of the poem. Our protagonist begins the poem with a time-honored technique for
liturgical practice, mingling an interpretative gloss with a canonical fixed prayer, but like that of
Chaucer’s Friar, her self-serving “glose” derives from her desires, not the spirit of the text. Her
abuse of textual glossing leads almost inevitably to glozing in its second sense, as she employs
flattery and deceit in her speech to her husband. And of course, the third sense of “glose”™—
meaning false show, specious appearance, or disguise—runs throughout the entire poem in its
handling of clothing, fashion, and public perception. Glosing, it seems, is essentially evil,
whether it means covering a poor person with expensive clothes, a vicious heart with pious

words, or a straightforward text with elaborate exposition.

387 See, for example, Sylvia Huot, Allegorical Play in the Old French Motet: The Sacred and the Profane in
Thirteenth-Century Polyphony (Stanford University Press, 1997).
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Yet after the wife has met her wicked end, the poem turns back to the Lord’s Prayer,
recommending a different sort of Paternoster for imitation and redeeming the technique of
glossing for proper use. Its last nine stanzas provide an alternative prayer readers are enjoined to
use to attain true wealth—spiritual riches, in contrast to the proud wife’s worldly greed. It’s
possible that this second Paternoster was tacked on by a later editor, who stitched together two
originally unrelated sources with a telltale difference in rhyme scheme (ababcded versus
ababbcbc). Nothing in the exposition of the second prayer responds directly to the content of the
first by emphasizing humility or modesty; instead, the “gowlden Paternoster of deuocion”
exemplifies a different style of meditation, using the framework of fixed prayer as a container
not for individual “special boonys,” but for the shared narrative of salvation history.

The choice to unite these passages, however, is telling. Whoever made the addition (and
whoever retained it in the 1560 printing) did not favor the English prayer of the BCP over the
Latin of the old liturgy, since the “correct” second exposition not only retains the Latin text, but
represents intimacy with Latin as devotionally desirable. The proud wife’s Paternoster and the
“gowlden Paternoster” are distinguished not only by their content, but by their form, especially
in their treatment of Latin text. Where the impious Paternoster had begun each stanza with a
Latin petition and trailed away into trivial applications, the devout Paternoster begins each stanza
in the vernacular, typically with praise to God for one of his works, and winds by its end to a
phrase from the Lord’s Prayer that responds appropriately to the gift. The petitions don’t always
occupy metrically separate lines and grammatically independent clauses; sometimes English and
Latin are joined in fluid code-switching, as in “da nobis hodye / That same panem nostrum

cotidianum” (544). Besides the liturgical text, the poem is packed with Latinate theological terms

237



29 ¢ 29 ¢¢

like “immaculate,” “tribulacion,” “operacyon,” and “essence,” blending its two languages
together. Most dramatically, the exposition incorporates an unmodified Latin word when it
recounts how Jesus “Bade them thyne owne body accipite, / And eate” (540—1). As the incipit of
the words of consecration—the ultimate performative utterance—“accipite” connects this
private, poetic meditation on the Lord’s Prayer with the immemorial mass and the historical
institution of the Lord’s Supper, just as Lydgate’s use of Latin for “panem nostrum” solidified its
reference to the Eucharist. For this poet, liturgical celebration is no merely mental remembrance
but a powerful performative, and its performativity is tied to its Latinity. In prayer, the “gowlden
Paternoster” suggests, intelligible, communicative, vernacular understanding of God’s works
gives rise to sacred, ritual, Latin utterances in response. True meditation does not simply
translate foreign texts into the language, concepts, and concerns most appealing to the supplicant
—which might be fashionable clothing—but instead empowers its reader to return to the sacred
source text with new understanding.

“The Proude Wyves Paternoster” may be a misogynistic comic narrative in verse padded
with formulae, but it is also a surprisingly perceptive liturgical commentary that mimics the form
and meditative technique of devotional poetry, brings the clichés of pastoral treatises to life,
condemns inattentive and selfish prayer, and—in its final redaction—sharply contrasts perverse
and pious ways of engaging with the same liturgical text. Although its satire has a didactic edge,
reinforced by the exemplary epilogue or appendix, the poem also revels in setting the techniques
of expansive meditation free from their serious devotional purpose to play among irreverent

possibilities. The eminently literary activities of interpretation and poetic invention, the

eminently literary qualities of ambiguity and irony, are for a moment enjoyed for their own sake.
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It’s always been obvious that double-mindedness—alienation between utterance and
inner intent—is a danger for religious practitioners who use fixed texts in worship. In this
chapter, we’ve seen that abandoning a 1:1 ratio of word and thought also opens up tremendous
possibilities for meaning, allowing a short prayer to contain everything from typological exegesis
to doctrinal instruction to the deepest and most trivial desires of the heart. In written and private
meditations, this multiplication of meaning results in dilation and expansion; in the liturgy itself,
as the public work of the people, the challenge is to synchronize the incommensurable
temporalities of oral performance and inward understanding. In considering these difficulties, it
will escape no one’s notice that double-mindedness, whatever its proper place in religion, is
central to literary experience. Poetry uses many of the same means—formal, ritualized, and fixed
texts, indirect and obscure expression, repetition—to achieve the same effect—Ilanguage
alienated from the easy understanding of ordinary speech—for the same purpose—to achieve
significance in inexhaustible surplus of both the words on the page and any interpreter’s careful
exposition of them. Attending to the reading practices attached to the Latin liturgy confirms that
medieval English literature is indeed largely “an effect of liturgy,””388 not only in the sense that
many poems, like Lydgate’s, are explicitly inspired by liturgical texts, but in that the habits of
mind that make “the literary” possible are cultivated within, for, and by means of liturgical

performance.

388 Bruce Holsinger, “Liturgy,” in Middle English, edited by Paul Strohm (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007),
300.
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Chapter 4

“As kyndely as clerc doth hise bokes”: Piers Plowman and the Poetics of Multilingualism

In a triumphant speech at the gates of hell, as Christ boasts of the salvation he has won
for his people, he notes that even those who have done wrong will be “wasshen of hir synnes / In
my prisone Purgatorie, til parce it hote.””389 This stray phrase from the Piers Plowman B-text
demands explanation: who or what is this “parce” that names or commands, that has the
authority to open and close the gates of Purgatory?

“Parce” is first of all a Latin word, the imperative form of the verb “to spare, refrain,” and
as this chapter will show, Piers Plowman takes a lofty view of the power of Latin words to
achieve effects. More importantly, “parce” is the first word of a liturgical text—the scriptural
lessons of the Office of the Dead, nine short passages selected from Job. Even so abbreviated an
incipit can stand for the entire text of which it is part, invoking the whole Office of the Dead as a
means of release from Purgatory. For a non-Latin-literate reader guessing from context, though,
“parce” seems to mean something quite different: “God’s mercy,” or maybe even “God.”

To explain this triple usage—and to illustrate the linguistic dynamics this chapter will
explore—I’ll turn to Pety Job, which translates into English the nine lessons from the book of

Job used in the Office of the Dead.3% Pety Job employs the expansive translation studied in

389 William Langland and A. V. C. Schmidt, The Vision of Piers Plowman: A Critical Edition of the B-Text Based on
Trinity College Cambridge MS B.15.17 (London: Everyman, 1995), B.XVII[.392-3. Subsequently cited in text.

390 “pety Job, or Parce Mihi, Domine!” in Tienty-six Political and Other Poems (including 'Petty Job') from the
Oxford Mss. Digby 102 and Douce 322, edited by J. Kail and Bodleian Library, EETS OS 124 (London: K. Paul,
Trench, Triibner &, Limited, 1904), 120—43. In connecting Pety Job to the mention of “parce” in Piers Plowman, 1
follow John Alexander Alford, “A Note on ‘Piers Plowman’ B. xviii. 390: ‘Til "Parce” It Hote’” Modern Philology
69, no. 4 (1972): 323-5. My reading here is also informed by Katherine Zieman’s discussion of “Pety Job” in
Singing the New Song: Literacy and Liturgy in Late Medieval England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2008), 1368, where it is a key example of nominalization.
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Chapter 3, amplifying each of the fifty-seven verses of the Latin lessons into a twelve-line
English stanza. In a typical stanza, the first half translates the Latin text with amplifications that
make it more specific or vivid, while the second half pivots from the text’s gloomy reflections on
the human condition to a prayer for God’s help in these circumstances. Like many of Lydgate’s
liturgical translation-commentaries, Pety Job Christianizes an Old Testament text, introducing
explicit references to Christ, Mary, and Satan, and interprets it tropologically, applying it to the
needs and concerns of an individual Christian. Tacking back and forth between the scriptural text
of Job and the liturgical context in which it was recited for the souls of the dead, the poem aims
to integrate them in a seamless flow of meaning. Each stanza ends with the same refrain: “Parce
michi, domine!”

This refrain, though insistent, is anything but monotonous, because the same words
convey different meanings depending on the framing of the sentence. Some occurrences of this
phrase clearly refer to the liturgical text from which it is taken, or its performance: “When my
body ys all bare, / And on a bere brought shal be, / Y nat what y shal synge thare / But Parce
michi, domine” (9—12). Here, “Parce michi, domine,” marked off from ordinary speech as a fixed
phrase by its latinity and—in some manuscripts—by red ink,3%! serves as a shorthand for the
Office of the Dead, the liturgical text sung during funeral rites. Such references to liturgical
practice make Pety Job a recursive commentary on the purpose and power of the text it
translates. At the same time, other instances of the same phrase are just as clearly voiced by the
speaker as prayer to God: “But good Ihesu, I pray thys / ffor thy grete benygnyte: / Thy mercy,

lorde, late me nat mys, / But Parce michi, domine” (69—72). Here, the formal Latin phrase is

391 For example, Harley MS 1706 rubricates the Latin refrain.
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assimilated into the speaker’s vernacular supplication and applied to his own condition, moving
fluently across the boundaries between languages and between composition and quotation. These
two different modes of signifying correspond to other distinctions I’ve drawn in this dissertation
—between word as sound and word as meaning in Chapter 1, between descriptions and deictic
proper names in Chapter 2, between translation of meaningful content and commentary on non-
linguistic features of utterances in Chapter 3, or in general between use and mention. In Pety Job
and macaronic texts like it, Latin phrases—especially from liturgical texts—shift between modes
of signifying in the same way, sometimes heard or voiced as meaningful messages, sometimes
examined as objects of attention.

While use and mention must be strictly distinguished conceptually, poetic play can
quickly blur them in practice. In Pety Job, uses of the Latin refrain to pray to God occur in the
numerical majority of stanzas, but they are framed by mentions of the phrase as the title of a
prayer, which predominate at the beginning and end of the poem. Because readers are primed by
the opening stanzas to recognize “Parce michi, domine” as the name of a liturgical text, all
subsequent uses invoke the Office of the Dead’s authority, sacrality, and efficacy, even when the
speaker is borrowing the Office’s words in his own direct address to God. Because the prayer is
voiced as a personal plea in response to specific dangers and dismays, the formal liturgy gains
heightened urgency as the cry of an afflicted soul. Both modes of meaning hover in suspense
over each stanza, as the reader cannot be certain, up to the penultimate line, which will
predominate. In some cases, both readings seem plausible.

The most puzzling aspect of Pety Job’s play with its refrain is the introduction of a third

sort of meaning not grounded in either fluent multilingual use or quotational mention. What are
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we to make, for example, of the lines, “Therfore I pray the, with louely chere, / ffor Parce michi,
domine!” (299-300)? The sense seems to be, “Therefore I ask you, humbly, that you would spare
me, Lord.” The syntax, however, does not allow this reading, since “parce” is an imperative.
Instead, the refrain phrase must be read as a noun following the preposition “for,” either
indicating the object of the request—*I pray in order to obtain Parce”—or the manner of
requesting—"T ask on the grounds of Parce.”392 These possibilities, irresolvable on the scant
evidence of the sentence, coexist in suspense.

John Alford explains such syntactically baffling verses by saying that when the words
“parce mihi” appear not as an independent clause but in the position of a noun, they do not
represent a plea for mercy but instead “suggest the result of that prayer,” that is, “mercy given in
response to a sinner’s plea.”393 Yet when the refrain comes to mean God’s mercy, it does not
cease to carry with it either the Office from which it comes or its translatable content. After all,
Pety Job experiments with a wide spectrum of meanings in which these three elements are
differently balanced. It not only turns its Latin refrain into a grammatical noun, it imagines it as a
physical thing through half-submerged metaphors: the speaker asks God, “Herewith my soule I
pray you fede, / With Parce michi, domine!” (5§51-2), figuring the text as food, and prays “That I
may dwelle withyn the wones / Of Parce michi, domine!” (407-8), turning it into a building or
place of habitation. There is a sense in which the prayer itself is sustenance for the weak and

weary soul, a structure in which to shelter from fears of hell, a means by which to access mercy;

392 “for, prep,” Middle English Dictionary, edited by Robert E. Lewis, et al. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1952-2001), online edition in Middle English Compendium, edited by Frances McSparran, et al.. (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Library, 2000-2018).

393 Alford, “A Note on ‘Piers Plowman’” 324.
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at the same time, the prayer text becomes a metonym for the mercy it secures, the heaven to
which it opens the way, the spiritual gifts for which it pleads. This identification expresses
striking confidence in the efficacy of the Office of the Dead, which (the poem implies) produces
its effects so reliably that the steps of mediation can be elided: to ask, at least in this church-
prescribed way and for these unqualified goods, is to have. When “Parce” is used to mean
“mercy,” then, it expresses an implicit theology of liturgical speech-acts as efficacious prayer.
Both heartfelt voicing of intelligible words and the objective, official status of a ritual script
contribute to the prayer’s power to access God’s mercy.

Pety Job’s repetitions and transformations of a single phrase make especially clear the
stark difference between reading Latin for its translatable meaning and reading it as a reference
to the text from which it is drawn, since the poem is obsessed with the surprises and ambiguities
generated by alternating between these modes of significance. The principles visible here,
however, also operate in other medieval macaronic poems that take advantage of the same
dynamic of use and mention in their manipulations of latinity, quotation, and liturgy. While we
could multiply examples, in this chapter I study a single work in greater depth, one that not only
exhibits but self-reflexively theorizes the multiple modes of signifying made available in sacred
language. Let us turn, then, to the single English poem that most extensively, imaginatively, and
generatively explores the affordances of multilingualism and the semantics and pragmatics of

quotation: Piers Plowman.
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Piers’s Multilingualism

Piers Plowman is, of course, a spectacularly multilingual text, mixing English, Latin, and
French with virtuoso skill. A substantial proportion of this “English” poem is not in English:
roughly 1,200 of the B- and C-text’s 7,200 lines, or 15 percent, are in Latin.3%4 These Latin
inclusions are not only numerous but diverse: Tim Machan writes that “there are no other extant
bilingual works in which so many speakers change languages so pervasively at so many syntactic
points.””3% This kind of code-switching, unusual in literary texts, is a distinctive feature of
Langlandian style.

Linguistic approaches to Piers Plowman’s language mixing have often been drawn to
sociolinguistic conclusions, analyzing how differential access to the meaning of utterances divide
figures within the poem, and its readers, into in-groups and out-groups in the context of a
diglossic or triglossic society where “high” and “low” codes are used for different purposes. For
example, Helena Halmari and Robert Adams note that code-switching only intelligible to a select
in-group establishes rapport between Langland and his imagined audience, who share a social
identity as bilingual, learned, and devout readers, and Traugott Lawler argues that with

remarkable attention to dramatic situation, Langland consistently translates quoted Latin when it

394 Christopher Cannon, From Literacy to Literature: England, 1300—1400 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2016), 151.

395 Tim William Machan, “Language Contact in Piers Plowman,” Speculum 69, no. 2 (1994), 359.
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is spoken “down” the hierarchy of authority, from a tutor-figure to a pupil.3% Even different
stylistic registers or institutional discourses within Latin itself can characterize speakers and
relationships, fleshing out Langland’s social world.397 Multilingual interactions often have
powerful implications for class differentials and power dynamics: moments like Mede’s abuse of
selective quotation (B.II1.332-53), the conflict between Piers and a priest over how to read the
pardon (B.VIL.105-139), or the narrator’s refusal to translate a Latin passage lest laypeople rebel
against corrupt clergy (B.XV.119-20) contribute to the poem’s social satire and its meditations
on authority and access. Yet as critical attention has been drawn to the sociolinguistic play of
language and status, the specifically poetic dimension of code-switching has been comparatively
neglected—along with the relationship between this formal characteristic and the poem’s other
thematic and methodological commitments.

Analyzing Langland’s multilingualism must begin with a typology of second-language
inclusions. I find three broad categories useful for this chapter. Piers Plowman’s most common
method of incorporating Latin text is the one I will be least concerned with here: the authorizing
quotation, most often from scripture, providing evidence for some argumentative point within a
primarily English discourse. These authorizing quotations are typically intersentential,
grammatically independent of the English discourse within which they are set. Before the

typographic convention of quotation marks, such citational code-switches offered the great

396 Helena Halmari and Robert Adams, “On the Grammar and Rhetoric of Language Mixing in ‘Piers Plowman,””
Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 103, no. 1 (2002): 33-50; Traugott Lawler, “William Langland,” in The Oxford
History of Literary Translation in English, vol. 1: To 1550, edited by Roger Ellis (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2008), 149-59; for similarly sociolinguistic work on French inclusions, see also Ad Putter, “Code-switching in
Langland, Chaucer and the Gawain poet: Diglossia and footing,” in Code-Switching in Early English, edited by
Herbert Schendl and Laura Wright (Berlin; Boston: De Gruyter, Inc., 2011), 281-302.

397 Fiona Somerset, “‘Al Pe Comonys with o Voys Atonys’: Multilingual Latin and Vernacular Voice in Piers
Plowman,” Yearbook of Langland Studies 19 (2005): 107-36.
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practical benefit of clarifying or emphasizing a change of speaker, a function that code-switching
still serves in oral communication in present-day multilingual communities.3%¢ Within a diglossic
society in which Latin carries prestige, providing Latin text in addition to, or instead of, an
English translation communicates the speaker’s social status and the text’s authority along with
the semantic content of the verse. This style of citation, of course, is extremely common among
medieval writers, especially in didactic prose and sermons.

Passing over such intersentential authorizing quotations, I will focus in this chapter on
Latin insertions that involve intrasentential code-switching, combining languages that must
interact. There are, very broadly speaking, two categories for such interactions. Machan
distinguishes between “borrowing” and “code switching” in Piers Plowman on the basis of
syntactic accommodation: borrowed words or phrases are subordinated to the host language’s
grammar and syntax, while code-switched sentences and phrases operate within the grammatical
system of the second language.39° Halmari and Adams’s more fine-grained typology
distinguishes twelve distinct types of intrasentential code-switching, but these again fall into two
overarching categories: eight are “syntactically non-involved”—the sentence elements in the
second language are not affected by the government relations imposed by the governing verb, so
they coexist without clashing—and four “syntactically involved” or “potentially problematic”—
they include words in governed positions, so case assignment is potentially affected.400 Halmari

and Adams find that “problematic” switches in which cases are not so governed tend to involve

398 John J. Gumperz, “The sociolinguistic significance of conversational code-switching,” RELC Journal 8, no. 2
(1977): 14-15; Brian (Hok-Shing) Chan, “Beyond ‘Contextualization’: Code-Switching as a ‘Textualization Cue,’”
Journal of Language and Social Psychology 23, no. 1 (2004): 15-7.

399 Machan, “Language Contact,” 365-7.

400 Halmari and Adams, “Grammar and Rhetoric,” 38—40.
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exact quotations, often of well-known “formulaic” phrases like “Miserere mei Deus” or “Ite,
missa est.” My account will redescribe this phenomenon in Piers Plowman—some second-
language insertions compatible with the surrounding English syntax, others operating according
to their own inner logic—in terms of concepts explored in previous chapters of this dissertation.
Each of these ways of thinking with Latin has its own appeal for Langland; each is a fitting
vehicle for exploration into different aspects of language, psychology, and epistemology; and
together, they model and teach a capacity to switch fluently between several modes of
understanding the same sign, holding its multiple potentialities in mind at once.

The final section of this chapter will shift our attention from latinity, a characteristic that
medieval Christian liturgy shares with other authoritative institutional discourses, to
performativity, which lies closer to the heart of liturgical practice. Here we will consider what
happens when sacred texts are not just referenced, whether by use or mention, but performed,
like the lines of a play, fixed text brought to life as personal act. For all Piers Plowman’s interest
in epistemology and wordplay, it ultimately locates access to Christ in a kind of speech—active
performance—that the poem itself, by virtue of its genre, does not contain, as often as it may
quote the same words without voicing them to God.

Oriented toward an end it can never arrive at, the poem functions as a training ground for
navigating the Latin liturgy, not only teaching readers to respect liturgical texts as powerful
entities and encouraging them to follow thoughts fluently across language switches, but
modeling the mental agility necessary to hold those modes of understanding together—looking

now at Latin words as nonsemantic signs, now along them to their meanings, calling a text by
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name and calling to God by its means. The habits of mind that can distinguish, master, and unite

these modes of meaning prepare readers to engage more deeply in public worship.

Nominalization and Reification

For the medieval liturgical practitioner, nothing could be more ordinary than the use of
Latin incipits as titles, whether of essential prayers like the “Pater noster,” “Ave Maria,” and
“Credo,” liturgical elements like the “Gloria in excelsis,” “Te Deum,” and “Creator Veni
Spiritus,” or all the psalms, known and referred to by their opening phrases. In active
performance, “Pater noster” is a vocative address in Latin calling on “our father”; most of the
time, though, “paternoster” or “paternostre” is a French and English proper noun referring to a
prayer. This transformation takes advantage of several underlying linguistic phenomena. In
literary terms, the incipit title operates by synecdoche, making a textual fragment stand in for the
whole text of which it is part. Langland, for example, clearly intends for his snatches of Latin to
call to invoke extensive passages in the memory of the reader, a habit of mind demonstrated by
those quotations whose “whole point [...] resides in the ‘etc.’”40! In linguistic terms, the incipit
title is a splendid example of the dynamics of mention and use. When context cues us to read a
Latin phrase as a title, its individual words cease to describe their ordinary referents—glory,
heights, God, peace—and instead collectively name a text. Under these conditions, we need not
be fluent in Latin, or indeed have any degree of facility with the language, to speak sensibly
using these words; instead of mastering the complexity of a foreign natural language, the speaker

operates within the artfully constructed semiotic system of the liturgy, drawing on a kind of

401 John Alford, “The Role of the Quotations in Piers Plowman,” Speculum 52 (1977), 82.
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meta-literacy in which the relevant unit of significance is not the individual word, but the
performative utterance.

I’1l refer to the kind of mention at play in incipit titles, in which a phrase or snippet of
speech is turned into a name and used as a noun, as “nominalization.” I do not intend, by this
usage, to associate it with philosophical nominalism; if anything, the reverse seems rather more
true, as the habit of nominalizing encourages speakers to treat words as solid things in
themselves rather than mental representations. As we shall see, the linguistic phenomenon of
nominalization is often accompanied by conceptual reification, treating whatever is named as a
real entity and sometimes imagining it as a physical object or personal agent.

Why focus our attention on incipit titles? For most medieval speakers, this naming
convention was likely invisible by its ubiquity, vanishing from the conscious observation of its
users. Part of a tacit linguistic environment or background, it made certain kinds of speech
possible, but was hardly interesting in itself. I am not alone, however, in being intrigued by
incipit titles; Langland, for one, found them fascinating, a perfect intersection of his macaronic
style and his interest in words that take on a life of their own. In this section, I’ll argue that there
is a profound connection between the nominalizing habits of language fostered by liturgical
practice and the type of allegory that drives Piers Plowman, a connection Langland employs
both for poetic effect and to substantiate his claims about the efficacy of language.

Let’s begin with a passage that may be Langland’s most direct examination of the
language of the liturgy: the confession of Sleuthe, the ignorant priest in Passus V. He is an
exaggerated type of the illiteratus liturgical participant: intimately familiar with Latin texts as

sounds, performative speech-acts, and tools of devotion, yet unable to parse or translate them and
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ignorant of their intelligible content. His confession is dense with liturgical Latin, quoting from
the liturgy—canticle, prayer, and psalm—five times. Yet each of these quotations mentions,
rather than using, the Latin words; the nominalized phrases are title incipits that refer to a
performative act (“He bigan Benedicite with a bolk” (B.V.391)), a time (“Come I to Ite, missa est
I hold me yserved” (B.V.413)), or a text (“Beati omnes / construe clausemele” (B.V.419)).
Sleuthe tells us that, though a priest, he lacks the Latin literacy necessary to understand written
texts or interpret them for others; the style in which he speaks confirms this characterization,
demonstrating that familiar acquaintance and professional ease with liturgical texts considered as
performatives can coexist with total disengagement from their meaningful content.

Langland’s Sleuthe may enjoy lying abed, but his essential vice is not mere laziness but
abuse of language, an invariant that runs through all his separate sins, from neglect of holy texts
to fascination with “ydel tales” to outright lies. In this figure of linguistic abuse, all failures to
mean what one says—whether moral or intellectual, the result of deliberate hypocrisy or inability
to speak an unknown language—are conflated. Langland’s attitude toward distraction and
incomprehension in worship is thus far more damning than those discussed in the previous
chapter. Like Mankynd, Haukyn, or the Christians in the active life imagined by Hilton, Sleuthe
wrestles with inattention and finds that “That I telle with my tongue is two myle fro my herte”
(B.V.402). But while for lay people who lack Latin, such double-mindedness may be
unavoidable and excusable, failure to learn Latin is itself a sin for one whose sacred duty is to
perform the liturgy and “kenne it to my parisshens” (B.V.420). For Langland, then, fluent Latin

literacy is a potent symbol for spiritual attention and engagement, while lack of semantic
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understanding indicates moral failure, even when accompanied by pragmatic literacy that allows
externally correct use of texts as professional tools.

After the portrait of Sleuthe has introduced liturgical and linguistic considerations into
the ethical discourse of the confessions of the vices, the same preoccupation with reified
language continues to play in the poetry, even as the explicit argument moves to other subjects.
The passages that follow contain distinct clusters of nominalized and reified words, apparently
inspired by Sleuthe’s use of liturgical incipit titles. Each of these clusters, associated with a
particular speaker or narrative scene, subtly shifts the nature and role of its nominalizations, a
progression of styles that demonstrates the wide range of relationships to words as things that
can be expressed by grammatical mention. My approach to this sequence follows James
Simpson, who argues that Piers Plowman takes up, analyzes, and moves beyond a variety of
genres or institutional discourses in its interrogation of the institutions they represent.402
Focusing on the sequence of Latin insertions in Passus V allows a more fine-grained examination
of this strategy applied to a single discursive feature, as Langland experiments with increasingly
creative uses of a linguistic phenomenon first encountered in the discourse of the liturgy.

Immediately after Sleuthe’s confession, Langland introduces an eighth penitent, Roberde
the Robber, and with him a new style of Latin code-switching, characterized by single Latin
words, typically imperatives and typically drawn from liturgical sources, appearing as objects or
quasi-personified agents. Even before Roberd appears on the scene, Langland marks the
beginning of a new cluster of Latin uses with the narrator’s comment that Sleuthe swooned “Til

Vigilate the veille fette water at hise eighen” (B.V.443). In contrast to Sleuthe’s “Ite, missa est”™—

402 James Simpson, Piers Plowman: An Introduction (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2007).
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which he not only disobeys but exactly inverts, coming to church when the command “go forth”
is spoken—Vigilate performs what it prescribes, its meaningful content aligned with its effect of
waking the startled Sleuthe. The code-switch into Latin suggests both performativity and a
possible quotation from an authoritative text, but as a single word, “Vigilate” cannot be ascribed
to a single source, instead resonating with several. It can be traced to Jesus’s command to his
disciples in Gethsemane when he pleaded with them to watch with him for one hour, a passage
dramatically reenacted on Palm Sunday,*03 or to a repeated refrain in his teaching about the last
judgement;44 both these gospel passages are echoed in numerous liturgical invitatories,
responsories, and antiphons, especially during the season of Lent and on Maundy Thursday.405
The same command appears twice in the epistles, and the version that appears in 1 Peter—*“sobrii
estote, et vigilate”—is a reading for compline.40¢ Most importantly, perhaps, “vigils” or
“vigiliae” is the name of the midnight services observed in the monastic hours, a ritual that takes
literally scripture’s metaphorical demands for wakefulness. “Vigilate the veille” reduplicates the
reference, as “veille” is an Old French word for the same nighttime prayers.407 While “vigilate”
might evoke a scriptural source for some readers, then, its most familiar, salient, and resonant

context is the liturgy of the hours that Sleuthe has so signally neglected—the place where words

403 Matthew 26:41, Mark 14:38; for “Dominica in Ramis Palmarum,” see Missale ad Usum Insignis et Praeclarae
Ecclesiae Sarum, edited Francis Henry Dickinson (Oxford, London, 1861-1883), col. 226.

404 Matthew 24:42, Mark 13:33-37.

405 The CANTUS database, for example, lists at least ten distinct liturgical occasions on which “vigilate” (“Vigilate
omnes et orate,” “Vigilate ergo quia nescitis,” “Vigilate animo in proximo est”) appears in chants attested in the
insular countries.

406 1 Corinthians 16:13, 1 Peter 5:8; Francis Procter, Christopher Wordsworth, and Catholic Church, Breviarium Ad
Usum Insignis Ecclesiae Sarum ... Juxta Editionem Maximam Pro Claudio Chevallon Et Francisco Regnault A.D.

MDXXXI (Cambridge, 1879), col. 985.

407 “yeil, n.2” OED Online (Oxford University Press, 2020).
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come to life in literal enactment and have power to shape the lives of those who hear and recite
them.

In the passage that follows, Roberd encounters several more single Latin words that
function in similar ways: he looks on “Reddite” and is brought to tears, receives mercy “for
Memento sake,” and leans on “Penitencia his pik” as a staff (B.V.462, 467, 475). This depiction
of repentance highlights the role that ritualized Latin words play in the process, prompting self-
examination and sorrow, securing assurance of mercy, and assisting in the strenuous effort of
restitution and sanctification. While single words, again, can have no single source, the liturgical
context evoked by Sleuthe continues to resonate in this passage. “Memento,” for example, is a
common cry in the psalms and therefore in the liturgy of the hours; to take just one instance,
“Memento nostri, Domine, in beneplacito populi tui,” drawn from Psalm 105, serves as a versicle
for the first Sunday of Advent and as a responsory verse on Saturdays throughout the year.408
Given the context of a penitent robber, though, the source with the strongest resonance here is
the thief crucified next to Jesus, who asked him, “Domine memento mei cum veneris in regnum
tuum.”40 A slightly rephrased version of this request was a widespread antiphon for Good
Friday, with the title “Memento mei domine deus dum.”#10 The single word “memento,” spoken
to a robber, functions as an abbreviated incipit for this antiphon, calling up both the gospel
account of unconditional forgiveness at the point of death and the liturgical occasion at which the

contemporary congregation reenacts this story, impersonating the condemned criminal, imitating

408 Psalm 105:4(106:4), Cantus ID 007305zc, Cantus ID 007565a.

409 Luke 23:42; the account is clearly of great interest to Langland, who narrates it again with commentary on the
theological problems it raises in B.V.191-215.

410 Cantus ID 003736, attested in 99 manuscripts; Sarum Breviarium, col. 793; see also Sarum Missale, col. 294, for
the gospel reading for mass on Maundy Thursday.
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his repentance, and receiving for themselves the grace once extended to him. To have “mercy on
that man for Memento sake,” then, implies a rich tangle of mediations. God is called on to
remember many reasons for forgiveness: his promises and covenant, given to his people in
general; Jesus’s forgiveness of the thief on the cross, a specific act that sets a precedent for future
penitents; the prayer of any desperate soul who cries “Remember,” demonstrating her reliance on
God’s mercy; and the Good Friday service with its antiphon Memento mei domine deus dum,
which, faithfully performed, is a means of grace.

This use of the liturgy is in one respect sharply opposed to Sleuthe’s: where the lazy
priest’s liturgical phrases are empty of significance, marking only the fact of an utterance as
physical event, the meanings of Vigilate and Memento are crucial to their function in the poem
and in the religious practices it describes. At the same time, however, Roberd’s Latin shares with
Sleuthe’s its grammatical nominalization and conceptual reification. It recognizes texts as things
that have their own robust existence, independent of the subjective minds of their hearers, which
can accomplish more than the person who uses them could on her own, even startling her awake
or revealing realities of which she was unconscious. To function in this way, texts must be
recognized as both meaningful messages and powerful objects, integrating significance and
power to achieve a single effect.

The next section of the poem, in which Repentaunce quickly recounts Christ’s
incarnation, crucifixion, harrowing of hell, and resurrection appearances, features a very different
style of language mixing: the English narrative is liberally seeded with whole lines of scriptural
and liturgical Latin, syntactically complete in themselves and independent of the English clauses

around them. Not only are these quotations grammatically distinct from the surrounding
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narration, they are also separated from it by the contexts they invoke. None are drawn from the
gospel narrations of the events to which Langland attaches them. Instead, a line from the creation
story of Genesis memorably recited at the Easter Vigil is tied to the Incarnation,*!! a verse from
Ephesians liturgically associated with the feast of the Ascension invoked for Good Friday,*12 a
reading from Isaiah used at Christmas applied to the Harrowing of Hell.413 Like the
kaleidoscopic reorderings that generate endless patterns in lists of divine names, these collisions
of contexts throw off suggestive sparks—perhaps Christ lifted up on the cross is already as
gloriously triumphant as he will be entering heaven itself, or the incarnate God-made-man
already implicit in man-made-as-image-of-God. For the reader who both understands the Latin
and recalls its source, the quotations here create a dense, multilayered texture. At the same time,
increased syntactic complexity distances these Latin quotations from monolingual readers who
could easily understand cognates like “memento” or “penitencia.” The poem here provides no
English translation, paraphrase, or interpretation of the cited Latin, leaving readers to understand
or skip over the insertions according to their abilities—to appreciate the simple primary melody
of familiar gospel narratives or the fantastic intertextual counterpoint, depending on how they
focus their attention.

As Repentaunce’s sermon draws to a close, the stylistic element he has introduced—
complete Latin quotations whose meaning and liturgical context resonates in their new English

setting—is combined with the reifications that characterized Roberde’s passage. Hope takes up

411 B V.487a, Genesis 1:26, Sarum Missale col. 344.
412 B V.491a, Ephesians 4:8, Cantus ID 006120a, Sarum Breviarium col. 959, 964, 965, 967.

413 B.V.494a, Isaiah 9:2, Cantus ID 850353b, Sarum Missale col. 50, 52.
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“a horn of Deus tu conversus vivificabis nos”—a line read immediately after the declaration of
absolution—*“And blew it with Beati quorum remisse sunt iniquitates”—the incipit of one of the
penitential psalms.#14 This passage treats not merely single words, but whole utterances—and the
longer liturgical texts they represent—as grammatical noun phrases and allegorical entities. In
context, this is a triumphant integration of two different styles of Latin quotation and the ways of
understanding the liturgy they represent. Like Roberde, Hope interacts with Latin words as
powerful entities that do what they describe; like Repentaunce, he evokes specific moments in
the liturgy with rich resonances for the narrative context of the poem. The fusion of intelligible
meaning and performative force in these utterances is underscored by their sonic character as a
trumpet-blast and a triumphant hymn, complementing their verbal significance with the
noncognitive expressivity of music.

The kind of Latin insertion exemplified here—the treatment of Latin phrases or
sentences, typically liturgical, as physical objects or instruments—appears in several other
important places throughout the poem. Permit me a paragraph-long detour from the Passus V
sequence to highlight how the kind of Latin quotation we’ve seen exemplified in Hope’s horn—a
technique that turns liturgical texts into things for human use—serves major thematic purposes
throughout Piers Plowman, as Latin words become both food and tools. One locus for this
phenomenon is the feast hosted by Conscience in Passus XIII, at which the learned doctor

relishes “manye sondry metes, mortews and puddynges” while Will and Patience must subsist on

414 Piers Plowman B.V.506-7. The first quotation is Psalm 84:7, attested in the Ordinary of the Mass in the Use of
York in The Lay-Folks Mass-Book p. 92 1. 13, although not at the equivalent place in Sarum Use; also found after the
absolution during the hours of prime and compline at Sarum Breviarium vol. 2 col. 53 and 239 respectively. The
second quotation is Psalm 31(32):1.
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meager prayers (B.XII1.62). While the narrator mentions the evangelists and church fathers as
sources of food, almost all the texts actually quoted are liturgical, drawn from the psalms:

he brought us of Beati quorum of Beatus virres makyng,

And thanne he brought us forth a mees of oother mete, of

Miserere mei, Deus,

Et quorum tecta sunt peccata
In a dissh of derne shrifte, Dixi and Confitebor tibi. (B.XI11.52—4)

Specifically, this passage draws on two of the seven penitential psalms, 31(32) and 50(51),
remixing lines out of order to accentuate the psalms’ character as a set of spatially arranged texts
rather than continuous, linear performances unfolding in time. These seven psalms, frequently
recommended for penance and intercession for the dead, extracted from the psalter as a whole for
use in books of hours, primers, and other lay devotions, and translated, paraphrased, or versified
in the vernacular, were understood not only as expressions of repentance but effective means of
performing spiritual acts—removing guilt and internalizing virtue.4!5 In Passus XV, similarly,
Charite consumes “Fiat-voluntas-tua” and “a sop of Spera in Deo” as his daily bread
(B.XV.179-80). Such instances of eating one’s words are closely bound up with the wider
imagery of eating and drinking in the poem, including the Eucharist and the activity of
agricultural production central to the medieval economy. Charite, who eats the liturgy, also
engages in liturgical labors: he “kan portreye wel the Paternoster and peynte it with Aves,”
making the rosary a work of art that instructs others, and he “leggen on longe with laboravi in

gemitu meo,” using the psalm of lament to clean men’s souls (B.XV.181, 191). Here “psalms and

415 See Annie Sutherland, “Performing the Penitential Psalms in the Middle Ages” in Aspects of the Performative in
Medieval Culture (Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter, 2010), 15-38; Clare Costley King’o0o, Miserere Mei: The Penitential
Psalms in Late Medieval and Early Modern England (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012),
especially 13-19.
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psalm verses do not merely have the force of ideas, but the palpability of objects;416 moreover,
these texts participate in the social and spiritual economy so essential to Piers Plowman, figured
both as the food necessary for life and the tools of human labor necessary for economic
production and exchange. Langland’s texts-turned-objects matter for the material concerns of
human society, whether they provide nourishment (Patience’s dish), means for labor (Charite’s
tools), or celebration (Hope’s horn).

The sequence started by Sleuthe might end with Hope’s horn, having demonstrated how
the same nominalization and reification that can leave liturgical texts empty sounds can also be
taken up to transform them into powerful agents or instruments of redemption. But one final
passage in Passus V—Piers’s directions on the pilgrimage to Treuthe—extends the process of
transformation even further when it employs this technique, hitherto associated with book-
learned Latin and fixed liturgical phrases, with English words as well. Piers imagines the
Christian life as a landscape whose distinctive landmarks are commandments, including six from
the decalogue and four others of less clear origin. For example, the pilgrims are instructed,

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

[Forto] ye fynden a ford, “youre-fadres-honoureth’:
Honora patrem et matrem. (B.V.565-6a)

After the pilgrims have successfully navigated this landscape of utterances, they will interact
with full-blown personifications, greeting the porter Amende-Yow and avoiding the wicked
sheriff Wrathe-thee to come at last to Treuthe. Here, English sentences become first physical

objects that share a space with living people, then personal agents with whom to interact.

416 Michael P. Kuczynski, Prophetic Song: The Psalms as Moral Discourse in Late Medieval England (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995), 209.
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This is, of course, standard allegorical fare: it is the most straightforward expression of
the “pilgrimage of life” genre within which all of Piers Plowman operates, a kind of allegory
which in turn is among the most intuitive and enduring structures of metaphorical thinking.417 Its
content, focused on moral behavior, has nothing to do with liturgy. But coming at the climax of
Passus V’s gradual exploration of the affordances of grammatical mention, this moral allegory is
clearly woven on the warp of liturgical habits of thought. Across this sequence, liturgical Latin’s
propensity to nominalization, ubiquitous in ordinary incipit titles, has been refashioned as a
means to reify utterances as objects, settings, and agents with which human beings interact—a
means that can now be employed in new contexts. Piers’s directions take from Sleuthe their
treatment of fixed phrases as nouns, from Roberde the simultaneous mention of formal speech-
acts and reference to their content, from Hope the transformation of sentences into objects—but
Piers transfers these phenomena from macaronic poetry, in which Latin demarcates grammatical
mention, into English, where the use/mention distinction must be inferred from contextual cues.
Langland thus draws an almost straight line between the verbal reification experienced in ritual
language and the conceptual reifications of allegory. The same capacity of language that,
improperly used, results in Sleuthe’s meaningless recitations also, for practitioners aware of the
significance and resonance of alienated words, makes possible the allegorical objects that

inhabit, and the personifications that animate, all of Langland’s poetry.

417 Siegfried Wenzel, “The Pilgrimage of Life as a Late Medieval Genre,” Mediaeval Studies 35 (1973): 370-388;
for the enduring appeal of pilgrimage and psychomachia as basic allegorical frames, see C. S. Lewis, The Allegory
of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 86; for journey
as conceptual metaphor, see George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2003), 44—45, 90-96.

260



In fact, Piers Plowman’s flexible and fecund macaronicity, with its switches not only
between languages but between different methods of integrating and understanding non-English
inclusions, bears a remarkable similarity to another notable feature of the poem—its fugitive and
flickering personifications. While the primary speakers of the poem are clearly represented as
allegorical entities, they are surrounded by dozens of shadowy figures whose status as concept or
personification is ambiguous; as Jill Mann puts it, rather than constituting “a fixed and limited
dramatis personae,” Langland’s personifications “are constantly springing into life as a
metaphorical verb briefly endows them with a quasi-human activity, and then sinking back into
abstract nouns once more.”418 Like other names and utterances throughout this dissertation, such
a word flickers between two possible modes of signifying—is it being used to mean a concept, or
mentioned as a name? Insofar as the word names an allegorical figure, it has undergone the same
process that turns incipits into titles. The trope of personification arguably just is nominalization;
Lavinia Griffiths, for example, defines personification as “the grammatical transformation of a
noun or other part of speech into a proper name,”#!° and Morton Bloomfield says it involves
“making deictic (or pointer) nouns out of non-deictic nouns” and “making proper nouns out of
our source nouns,”#20 the same process that, as we saw in Chapter 2, turns descriptions of God

(lord, all-mighty, anointed) into names for him. While the shift from word to name is usually

418 Lavinia Griffiths, Personification in Piers Plowman (Cambridge, 1985), 7-10; Jill Mann, “Allegory and Piers
Plowman,” in Cambridge Companion to Piers Plowman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 79.

419 Griffiths, Personification 5.

420 Morton W. Bloomfield, “A Grammatical Approach to Personification Allegory,” Modern Philology 60, no. 3
(1963): 164-5.
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effected by the attribution of agency or animacy to a normally non-animate noun,*?! it can also
occur when another part of speech becomes a noun, as with Ite missa est, Confitebor tibi, Fiat-
voluntas-tua, Beth-buxom-of-speche, or Dowel. When Langland turns ordinary words into
allegorical figures—but still more, when he accentuates the agency and materiality of words so
readers can see them flicker between description and name, use and mention, meaning and power
—his allegorical method “activate[s] the latent potentialities in the ordinary structures of
language,”422 making them newly visible. He draws here, of course, on the long medieval
tradition of allegorical literature and exegesis, but also, even more immediately, on his
experience of the same flicker in the practice of the liturgy.

I’ve proposed that Langland sees a continuity between the linguistic potentials evident in
unknown, formally learned, or ritually fixed languages like liturgical Latin and those latent in
any language, including one’s own vernacular. This might, of course, be an insight Langland
took advantage of in composition but did not communicate to his readers, except that some of the
poem’s scribes rendered the same kinship visible in their manuscripts. Just as Langland imports
stylistic and conceptual techniques for handling Latin into English poetry, scribes also
transferred techniques for representing interlingual code-switching to monolingual switches in
mode of signification, using the same visual pragmatics—distinguishing indicators such as red

ink, underlining, boxing, or changes in letter size—for both Latin text and emphasized English

421 For recent discussions of how the hierarchy of animacy operates in Piers Plowman, see Tekla Bude, “Wet Shoes,
Dirty Coats, and the Agency of Things: Thinking Personification through New Materialism,” The Yearbook of
Langland Studies 33 (2019): 205-229; Jacqueline Cordell, “Priming Text Function in Personification Allegory: A
Corpus-assisted Approach,” Language and Literature (Harlow, England) 27, no. 3 (2018): 218-39.

422 Mann, “Allegory and Piers Plowman,” 65.
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words.423 While such markers typically indicate interlingual code-switching, marking Latin (and
sometimes French) inclusions, they are also sometimes applied to English. Scribal practice is
rarely consistent in such matters, and some variation may result from error rather than system,
but several patterns of marking emerge. Some scribes appear to mark not Latin itself, but
authoritative references to the Bible or church fathers in any language, including English
translations or localizations of those authorities. Several other scribes, however, extend the
markings they use for Latin to important English words like “dowel,” “dobet, “dobest,” and
“Conscience.”#24 British Library MS Royal 18.B.XVII, for example, uses the same underscoring
for Latin text, Latin rubrics, and English person and place names. In Oxford, Corpus Christi
College MS 201, fully rubricated Latin phrases—plus Dowel, Dobet, and Dobest, which receive
exactly the same rubrication—share their red ink with secondary rubrication highlighting a wide
variety of nouns, including allegorical figures (Conscience, Piers), historical people (Moses,
Augustine), and social roles (Clergy, Lord).425 Because medieval scribes lacked consistent
capitalization conventions, the proper or common status of nouns is often ambiguous in
manuscript, forcing modern editors to interpretative decisions.#2¢ The markings scribes used

instead, like boxing and underlining, are more flexible, preserving readers’ interpretative

423 Throughout this paragraph I rely on both Tim William Machan, “The Visual Pragmatics of Code-switching in
Late Middle English Literature,” in Code-Switching in Early English, edited by Herbert Schendl and Laura Wright
(Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, Inc., 2011), 303—-33; and Judith A. Jefferson, “Scribal Responses to Latin in the
Manuscripts of the B-Version of Piers Plowman,” in Multilingualism in Medieval Britain (c. 1066—1520): Sources
and Analysis, edited by Judith A. Jefferson et al. (Brepols, 2013), 195-210.

424 Jefferson, “Scribal Response,” 202-3.

425 Noelle Phillips, “Seeing Red: Reading Rubrication in Oxford, Corpus Christi College MS 201’s Piers
Plowman,” The Chaucer Review 47, no. 4 (2013): 439-464.

426 Jill Mann, Langland and Allegory (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University,
1992), 15-17.
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freedom. Nevertheless, while rubrication has no definitive significance, numerous scribes
marked both Latin quotations and personified proper nouns as similarly set apart from ordinary
speech, substantiating my claim that Piers Plowman connects them.

Personifications inevitably raise metaphysical questions. Nominalization is haunted by
realism and nominalism—when we speak of abstractions as though they existed, do we assume
or assert that they in fact exist? Piers Plowman’s critics have argued both ways. On the one hand,
we find claims that “allegory turns accidents into substances in order to show that they are no
less real than substances; the transformative properties of language allow us to perceive the
realities of the world.”#27 On the other, Piers’s map for the pilgrimage to Truth is read as a
demonstration of personification allegory’s inadequacy to communicate directions for ethical
living, as “to make substantives out of them, things rather than actions, is to distort their real
nature and to employ a false analogy.”’428 Reconsidering Langland’s verbal entities in the context
of liturgical performativity allows us to recognize in them a rather different sort of reality, less
philosophical than pragmatic. Liturgical participants’ undeniable lived experience of working by
means of words, being nourished by them, and watching them shape self, society, and world
lends credibility to the notion that other words, too, are real things with powerful effects.

The solidity of language is reinforced by representations of liturgical performance as
labor, especially when both personifications and distinctly human figures engage in this work
side by side. Thus Charite, who must “leggen on longe with laboravi in gemitu meo,” rubs

shoulders with the type of the modern priest, called to bear “a porthors that sholde be his plow,

427 Mann, Langland and Allegory, 21.

428 Mary Carruthers, The Search for St. Truth: A Study of Meaning in Piers Plowman (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 1973), 64.
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Placebo to sigge” (B.XV.125). In this plowing image, a breviary—called by a borrowed French
word that emphasizes the physicality of the manuscript codex, whose size and weight can enable
or hinder carrying it out of doors (porte-hors)*2>—becomes not merely a vehicle for intelligible
communication, but a tool for manual labor, providing a necessary service for the community as
surely as agricultural workers do. The incipit title Placebo—at once a Latin word, a text, a
liturgical office, and an economic service that can be exchanged for money or goods—bridges
the distance between the emphatically material codex and the entirely verbal psalm quotation, the
reality of physical objects and the reality of efficacious performatives.

Will himself, in the autobiographical passage of C.V, fuses these literal and allegorical
realms. At once a personification of the central faculty of the soul and a portrayal (whether
accurate or fictional) of the historical person who wrote the text, Will unites the poem’s modes of
representation. When he says, “The lomes that y labore with and lyflode deserue / Is paternoster
and my primer, placebo and dirige, / And my sauter som tyme and my seuene p[s]almes”
(C.V.45-7), he engages in the same fanciful reification of text that turns words into landmarks,
meals, tools, and people throughout the poem. At the same time, however, he also speaks the
sober truth: people really did live, and the historical William Langland may well have lived, by
praying for patrons’ souls in exchange for the necessities of life, using precisely these core

devotional texts.#30 For professional clergy, the Paternoster, Psalter, and Office of the Dead are

429 “porteous, n.” OED Online (Oxford University Press, June 2020).

430 While the poem depicts its narrator as “a clever but perpetually impoverished itinerant clerk in lower religious
orders” (Robert Adams, “The Rokeles: An Index for a “Langland” Family History,” in The Cambridge Companion
to Piers Plowman (Cambridge University Press, 2014), 85; see E. Talbot Donaldson, Piers Plowman: The C-text and
Its Poet (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1949), 2106, and Joseph S. William Wittig, Langland Revisited (New York;
London: Twayne Publishers; Prentice Hall International, 1997), 9-10), skeptics have long questioned whether this
depiction is truly autobiographical (see George Kane, The Autobiographical Fallacy in Chaucer and Langland
Studies (London: Published for the College by H.K. Lewis, 1965)).
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quite literally “lomes”—tools or instruments—of the trade.#3! The argument made for labor also
extends to its fruits. While some critics have concluded that Patience’s and Charite’s “Fiat
voluntas tua” is inadequate nourishment that fails to address real problems of hunger,*32 Will as
wandering cleric not only claims the Paternoster as his sustenance—*“Fiat voluntas dei fynt vs
alle thynges” (C.V.88)—but gives a realistic account of how prayer can provide a livelihood, a
concrete example that validates similar claims about verbal nourishment throughout the poem.
Thus, liturgy not only serves as a source of the nominalizing and reifying trick of language that
drives much of Langland’s poetry, but also makes sense of his assertions about language as
claims about the real world, not just expressions of the logic of allegory. In liturgical practice,
words obviously are things with affordances and effects; they can be used to earn a living,
strengthen a community, or release a soul from torment. This concrete instance of words
performing works substantiates more far-reaching claims about the ontic reality of verbal
constructs like Fiat-voluntas-tua, Reason, or Holi Cherche. We might go so far as to say that if
the historical Langland were not an unbeneficed cleric who prayed for his supper, he would have
had to invent a narratorial persona who did so. The labor of the liturgy not only unites the poem’s
thinking about work, vagrancy, and socioeconomic order to its interest in appropriate religious
practice, it also connects these ethical and social concerns with the specifically linguistic and

poetic energies of Langland’s allegorical method.

431 “lome, n.” MED.

432 For readings of Patience’s poverty as arrogant or unattainable perfectionism, see David Aers, Sanctifying Signs:
Making Christian Tradition in Late Medieval England (Notre Dame, 2004), esp. pp. 119-33 and Nicholas Watson,
“Pastoral Theology and Spiritual Perfectionism: Hawkyn’s Cloak and Patience’s Pater Noster,” Yearbook of
Langland Studies 21 (2007), 83—118.
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Thus far, we’ve seen how the humble incipit title encapsulates a dynamic duality of use
and mention, meaning and symbol, that a master poet can exploit to make his creations flicker
between words and world. Insofar as Langland reifies Latin and English words as entities and
animates them as personifications, his poem is a triumphant celebration of words as things:
people, places, objects, labor, and food. We should not forget, however, that for Langland—
unlike the Chastising-author or Reginald Pecock—ritual performance of the liturgy cannot be
separated from the meaningful content of its texts to simply signify obedience to holy church or
express a wordless intent toward God. Even as he plays with the substantial solidity of reified
language, Langland insists that true worshippers—and true readers—should understand the Latin

text they encounter fluently.

Fluency and Epistemology

If Langland sometimes mentions Latin words and phrases as verbal objects whose
primary referent is themselves or the texts of which they are part, he also uses Latin in ways that
expect the reader to follow a single thought across switches between languages, integrating the
grammars of both. Although the quotations used in these “fluent switches” are not typically
liturgical in character, the habits of mind that they exercise—the skill to discern which way to
read a scrap of Latin, or hold several ways of reading together in the same utterance—are well
suited to liturgical practice. On a deeper level, too, Piers Plowman is “like liturgical texts ...

[whose] purpose is experience,” not simply information,*33 in its valorization of process and

433 Mary Clemente Davlin, 4 Game of Heuene: Word Play and the Meaning of Piers Plowman B (Cambridge,
England; Wolfeboro, NH: D.S. Brewer, 1989), 5.

267



procedural knowledge, like that necessary to read languages fluently, over propositional
knowledge.

While the details of Langland’s code-switches vary, much of the poem, as is typical of
intrasentential code-switching, “requires the integration of two languages to form a semantically
and syntactically coherent utterance.”434 The substantial proportion of Langland’s intrasentential
code-switches that involve grammatically unassimilated Latin phrases—usually fixed or reified
phrases familiar from scripture or liturgy, like those examined in the previous section—is handily
outnumbered by switches that assimilate Latin inclusions, whether because the inclusion is in a
syntactically ungoverned position like an adverbial element, adjectival modifier, appositive, or
parenthetical, or because (more rarely) it has been modified to match its new English context.435
Such switches require bilingual understanding, not just extragrammatical recognition.

Rather than cataloguing many of these instances, in the first part of this section I’ll give a
handful of examples to indicate the extent of multilingual integration Langland achieves. Then
I’11 turn to discuss the poetic purpose of such fluent code-switching, arguing that this linguistic
phenomenon is closely related to Langland’s epistemological project. Finally, I’ll consider cases
in which, rather than simply nominalizing quoted phrases or simply rolling over language
boundaries in fluid, continuous sentences, Langland sets the reader the challenge of determining
how to read Latin phrases with tricky transitions or ambiguous double meanings. In all his code-
switching, I argue, Langland exercises readers’ ability to manipulate and integrate languages,

helping us internalize these skills by practice.

434 Janet G. Van Hell, Kaitlyn A. Litcofsky, and Caitlin Y. Ting, “Intra-sentential Code-switching: Cognitive and
Neural Approaches,” The Cambridge Handbook of Bilingual Processing (2015), 464.

435 Halmari and Adams, “Grammar and Rhetoric,” 39.
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“‘I am via et veritas,’ seith Crist, ‘I may avaunce alle’” (B.IX.161). In this half-translated
quotation, a switch after the copula asserts the equivalence of the common English “I”” and the
scriptural divine names, laying more linguistic emphasis on the juxtaposition between personal
pronoun and impersonal abstraction already present in the quoted text.436 Readers completing the
familiar phrase in their minds will hear “et vita” echoing after, harmonizing with “I may avaunce
alle”—the English version turns a predicate noun into a transitive verb, identity into action.
Throughout Piers Plowman, scores of similar sentences weave English and Latin inseparably
together: “For Dignus est operarius his hire to have” (B.11.123), “The comune clamat cotidie,
ech a man to oother” (B.X1X.420), “per confessionem to a preest peccata occiduntur”
(B.XIV.90-1). While there is often a discernible reason for the switch—for example, familiar
Latin phrases are chosen to maximize intertextual resonance—the primary significance of these
quotations is not latinity or authority or sacrality, but whatever the words happen to be saying.
Unlike in the case of authorizing quotations presented as separate sentences, in these
intrasentential switches one cannot skip over the Latin, but must read it to follow the argument.

In such reminiscences quotation, translation, and poetic invention blur together. Consider,
for example, Dame Studie’s rebuke to Will: “Noli mittere, man, margery perles, / Among hogges
that han hawes at wille” (B.X.9). Like “vigilate,” “redde,” “Dowel,” and other imperative verbs
in the poem, “Noli mittere” is set apart with special emphasis that highlights the performative
character of the command as an act as well as a word. Yet in this case, the quoted clause
continues across the switch in language, making the Latin verb act on an English direct object

and within an English adverbial context. The transitive verb could communicate nothing

436 John 14:6.
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meaningful without its object, and the English makes no sense without an understood or inferred
verb; the sentence is only intelligible by a fusion of two languages. Moreover, in the English half
of the sentence, Langland’s elaboration on Matthew 7:6 does not simply translate Jesus’s words,
but further develops the image of pigs and pearls by introducing the contrast of hawthorn berries
(hawes), which are like pearls in size and shape but abundant and of little value. By this image,
the scriptural text is thoroughly Englished, translated not only from one language to another but
from the alien landscape of the Middle East to the familiar woods of northern Europe. Both the
grammar of the sentence and the logic of its images aim at a fusion of codes: Latin and English,
scripture and experience, quotation and imagination.

Langland’s efforts to integrate languages also operate on the grammatical level. In a
striking example of intrasentential code-switching, Holi Cherche quotes the gospels: “‘Reddite
Cesari,” quod God, ‘that Cesari bifalleth, / Et que sunt Dei Deo, or ellis ye don ille’” (B.1.52-3).
Six switches in rapid succession weave together authoritative quotation and English paraphrase
in a single, continuous, syntactically coherent sentence. To achieve this effect, however,
Langland must modify the source text; where Piers Plowman repeats “Cesari” twice identically,
all three synoptic Gospels use both dative and genitive cases, “quae Caesaris sunt Caesari.”#37 To
accommodate the English idiom by which “bifallen” expresses possession and suitability,
“Caesaris” must become an indirect object, shifting to the dative.438 This change, though small,

signals Langland’s awareness of English as a grammatical language governed by its own distinct

437 Matthew 22:20, Mark 12:17, Luke 20:25.

438 “bifallen v.,” Middle English Dictionary, edited by Robert E. Lewis et al. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1952-2001), online edition in Middle English Compendium, edited by Frances McSparran, et al. (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Library, 2000-2018); see entry 4.
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rules and the care he takes to reconcile the different grammars of Latin and English. As
Christopher Cannon argues, Langland’s Latin phrases are not always and simply quotations, but
at times inventively adapted or newly composed text;*3° nowhere is this clearer than Langland’s
variations on “Redde quod debes,” which remains a recognizable refrain across a variety of
conjugations of its central verb.#40 Such reminiscence, rather than exact quotation, testifies that
although the words originate from an authoritative source, they have become the authentic words
of the person who voices them, deeply internalized through memorization and meditation.44!

It is this kind of internalization—the integration not just of Latin and English words in
sentences, but quotation and new composition in a train of thought or the course of a life—that
raises the stakes of Langland’s macaronic style, connecting the narrow domain of linguistic
proficiency with knowledge more broadly. To understand the implications of code-switches like
the ones above, we must leave close reading of individual lines to grapple with some of the
poem’s most comprehensive concerns.

Insofar as Piers Plowman is an epistemological poem, “kynde knowynge” is its central
term. From Will’s opening plea to Holy Church to “kenne me kyndely on Crist to beleve”
(B.I.81) to Anima’s insistence that charity can never be known by “clergie” but is mysteriously
perceived by Piers the Plowman, the poem’s quest is driven by insatiable desire for a knowledge
that it cannot deliver. Again and again, after receiving a cogent and plausible answer to his

questions from a helpful personification, Will declares that the knowledge he has received is not

439 Cannon, From Literacy to Literature, 152-8.

440 Eleanor Johnson, “Reddere and Refrain: A Meditation on Poetic Procedure in Piers Plowman,” The Yearbook of
Langland Studies 30 (2016): 3-27.

441 Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God: A Study of Monastic Culture (New York: Fordham
University Press, 1961), 75.
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“kyndely” and begins his search again. Many interpretations of this term have been proposed,

29 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢

including “natural knowledge,” “conscience,” “simple intuition,” “learning for oneself,”
“mystical contemplation,” “divine wisdom,” and “notitia intuitiva.”**? It has often been aligned
with “sapientia” as opposed to “scientia,” an opposition common in both monastic tradition and
vernacular religious writings; monastic education proposes a gradual ascent from the
propaedeutic study of the liberal arts to the sublime sapientia of scripture, while some vernacular
theology holds that a lewd believer may vault over all this text-bound learning to pure love.443
“Kynde knowynge” is usually defined against an opposite, which we may call “clergie”: the
former is affective rather than cognitive, personal or relational rather than conceptual, practical
rather than theoretical, experiential rather than technical. These opposites in turn resonate with a
wide range of associated oppositions: as Michelle Karnes maps the network, “kynde knowynge”
is allied to “experience, works/deeds/action, will, affect, the vernacular, the laity, charity,
individualism and poetry,” while “clergie” has to do with “words (as opposed to works), Latin,
institutions (the church, the university), the intellect, hierarchy, communalism, systematization,

cognition, and learning.”#44 Critics have often seen “kynde knowynge” as the opposite of formal

education or book-learning, speaking of Piers Plowman’s fundamental opposition of “‘knowing

442 For an overview of translations and interpretations before 1980, see Mary Clemente Davlin, “Kynde knowying as
a Middle English Equivalent for ‘Wisdom’ in Piers Plowman B” in Medium Aevum 50.1 (1981), pg. 5, n.2; for a
more recent summary of the literature, see Michelle Karnes, “Will’s Imagination in Piers Plowman,” Journal of
English and Germanic Philology, 108 (2009), 28; for a review of the literature on the more general term “kynde,”
see Rebecca Davis, Piers Plowman and the Books of Nature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 3-9.

443 See, for example, Vincent Gillespie, Looking in Holy Books: Essays on Late-Medieval Religious Writing in
England (Aberystwyth: University of Wales Press, 2007); for an application of these ideas to Piers Plowman, see
James Simpson, “From Reason to Affective Knowledge: Modes of Thought and Poetic Form in ‘Piers Plowman,’”
Medium Aevum 55, no. 1 (1986): 1-23.

444 Karnes, “Will’s Imagination,” 28.
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by understanding, by reason and by books’ versus ‘kynde knowynge, wisdom,’”445 or
characterizing “kynde knowynge” as “innate, not learned, and as equivalent or superior to formal
knowledge.’446

To summarize, then: “clergie” happens at school, with books, and in Latin; “kynde
knowynge” roams the world, is felt in the heart, and speaks the mother-tongue. What could be
simpler? The problem is that the text rules these easy associations out. Holi Cherche responds to
Will’s very first protestation that he lacks “kynde knowynge” with a fierce rebuke of his lack of
Latinate, clerical study: ““Thow doted daffe!” quod she, ‘dulle are thi wittes. / To litel Latyn thow
lernedest, leode, in thi youthe: / Heu michi quod sterilem duxi vitam iuvenilem!’” (B.1.140—1a).
By this turn to elementary education, she strongly implies that “kynde knowynge” is not
obtained by general life experience or heartfelt desire, but by formal education—especially
language study in childhood. Even more strikingly, when Piers first appears in the poem, he
boasts of his relationship with Truth, “I knowe hym as kyndely as clerc doth hise bokes”
(B.V.537). In terms of the narrative, the means by which Piers knows Truth—being introduced
by friends, entering into his employment, laboring faithfully in his service for many years,
observing his consistent character—represent knowing as relational rather than propositional,
more connaissance than savoir, in fact exactly the kind of experiential knowledge often
contrasted with book-learning. Yet he explicitly links his relationship with Truth to clerks and
books, even treating clerical knowledge as the standard of “kyndeliness” against which his own

experiential knowledge is measured. Piers tells us, enigmatically but unequivocally, that clerks’

445 Anne Savage, “Piers Plowman: The Translation of Scripture and Food for the Soul,” English Studies 74, no. 3
(1993): 209.

446 Watson, “Pastoral Theology and Spiritual Perfectionism,” 94.
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knowledge of their books is “kynde knowynge”; far from being stuck with abstract, sterile, or
merely intellectual knowledge, clerks possess the same “natural,” intimate acquaintance that Will
longs for.

The puzzle can be resolved by paying attention to exactly what it is that clerks know
“kyndely”: their books. That which is known by means of books may well be known in a distant,
thin, “academic” way, without the rich qualities of personal acquaintance. Yet no effective means
of knowledge can itself be known at a distance; any worker, even an intellectual worker, knows
his own tools intimately, experientially, equipmentally. For the experienced reader, books fade
into subsidiary awareness as they are used as means of knowing rather than examined as objects
of knowledge. Put it another way: the contrast Piers invokes by his reference to the clerk is not
between the literate person, capable of interpreting Latin text, and the illiterate, incapable of
doing so, but rather between the fluent reader, who takes in the meanings of words at a glance,
and the nonfluent one, who has to sound out letters or refer to grammatical paradigms to piece
significance together. To know “as kyndely as clerc doth hise bokes” is to have so fully
internalized a symbol-system as to no longer laboriously translate between signs and
significances, but simply perceive meaning without special effort, or even awareness of the
processes of interpretation. The fluently literate person looks through a page as through a clean
window; it is possible, of course, to focus attention on the glass, but far easier to look at the trees
and the sky beyond.

Fluency in a language or a writing system is “kynde”—literally, natural—knowledge in

that it has become “second nature,” or habit. That “habitus est altera natura” is of course a
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medieval commonplace,*4” and learned languages were often conceptualized as a kind of
habitus.*48 Thomas Aquinas, for instance, uses Latin grammar almost as a paradigm for
intellectual habits, using this familiar example—by definition known to everyone reading the
Summa—to clarify the nature of habits in general.44° As the foundation of education, Latin as
habitus was closely bound up with a learner’s moral development: as Katharine Breen puts it,
“The habitus of Latin grammar served at once as a gateway to and a model for Christian virtue
because it demanded a qualitative shift in the make-up of the self from disorganized to
organized, from erratic (and error-prone) to disciplined.”#30 In the development of virtue as in the
acquisition of a language, mastery is achieved when the proper action becomes easy, even
automatic, through repeated and reinforcing practice—when the reader “just sees” the meaning
of a sentence without parsing each word, or the temperate man “just sees” gluttony or harlotry as
repulsive without struggling to subdue appetite to reason. Something artificially constructed and
imposed through a disciplinary regime has become, without losing any of its artifice, natural to
its practitioner; “clergie” has grown “kynde.”

While today’s teachers are likely to conceive the moral value of language-learning very
differently, modern studies of language acquisition confirm the habitual character of language

knowledge. Linguists have long speculated about the “critical period” or “sensitive period” in

447 Nicolas Faucher and Magali Roques, “The Many Virtues of Second Nature: Habitus in Latin Medieval
Philosophy,” in The Ontology, Psychology and Axiology of Habits (Habitus) in Medieval Philosophy (Cham:
Springer International Publishing, 2019), 1-23.

448 Katharine Breen, Imagining an English Reading Public, 1150—1400 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2010), esp. 25.

449 ST 1L.I1ae, Q. 56, a.3, res; IL.ITae, Q. 66, a. 1, res; and ILI1ae, Q. 94, a. 1, res.

450 Breen, Imagining, 5.
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childhood during which languages can be easily acquired without direct instruction; competence
in languages acquired later in life tends to decline as the age of first exposure increases.*3!
(Remember that a lack of “kynde knowynge” is attributed to too little Latin “in thi youthe.”) One
neurobiological model locates the difference in brain structures: declarative memory, housed in
the hippocampus and other medial temporal lobe structures, stores semantic and episodic
knowledge, usually explicit and conscious, while procedural memory, housed in the frontal and
basal ganglia circuits, underlies nonconscious learning and processing of activities like
sequences, rules, categories, and navigational routes.452 Procedural memory peaks in early
childhood, around the sensitive period for language acquisition; older learners must store in
declarative memory principles, like the rules of grammar, that native speakers process
procedurally.453 Children also benefit from focusing exclusively on core mechanisms of language
acquisition that are conducive to fluency for all learners: implicit learning, embodied experience,
immersion, and internalization (that is, thinking in the language to be acquired).454 This is a very
different approach than the rule-centered direct instruction typical of the formal second-language
classroom, including the medieval grammar school. The relationship between implicit and

explicit language knowledge is complex, with both modes interacting dynamically in the

451 Ping Li, “Successive Language Acquisition,” in The Psycholinguistics of Bilingualism (Hoboken: John Wiley &
Sons, 2013), 145-68.

452 Michael T. Ullman, “The Declarative/Procedural Model: A Neurobiologically Motivated Theory of First and
Second Language,” in Theories in Second Language Acquisition: An Introduction, edited by Jessica Williams and
Bill VanPatten, second edition (Routledge, 2015), 105-122.

453 Ibid.

454 14, “Successive,” 151.
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learning process.455 But to simplify, I think it’s fair to say that the central challenge for achieving
fluency in a second language acquired after the sensitive period is moving from explicit to
implicit, or declarative to procedural knowledge.

Although scientific studies verify a stark difference in kind between knowledge of one’s
mother-tongue and languages acquired by instruction, I suspect many of my readers also know it
as a lived experience. I have studied several languages by means of textbooks and flashcards.
Explicit instruction in Latin illuminated operations of language for me that decades of experience
as a native speaker of English had left in darkness. Yet when I translate passages, dictionary
close to hand, my mental activity is still closer to decoding than reading. I envy those learners
who, wholly immersed in example and practice, begin thinking and even dreaming in a second
language. Between my formal competence and fluency lies a seemingly unbridgeable divide. I
cannot get there from here—at least not with these methods. To know “kyndely,” it seems, |
would have to begin again, becoming like a little child.

In faith, too, there is an invisible abyss between the thinker for whom theological
propositions are the object of fascinated or anxious study and the practitioner intent on the
service, sanctification, or worship that those beliefs make possible, even though the two may
recite the creed side by side. It is this abyss, I believe, that Will laments when he responds to
orthodox theological answers by complaining, “Yet I have no kynde knowynge [...] yet mote ye
kenne me bettre / By what craft in my cors it comseth” (B.1.138-9), or, “Ac yet savoreth me
noght thi seying, so me Crist helpe! / For more kynde knowynge I coveite to lerne” (B.VIII.109—

10). His teachers’ answers themselves are not inadequate; explicit and propositional knowledge

455 Nick C. Ellis, “At the Interface: Dynamic Interactions of Explicit and Implicit Language Knowledge,” Studies in
Second Language Acquisition (2005): 305-352.
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itself is. Hence the apparently hopeless circularity of the quest. No direct instruction can ever
teach how to make the mental shift from looking at religious truths to living by them, from
studying the language of theology to conversing in it; it is a “craft” or skill that can only be
learned by doing, an almost sensuous experience that must be “savore[d]” or tasted, not merely
talked about. The psycholinguistic phenomenon of consciously struggling to master skills that
true mastery would render unconscious, which anyone who has attempted to learn a language
after early childhood has felt, is a good metaphor for the religious problem named by lacking
“kynde knowynge,” much less familiar and harder to talk about. Both are manifestations of the
same underlying epistemological reality: the knowledge obtained by focusing attention on
something as an object of inquiry is wholly different in kind from the knowledge acquired by
using the same thing as a tool, medium, or means of knowing. The analogy also underscores the
stakes of the problem: studying theology without knowing God is as pointless as memorizing a
grammar without listening, reading, or speaking in the language it describes.

In proposing to read “kynde knowynge” as “knowledge that has become second nature,
like that of a language in which the speaker is fluent,” I do not dispute the term’s previous
critical identifications and affiliations; the knowledge Will seeks is surely affective, experiential,
and sapiential. Instead, I intend to clarify its relationship with the “clergie “ Langland so clearly
also values and with his poetic method. While literary critics have tended to valorize “kynde
knowynge,” in keeping with our professional bias favoring literary and imaginative engagement
over mere philosophical argument, most recognize that Piers Plowman’s ideal is not the triumph
of one mode over another, but their reconciliation or integration; ultimately, for Langland,

“abstract intellectual knowledge is not so much discarded by the primacy of experience, but

278



rather transfigured” by it.45¢ Linking “kynde knowynge” to fluency provides a fresh account of
its ultimately complementary, rather than adversarial, relationship to “clergie”: in the study of
religion, as in the study of language, implicit mastery of procedures is not so much the opposite
of explicit propositions as its fulfillment, what happens to “clergie” when it is internalized as a
means of knowing God and the world rather than an end in itself. Drawing this analogy also links
one of Piers Plowman’s key themes to its macaronic style, revealing that Langland’s ostentatious
multilingualism is no mere ornament, but integral to the poem’s central quest.

How can a “lingua regulata” learned by memorizing grammar and vocabulary become an
easy, fluent medium of speech or thought? How can the definitions and propositions of theology
become a means for living and doing well? In both cases, learning must eventually shift from
direct instruction to practice. Piers Plowman’s macaronicity provides just such practice for
language skills. On one level, there is the simple challenge to read Latin: Cannon argues that
moments in Piers Plowman in which readers or hearers are puzzled by Latin mimic the method
of English grammar schools, in which “learning grammar often consisted of being baffled by
Latin sentences” as schoolboys were presented with progressively more difficult texts.457
Whether individual readers learned new Latin by puzzling through Langland’s “exercises” with
the help of English context cues, or were merely reminded of their own early grammar
education, the poem performs a pedagogical role and invites readers to inhabit the perspective of
language learners. On a deeper level, intrasentential switches in particular ask readers not only to

puzzle through Latin but to process it as automatically or procedurally as they do their native

456 Kath Stevenson, ““Ther are bokes ynowe’: Texts and the Ambiguities of Knowledge in Piers Plowman,” in
Aspects of Knowledge, edited by Marilina Cesario and Hugh Magennis (Manchester University Press, 2018), 178.

457 Cannon, Literacy to Literature, 151-2.
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language, integrating authoritative texts seamlessly into a flow of thought. Latin—and the
“clergie” normally expressed in it—are not to be regarded as an alien system with its own
domain and rules, but as intimately united with vernacular speech, narrative, and argument.
Code-switching is a common teaching tool, used in bilingual contexts to clarify course
material, explain linguistic features, mark transitions, signal a shift in frame or footing, and
express solidarity between students and learners; although sometimes discouraged as a potential
source of confusion, it has been increasingly embraced in language classrooms.458 The case for
this pedagogic strategy is particularly strong for lay practitioners who want to achieve a high
degree of proficiency with the Latin of the liturgy, but will never need to communicate in a
monolingually Latinate context. Their Latin can always be enmeshed with English commentary,
whether in the form of sermons spoken from the pulpit, whispered gossip in the pews, or
application of universal prayers to local, specific concerns in the busy mental activity that
accompanies rote recitation. Such learners will benefit from language-learning experiences that
mirror the intended condition of use: actively multilingual ones. The situation of such limited
Latin-users is not unlike that of computer programmers, who acquire and internalize linguistic
codes well enough to take in meaning at a glance, but use those codes only for specific purposes,
within limited contexts, and in combination with a natural language like English. Even the
“source code” of most computer programs is interspersed with, and sometimes dominated by,

explanatory comments, which many programmers consider necessary for effective collaboration

458 Angel Lin, “Classroom Code-switching: Three Decades of Research,” Applied Linguistics Review 4, no. 1
(2013): 195-218.
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and maintenance.4> In a similar way, for most medieval liturgical participants, it would have
been not only expedient but necessary to integrate the ritual performatives of the liturgy with
vernacular rubrics, explanations, and interpretations, whether outwardly expressed or inwardly
thought.

In programming, computer and natural languages are sharply distinguished by function
(executable code and commentary); in some methods of second-language education, languages
are similarly separated (direct instruction and example). Some vernacular liturgical
commentaries adhere to a similar binary, with the performative texts of the liturgy in Latin and
descriptive commentary in the vernacular. As Piers Plowman’s creative mixing of English and
Latin suggests, however, practitioners’ experience of liturgy-adjacent prayer could be much more
complex, as they alternated freely between voicing a standard script and generating words of
their own, or even engaged in both activities simultaneously. The resulting linguistic texture
might be described not only as “code-switching” but, borrowing from recent developments in
language pedagogy, “code-meshing” or “translanguaging.”#0 Where studies of pedagogical
code-switching acknowledge a widespread teaching practice that had gone institutionally
unrecognized, “translanguaging” more radically questions the concept of discrete and numerable

languages, holding that bilinguals draw on a single mental lexicon or repertoire, of which they

459 For an effort to increase still further the proportion of discursive text to executable code, and integrate them more
closely, see Donald Ervin Knuth, “Literate Programming,” The Computer Journal 27, no. 2 (1984): 97-111.

460 For “code-meshing,” see S. Michael-Luna and Suresh Canagarajah, “Multilingual Academic Literacies:
Pedagogical Foundations for Code Meshing in Primary and Higher Education,” Journal of Applied Linguistics and
Professional Practice 4, no. 1 (2015): 55-77. While “translanguaging” was coined in an unpublished dissertation by
Cen Williams, “Arfarniad O Ddulliau Dysgu Ac Addysgu Yng Nghyd-destun Addysg Uwchradd Ddwyieithog”
(1994), it was extended beyond the Welsh context by Ofelia Garcia, Bilingual Education in the 21st Century: A
Global Perspective (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009) and Angela Creese and Adrian Blackledge,
“Translanguaging in the Bilingual Classroom: A Pedagogy for Learning and Teaching?” The Modern Language
Journal (Boulder, Colo.) 94, no. 1 (2010): 10315, with numerous studies following.
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may selectively suppress features to communicate in a single named language.4¢! Piers
Plowman’s free mingling of languages and its multilingual puns accord with this attitude,
behaving as though there were no boundary between languages. At other times, of course, the
poem explicitly registers the diglossic difference between Latin and the vernacular, pointing out
ways that Latin discourse excludes and flagging moments of translation with phrases like
“construe this [on] English” (B.IV.145) or “ye moste kenne me this on English” (B.XIV.277).
Still, translanguaging seems to be for Langland, if not the natural condition of multilinguals, a
“second nature” to aspire to. Authoritative texts and sacred rites should become heartfelt belief
and authentic expression, with no divide between codified Latin forms and spontaneous thought
in one’s mother-tongue. Only then will worshippers be able to voice the liturgy with entire
understanding.

Liturgical practice also tends to highlight particular linguistic skills used more rarely in
other communication contexts. A fluent bilingual will be able to switch between languages, but
for an proficient liturgical practitioner, it will be just as important to switch between use and
mention, processing “Pater noster” sometimes as an intimate address to the living God and
sometimes as the name of a prayer, “In principio” sometimes as John’s testimony to the
uncreated existence of the second person of the Trinity and sometimes as a point in time near the
end of mass, phrases from the Gospel sometimes as the life of Christ and sometimes as locations
on a page at which to begin or end reading. Langland’s code-switching creates conditions under
which readers must make similar judgements about the sense in which quoted Latin words are

employed, or in which both modes of signification coexist in irresolvable ambiguity.

461 Ricardo Otheguy, Ofelia Garcia, and Wallis Reid, “Clarifying Translanguaging and Deconstructing Named
Languages: A Perspective from Linguistics,” Applied Linguistics Review 6, no. 3 (2015): 281-307.
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Such conditions arise, for example, when integrated Latin quotations coincide with
Langland’s nominalizing propensity to turn common words into quasi-allegorical figures. In one
such instance, “Nullum malum the man mette with impunitum / And bad Nullum bonum be
irremuneratum” (B.IV143—4). Transforming a penitential maxim whose aphoristic phrasing takes
advantage of Latin’s propensity to elide copulas,*62 Langland adds connecting words that sketch
a miniature allegorical narrative: “Nullum-malum” has become the name of a character, who
meets and converses with a second figure, “Impunitum.” The second half of the maxim,
however, introduces grammatical ambiguity: if we read “Nullum bonum™ as a mention, then
someone named “No-good” should not be rewarded, but if we read it as use, nothing good should
go unrewarded. Finally, regardless of the ontic status of “nullum bonum,” “irremuneratum” must
be read as a predicate adjective describing it, requiring the reader to process the beginning of the
quotation as nominalizing mention and the end as fluent use of Latin. While the underlying
meaning of the maxim is clear, even to those possessing very little Latin, the English that dances
around it draws the reader into a game of transformations in which words flicker between proper
names and descriptive adjectives. “Nullum bonum” suspends that flicker, with both senses
simultaneously present and neither definitive.

A similar juxtaposition of modes of meaning occurs in Clergie’s prophecy that a just king
will correct false religious and “puten hem to hir penauce—Ad pristinum statum ire, / And
barons with erles b[iy]eten, thorugh Beatus virres techyng” (B.X.319-20). In the first line, “ad

pristinum statum ire” is fluently integrated into the English sentence, its infinitive verb

expressing purpose. Just one line later, a second Latin inclusion multiplies code-switching

462 Nick Gray, “Langland’s Quotations from the Penitential Tradition,” Modern Philology 84, no. 1 (1986), 55-6.
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complexity. Taking macaronicity to extraordinary lengths, “Beatus virres techyng” integrates
Latin and English not only within the same sentence, but the same word, as the English
possessive suffix is appended to a Latin noun. “Beatus vir” also invites reading in two
complementary modes: recognizing it as a reified phrase, we see the incipit of Psalm 1 and the
psalter as a whole; reading fluently across languages, we seek the teaching of “the blessed man,”
who may be any righteous person, David the author of the psalms, or Christ their fulfillment.463
The switch to Latin secures a citational reference to the text of the psalms, but the possessive
reminds us that those texts belong to a man and describe a man, so that learning what they teach
necessarily involves personal, relational knowing. Finally, just two lines later, we receive a
sample of what “Beatus virres techyng” consists of: “Hii in curribus et hii in equis ipsi obligati
sunt” (B.X.321a, Psalm 19:8-9). Knowing the blessed man—the psalmist, Christ—means
reading the verses of the psalter, understanding them in Latin, and memorizing them so well as to
supply the elided words and the subsequent context that makes Psalm 19 relevant to the promise
of an annointed ruler: “O Lord, save the king: and hear us in the day that we shall call upon thee”
(Psalm 19:9).

From this juxtaposition of three ways of reading, we may briefly revisit the authorizing
quotations we set aside in this chapter’s introduction, which make up the majority of the poem’s
Latin text, with fresh eyes. With the powerful claims Piers Plowman makes for nominalized
Latin phrases and the fluent understanding it cultivates across languages in mind, we can see
these quotations, too, as no mere citational convention but a site of active engagement with the

semiotics of multilingualism. Just as the incipit title of a prayer or psalm invokes the whole text

463 Kuczynski, Prophetic Song 205.
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of which it is part, each quotation in Piers Plowman bears its scriptural, exegetical, or
pedagogical context with it, representing a powerful, even quasi-agential text. Just as
intrasentential code-switches ask the reader to integrate Latin and the vernacular in continuous
and grammatically coherent sentences, so too intersentential Latin inclusions ask the reader to
integrate authoritative quotation and vernacular poetry into a single argument, understanding
“clergie” “kyndely.” Thus, although intersentential authorizing Latin belongs to neither of the
categories I’ve focused on in this chapter, it resonates with both, as Langland’s intrasentential
code-switching demonstrates how to read all the language interactions of his poem.

Returning to liturgy proper, I want to stress that it is not only the context in which
multilingual dynamics of mention and use, nominalization and fluent reading, are most likely to
be encountered in the medieval world, but also the one with highest stakes. Consider the passage
in which Anima describes the threat posed by poorly trained clerics, who lack the basic skills
necessary to construe authors, answer philosophical arguments, or even perform the offices and
hours without skipping over words or syllables. As in other Piers passages focused on correct
liturgical performance, the concern is here less with the moral or religious significance of texts
than their performative embodiment.464 Yet after condemning such priests, Anima turns to hope:
“Ac theigh thei overhuppe—as I hope noght—oure bileve suffiseth; / As clerkes in Corpus
Christi feeste syngen and reden / That sola fides sufficit to save with lewed peple” (B.XV.384-9).
The hymn quoted here, which Langland takes care to locate in its liturgical performance context,

is Pange lingua gloriosi corporis mysterium, written by Thomas Aquinas for the feast of Corpus

464 Bruce W. Holsinger, “Langland’s Musical Reader: Liturgy, Law, and the Constraints of Performance,” Studies in
the Age of Chaucer: The Yearbook of the New Chaucer Society 21 (1999), 102; compare Piers Plowman B.11.30 3—
14, B.5.415-21.
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Christi (4H 50.386). In not simply citing but voicing this line, the passage makes a quick
movement from the liturgy seen from the outside, as a ritual act that must be performed correctly,
to an inside view that draws on its meaningful content. The answer to anxieties about the liturgy
as an elaborate, intimidating assemblage of words as letters to be deciphered, syllables to be
pronounced, and grammar to be construed is to be found in the very same liturgy, when it is
voiced with active understanding as an intelligible message.

The result is a paradox: “sola fides sufficit,” even without literacy, latinity, or correct
adherence to ritual forms—but to believe this truth, to hear it as not merely a hope but
authoritative assurance, one reads it in Latin, located within the ritual of the liturgy. It is clerks’
literate, fluent singing and reading of intelligible texts that guarantees lewed folks’ simple faith.
“Clergie” and “kynde wit,” formal study and lived experience, powerful mention and fluent use,
are locked together in an unbreakable bond of mutual dependence. Integrating them in practice is

Piers Plowman’s great challenge.

Voicing and Performance

The last two sections have explored Langland’s uses of latinity, analyzing different kinds
of code-switching in light of what the liturgy taught medieval worshippers about language. In the
final section of this chapter, I’ll turn to the poem’s direct engagement with the liturgy itself—
what we might call without exaggeration Langland’s liturgical theology. Drawing on both liturgy
and drama, Langland implicitly argues that language is at its most meaningful and powerful
when it is brought to life in performance, and when formal ritual utterances and interpretative

understanding are united.
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This liturgical focus is localized in the sixth vision, Passus XVIII of the B-text, widely
recognized as the poem’s climax and the closest thing it has to a resolution. Every reader will
remember how distinctive this passus is: first, while most previous visions primarily consist of
dialogue between personifications, with relatively few allegorical actions interspersed, here the
primary focus is on narrative events; second, in this vision Jesus appears as a character in the
poem, rather than being discussed or described by others, offering startlingly open access to the
person of God himself. Although Passus XIX and XX show the church corrupted and thrown into
confusion and the quest for answers beginning again, Passus X VIII offers the poem’s closest
approach to the “kynde knowynge” Will has sought from its opening lines. Witnessing the
central acts of Christ’s life adds to the dream an experiential and affective dimension that
previous theological disquisitions lacked. Here, in Langland’s unique take on late medieval
passion devotion, “textual and experiential knowledge are fused.”465

Crucially, the sixth vision is framed by the rites of Holy Week. Will falls asleep during
Lent and begins to dream on Palm Sunday, with incipit titles representing the characteristic songs
and speech-acts of the day’s pageantry: “Of gerlis and of Gloria, laus gretly me dremed / And
how osanna by orgen olde folk songen” (B.XVIIIL.7-8).466 As we saw with Sleuthe, these
familiar, functional titles provide a launching point for more innovative explorations of liturgical
language. At the end of the passus, upon waking, Will celebrates Easter with his family, urging

them “go reverenceth Goddes resurexion, / And crepeth to the cros on knees, and kisseth it for a

465 Stevenson, “‘Ther are bokes ynowe,”” 173.

466 See Eyal Poleg, Approaching the Bible in Medieval England (GB: Manchester University Press, 2016), 47.
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juwel” (B.XVIIIL.5-6, 429-30) in a continuation of his spiritual participation in the story of
Christ’s triumph.467
Bracketed by Palm Sunday and Easter services, the dream itself, which recounts the
crucifixion and the harrowing of hell, seems less a vision of historical events in Jerusalem than a
translation or transposition of Holy Week liturgies into a visionary and poetic mode. The
liturgical events of the medieval Holy Week and the visionary events of Christ’s final days play
out simultaneously for the sleeping Will, suggesting that “the waking world intrudes into his
dream as he hears snatches of the liturgy,”468 or that his visions are a kind of heightened spiritual
participation in the public rites, like Margery Kempe’s experiences during the same services:
Many yerys on Palme Sonday, as this creatur was at the processyon wyth other good
pepyl in the chirch yerd and beheld how the preystys dedyn her observawnce, how thei
knelyd to the sacrament and the pepil also, it semyd to hir gostly sygth as thei sche had

ben that tyme in Jerusalem and seen owr Lord in hys manhod receyvyd of the pepil as he
was whil he went her in erth.469

This “gostly sygth” is provoked by, overlaid upon, and scarcely separable from the bodily sight
of a ritual performance designed, by its impressive dramatic quality and its mingling of
spectatorship and audience participation, to elicit just such responses.4’* As we shall see, Piers

Plowman’s visionary representation of Christ’s suffering and triumph is also a written

467 For “creeping to the cross” as an Easter ritual, see Raymond St-Jacques, “Langland’s Bells of the Resurrection
and the Easter Liturgy,” English Studies in Canada 3, no. 2 (1977): 129-135.

468 Bruce Harbert, “Langland’s Easter,” in Langland, the Mystics, and the Medieval English Religious Tradition:
Essays in Honour of S.S. Hussey, edited by Helen Phillips (Cambridge; Rochester, NY: D.S. Brewer; Boydell &
Brewer, 1990), 67.

469 Margery Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe (Kalamazoo: Published for TEAMS in Association with the
University of Rochester by Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University, 1996), ch. 78, 11. 4368—
72.

470 Jesse Njus, “Margery Kempe and the Spectatorship of Medieval Drama,” Fifteenth Century Studies 38 (2013):
123.
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representation of the performances—Iiturgical and theatrical—that made these events present to
medieval worshippers. Will’s experience of Christ, and Langland’s understanding of that
experience, are thus irreducibly mediated by liturgical enactment.

Passage X VIII’s shift into a new engagement with the liturgy is naturally reflected in its
Latin inclusions, both in terms of their sources and the ways in which they are integrated. The
passus is rife with not only biblical verses that resonate liturgically, but also direct quotations
from the liturgy, including lines from the Nicene Creed (B.XVIIL.111-2, 371), the great canticle
Te Deum laudamus (424), and Venantius’s Pange lingua, a hymn sung again and again
throughout Holy Week (161a).47! When it comes to macaronic texture, Helen Barr, who analyzes
Langland’s code-switching in thematic rather than sociolinguistic terms, sees this passus as
momentously distinctive: while in more homiletic passages, authorizing Latin quotations
supplement an English argument but are not syntactically or formally integrated into the verse, in
Passus XVIII, “the timeless Latin of the Gospels is absorbed into the terminology and the
structure of the fourteenth-century alliterative line,” uniting sacred time with the here and now of
the reader.472 When English and Latin are integrated in the same narrative, they stand in “a
symbiosis which admits of no discrepancy between words and deeds,” and in Will’s long quest
for knowledge, “dramatic action succeeds where mere words failed.”#73> While I agree with

Barr’s broad conclusions, revisiting the details of the passage’s macaronicity will help us

471 For several additional indirect echoes of Pange lingua, see Harbert, “Langland’s Easter,” 67.

472 Helen Barr, “The Use of Latin Quotations in Piers Plowman with Special Reference to Passus XVIII of the “B”
Text,” Notes and Queries, 33 (1986), 447.

473 Barr, “The Use of Latin,” 448.
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understand precisely how Langland draws on dramatic and liturgical performance to integrate
words and deeds, intellect and affect, clergie and kynde knowynge.

In fact, Passus XVIII is not particularly notable for the kind of virtuoso intrasentential
switches that best enact the integration of Latin and English, moving fluently between languages
and even alliterating across them—examples appear here, but not much more often than
elsewhere. While it does use both authorizing quotations and intrasentential code-switches,
Will’s vision of the passion is best characterized by a distinct style of quotation that appears here
in far greater concentration than elsewhere in the poem: its English narration is studded with
lines of Latin and Aramaic dialogue. For example,

“Crucifige!” quod a chachepol, “I warante hym a wicche!”

“Tolle, tolle!”” quod another, and took of kene thornes,

And bigan of kene thorn a garland to make,

And sette it sore on his heed and seide in envy,
“Ave, raby!” quod that ribaud... (B.XVIII.46-50)

In context, these citational code-switches both mark a change of speaker and indicate that the
reported speech is quoted from another source—not only the written gospel accounts, but their
public reading during the services of Holy Week.

Primed by the unmistakable “Gloria, laus” of Palm Sunday, medieval readers would
likely connect these quotations to their most prominent public performances. The complete
passion narrative is read four times during the masses of Holy Week—the Matthean account on
Palm Sunday, the Marcan on Tuesday, the Lucan on Wednesday, and the Johannine on Friday.474

Langland’s version mixes and matches from these sources, fusing them into a single narrative

474 Matthew 26:30-27:66, Sarum Missale col. 264-273; Mark 14:26—15:47, Sarum Missale col. 278-84; Luke
22:39-23:56, Sarum Missale col. 288-95; John 18:1-19:42, Sarum Missale col. 319-24. The same gospel passages
are also used as office readings in the Sarum Breviarium, but without the distinctive notation for performance style
discussed below.
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through the reconfigurations of memory; for example, “Ave rabbi” occurs only in Matthew and is
there spoken by Judas on Thursday evening, while “Crucifige” is drawn from other gospels in
place of Matthew’s “Crucifigatur.”475 Despite these liberties of arrangement, the Latin of the
quotations conveys a claim to authenticity. Because authorizing code-switches imply exact
quotation, replicating not just the meaning but the very syllables of the source, Langland’s
narrative implies that it brings the authentic words of the historical speakers to modern ears.
Except, of course, that they are in fact the words of the Holy Week lectors whose voices the
dreaming Will half-consciously hears, words that Langland and his readers listened to again and
again during each year’s Holy Week. For Langland, it seems, the most authentic rendition of the
ancient utterances—the truest to their spiritual if not their historical origin—is identical to that of
the liturgy.

The way that Langland uses code-switches to mark dialogue also indirectly evokes the
conditions of liturgical performance. In missals across Europe, these passion readings are notated
in a unique way, with three different superscript symbols marking different speakers. As the
Sarum missal explains, the voce media or mediocri recounts the narrative, the bassa presents the
words of Christ, and the alta represents all other speakers, Christ’s disciples and his foes alike.476
These “voices” were likely three singers, a bass, tenor, and countertenor or alto, whose dialogic
interchange gave the reading a quasi-dramatic quality, although Karl Young argues that the
performance was not actually divided until the fifteenth century, previous notations instead

directing a single performer to modulate his voice into three different recitation tones or singing

475 Matthew 26:49, 27:23.

476 Sarum Missale col. 264,
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styles.477 In either case, amid the heightened sacrality and emotional intensity of Holy Week, the
gospel reading became a little less a report of historical events and a little more a script for
performance, with roles to impersonate, scripted lines to voice, and interiorities to inhabit. Like
the alta, bassa, and media notations in liturgical manuscripts, Langland’s citational code-
switches provide a written cue for the introduction of new voices. Visually, aurally, and
linguistically distinguished from the narrator, Christ and his contemporaries seem to take on a
certain independence, as though, moving from page to performance, they might be voiced by
different speakers. Of course, Piers Plowman remains very much a written text meant primarily
for reading, not dramatic representation; likewise, the rites and readings of the church are not
exactly theater, though sometimes they seem to strain toward it. Nevertheless, Holy Week
heightens the theatricality of both modes of representation, as historical time draws nearer to the
here and now of memory and worshippers become witnesses and participants in past events.

After Good Friday, with its long fourfold Gospel readings, comes Holy Saturday, whose
murkier events lie in the province of speculation and invention, apocrypha and embroidery.
Every edition of Piers Plowman notes that its Harrowing of Hell draws on liturgical services
associated with the night between Holy Saturday and Easter, but the tangle of sources that lie
behind this passage deserves to be further teased out, and its implications for Langland’s

liturgical theology explicated.

477 Andrew Hughes, Medieval Manuscripts for Mass and Office: A Guide to Their Organization and Terminology
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1982), 246-247; Karl Young, “Observations on the Origins of the Mediaeval
Passion-Play,” PMLA 25 (1910): 309-333. Although Young presents evidence that pre-1400 manuscripts refer to the
performer as a singular diaconus, the rubric in the Sarum Missal strongly suggests multiple readers, and Hughes
says that musical evidence supports this conclusion as well. Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional
Religion in England, c. 1400—c. 1580 (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1992), 25-6 suggests that the
choice of one or three singers depends on the wealth of the parish in question.
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The dramatic enactments of Passus X VIII culminate in Christ’s appearance at the gates of
hell with the tremendous command “Attolite portas,” immediately followed by an English
translation and expansion of the text that follows from this incipit: “Prynces of this place,
unpynneth and unlouketh! / For here cometh with crowne that kyng is of glorie” (B.XVIIL.261a,
263—4). The ultimate source of these lines is Psalm 24(23), but they come to Langland mediated
by liturgical, apocryphal, and dramatic uses. The liturgical resonances alone are numerous: these
verses appear frequently in the liturgy during celebrations of Christ’s coming, including as a
responsory verse for the first Sunday of Advent,*’8 an offertory for the vigil of the Nativity,47
and a gradual for the Annunciation of Mary.480 Their reference to gates also suits them for the
climactic moment at which a procession enters the church, as during the Palm Sunday
reenactment of the Triumphal Entry or the official entry during the dedication of a church
building, where these lines are accompanied by pounding three times at the door or gate with a
crucifix.#8! The liturgical role most directly invoked by the context in Passus X VIII, though, is
the similar entrance ritual at the Elevatio crucis, depicting Christ’s descent and entry into hell,
performed around the time that Holy Saturday turns into Easter.482 The lines of the psalm are
here performed as a dramatic dialogue between one speaker knocking on the doors of the church

and one or more answering from within.

478 Cantus ID 006620a, 006129¢, 006157b

479 Sarum Missale col. 48; Cantus ID g00539.

480 Sgrum Missale, col. 727; Cantus ID g02220.

481 For the church dedication ceremony, see Sarum Breviarium, vol. 1, col. 1451; Cantus ID 005159.

482 Neil Conwell Brooks, The Sepulchre of Christ in Art and Liturgy, with Special Reference to the Liturgic Drama
(Urbana: University of Illinois, 1921), 41. Numerous texts of the Depositio and Elevatio ceremonies may be found
in Karl Young, The Drama of the Medieval Church (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1933), 152-77.
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This ritual is closely related to the fourth-century apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus,
which likewise attaches Psalm 24(23) to the Harrowing of Hell by adapting its words as part of
an exchange between Jesus, the demons, and the patriarchs in Limbo.483 Nicodemus is an
important source for Langland; its narrative account, with conversation among several demons
and between demons and Christ, is in several ways closer to his Harrowing than the Elevatio
liturgy is. At the same time, however, Langland’s explicitly liturgical framing of this vision—
Will’s falling asleep during the Palm Sunday service and his Easter worship upon waking—cues
the reader to recognize Christ’s words as the incipit of an annual ritual enactment, a distinctly
liturgical experience. Drawing on and adapting both Nicodemus and the Elevatio, Langland
creates “something unique in literary accounts of the Descent, something midway between the
historical commemoration of the event and the liturgical reliving of it.”484

Tracing sources is complicated even further by a third body of texts to which Langland’s
Harrowing of Hell stands in intimate relation: the vernacular plays that represent the same event.
In the mystery cycles, especially Chester, York, and Towneley, the Harrowing of Hell is a
climactic center in which the diverse and episodic plays find coherence; its summation of Old
Testament history and prophecy, resonance with Exodus, and prefiguration of the Last
Judgement allow playwrights “to enhance the sense of the unity in their cycles and hence the
oneness of God’s providence throughout time.”#85 These texts follow the Gospel of Nicodemus

closely, borrowing features such as speeches by figures like Adam, Isaiah, Simeon, and John the

483 Hack Chin Kim and Stiftsbibliothek Einsiedeln, The Gospel of Nicodemus, Gesta Salvatoris (Toronto: Published
for the Centre for Medieval Studies by the Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1973), ch. 16.

484 Karl Tamburr, The Harrowing of Hell in Medieval England (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2007), 146-7.

485 Tamburr, The Harrowing of Hell, 130; see also Peter Stuart Macaulay, “The Play of the Harrowing of Hell as a
Climax in the English Mystery Cycles,” Studia Germanica Gandensia 8 (1966): 123—134.
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Baptist in anticipation of Christ’s coming and conversation between multiple hellish figures
about how to respond to it. In all four major mystery cycles, Christ speaks the words of Psalm
24:7 before the gates of hell, and in all he does so in Latin.48¢ Just as with the Gloria in excelsis
in the shepherds’ plays, a familiar liturgical utterance, placed in the mouth of a heavenly figure,
becomes a powerful speech-act whose striking effects on its hearers are dramatized.

The Harrowing scenes in Piers Plowman and the mystery plays have a great deal in
common, but most of their similarities could stem from their shared source in Nicodemus, rather
than direct influence. Comparisons between them have focused on Langland’s innovative
differences, not his debts.487 Most notably, Langland replaces the typological presence and
exegetical role of the patriarchs and prophets with a more abstract theological debate between the
personifications Mercy, Treuthe, Rightwisnesse, and Pes, incorporating an homage to
Grosseteste’s Chateau d’Amor into the Harrowing account. The debates Langland stages
between Christ and the devils also adapt the Gospel of Nicodemus’s “devil’s rights” theory of the
atonement to be compatible with post-Anselmian soteriology, while retaining the striking
narrative elements of the devil’s claim to legally possess human souls and Christ’s use of

disguise to “quyte” Satan’s deception in Eden.488 Yet while the poetic achievement of Langland’s

486 English dramatic representations in which Christ speaks the same lines from Psalm 24(23) include N-Town Play
33 (The Harrowing of Hell (1)) 1l. 25-32; York Play 37 (The Sadilleres) 1. 121-4, 181-4; Towneley Play 22 (The
Harrowing of Hell) 11. 120a—b, 188a, 197-210; Chester Play 18 (The Cookes) 1. 193-204. In Towneley, the Latin
text stands alone; in Chester, it is followed by an English translation; in York, Latin phrases and their translations
alternate.

487 Tamburr, The Harrowing of Hell.

488 C. William Marx, The Devil's Rights and the Redemption in the Literature of Medieval England (Cambridge;
Rochester, NY: D.S. Brewer, 1995), 104—13.
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vision is unique, he also shares more—and likely owes more—to the mystery plays than has
previously been acknowledged.

We can clarify some of the relationships between these many Harrowing analogues
through a minor variation in translation. The Roman psalter renders the beginning of Psalm
23(24):7,9 “Tollite portas principes vestras,” the Gallican “Attollite portas principes vestras,” and
the Hebrew “Levate portae capita vestra.”#89 It was the Roman psalter that was in common use
when early Christian texts, including the Gospel of Nicodemus, first connected the psalm with
the Harrowing of Hell, so these sources use “tollite.” Almost all liturgical quotations of the verse
—the responsories, antiphons, graduals, and Elevatio entrance—echo the same phrasing. Of the
numerous hymns that more loosely echo Psalm 23(24), often to describe a saint’s entrance into
heaven, uses of “tollite” outnumber “attollite” by almost 3:1, and “attollite” seems to have been
introduced later—hymns with “attolite” are confined to the fifteenth century alone, while hymns
with “tollite” date to both the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.4%0 Over time, the Gallican
psalter replaced the Roman across Europe; by the end of the tenth century, it was the standard
psalter in England, and its version of Psalm 23(24) was used for the office of prime every
Sunday.#°! Surprisingly, it is this translation, not the one more closely associated with Holy Week

ceremonies, that passes into vernacular representations of the Harrowing. The mystery plays,

489 Quincuplex psalterium: Gallicum, Rhomanum, Hebraicum, Vetus, Conciliatum: Praeponuntur Quae Subter
Adijciuntur: Epistola, Epilogus Disputationis Psal. Xxx, Appendix in Psal. Xxx, Prologi Hieronymi Tres, Partitio
Psalmorum Triplex, Indices Psalmorum Duo. Universiteitsbibliotheek Utrecht. 1513., fol.35v.

490 “Attolite” appears in AH 46.186, 18.48, and 13.100; “tollite” appears in AH 5.17, 17.7, 21.26, 25.98, 41.2003,
41.2008,41.2012, and 41.2013.

M1 Scott Goins, “Jerome’s Psalters” in Oxford Handbook of the Psalms, edited by William P. Brown (New York:
Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 2014), 192; Sarum Breviarium, vol. 2, col. 40;
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without exception, use “Attolite.”492 So does Piers Plowman. In contrast, other Middle English
versions of the Gospel of Nicodemus translate the Latin.493 The “Attolite” variation marks Piers
and the mystery plays’ versions of the Harrowing as belonging to a common tradition, with later
texts likely borrowing from earlier ones. It is even possible that Langland may have seen, and
been inspired by, one of these plays.

The two Latin words the vernacular poets chose between differ slightly in meaning:
“tollere” has a wider semantic range, with a basic meaning of “take” that includes “raise up,”

29 ¢

“obtain,” “remove,” and—especially relevant here—*“destroy” or “nullify,” while “attollere” has

29 ¢C

a narrower range of more positive meanings such as “raise up,” “promote,” and “dignify.” 494
“Tollite portas™ is undoubtedly more appropriate for the Harrowing of Hell, where the command
to raise the gates is linked to their destruction: “oure baill is brokynne, / And brosten are alle oure
bandis of bras.”#5 Someone for whom the logical, literal meanings of Latin words was of
paramount importance would choose “tollite” for this scene. “Attollite,” in contrast, prioritizes a

different mode of signifying, in which whole utterances serve as signs and nonlinguistic features

like repetition or relative position are imbued with significance. Using the psalm text from the

492 Interestingly, the Stanzaic Life of Christ, a source for the Chester Harrowing, uses “Tollite,” so the Chester writer
must have altered this source or preferred an alternative source for this passage.

493 Renderings of the scene with Middle English translation instead of quoted Latin may be found at William Henry
Hulme, The Middle-English Harrowing of Hell and Gospel of Nicodemus, EETS ES 100 (London: Kegan Paul,
Trench, Triibner & Co, 1907), p. 12—13; C. William Marx, Jeanne F. Drennan, and Magdalene College, The Middle
English Prose Complaint of Our Lady and Gospel of Nicodemus (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitéitsverlag, 1987),
p. 134; Betty Hill, “The Middle English Prose Version of the Gospel of Nicodemus from Washington, Library of
Congress Pre-Ac 4,” Notes and Queries 34, no. 2 (1987), 168-9.

494 R. E. Latham, D. R. Howlett, Richard Ashdowne, British Academy, and Brepols Publisher, Dictionary of
Medieval Latin from British Sources Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols Publishers, 2015.

495 Chester 18.195-6; see also Gospel of Nicodemus 16:4, 8, 12; the reference ultimately traces back to Psalm
107:16 and Isaiah 45:2.
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breviary connects the annual cycle of the temporale with the weekly cycle of the liturgy of the
hours, the great feast of Easter with every Sunday’s celebration of the resurrection. This more
familiar phrasing would help readers and auditors recognize Christ as voicing the common
prayer of the church—and recognize themselves as acting the part of Christ when they performed
the psalm themselves.

The choice of translation also occurs in a context of elitism and exclusion. The liturgy of
the Elevatio crucis, so obvious and attractive a source for drama, normally excluded lay
worshippers; instead, clergy alone represented the small group of women who first saw Jesus at
his resurrection, before his appearance to large crowds.4% In some cases, church officials
formally barred lay people from entering, fearing that the churches would otherwise be thronged
by those who superstitiously believed that attendance would guarantee safety from death for the
following year.#97 Lay folk who could only hear about the Elevatio from outside did, however,
have access to the daily office in secular uses like Sarum, with its Gallican psalter. Moreover,
while at the Elevatio and other entrance rituals “Tollite portas™ is spoken by the presiding priest
or bishop alone, in the performance of the daily office many voices could join in the same
utterance. When vernacular depictions of the Harrowing give Christ the line “Attolite portas,”
then, they deviate from the Gospel of Nicodemus and their closest liturgical models to tie the
episode more tightly to a service in which lay worshippers could participate, emphasizing the
connection between Christ’s decisive triumph in historical time, the clerical pomp and spectacle

of Holy Week celebrations, and the ordinary course of devotion open to all pious Christians.

496 Brooks, Sepulchre, 42.

497 See the Synod of Worms of 1316, reproduced in J. F. Schannat and J. Hartzheim, Concilia Germaniae, iv
(Cologne, 1761), 258; quoted Young, Drama, p. 124 n. 4, and Brooks, Sepulchre, 42.
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If Langland’s choice of Latin translation indirectly reveals a good deal about his position
relative to clerical and lay experiences of the liturgy, his own English translations tell us still
more about how he understands its interplay of intelligibility and power. After the demons
dispute how they will respond to Christ’s call of “Attolite portas,” the poem reprises the psalm a
second time, now performed as dialogue in a confrontation between Christ and the demons:

Eft the light bad unlouke, and Lucifer answerde,

‘Quis est iste?

What lord artow?” quod Lucifer. The light soone seide,

‘Rex glorie,

The lord of myght and of mayn and alle manere vertues—

Dominus virtutem.

Dukes of this dymme place, anoon undo thise yates,

That Crist may come in, the Kynges sone of Hevene!’
And with that breeth hell brak ... (B.XVIIL.315-21)

In what relation does this passage stand to the earlier quotation of the same psalm? All versions
of this dialogue feature repetition: the psalm itself repeats its question and answer twice, and the
Gospel of Nicodemus extends the scene so that the key phrase “that the King of Glory may come
in” is repeated four times.4%8 Both source texts use the literary device of refrain to transform
communicative speech into ritual performance—the second question and answer hardly provide
new meaningful content, but the fact of repetition shifts us into a different kind of speech-act,
signifying less through the meanings of individual words than the number, kind, and
performance conditions of whole utterances.

Langland’s repetition obeys his sources, but it also serves new purposes, as Christ’s
second speech reprises the first with alternate translation and performance directions. “Prynces

of this place, unpynneth and unlouketh! / For here cometh with crowne that kyng is of glorie”

498 Nicodemus 16:1, 6, 13, 17.
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and “Dukes of this dymme place, anoon undo thise yates, / That Crist may come in, the Kynges
son of Hevene” are the same essential speech-act expressed in different words. Just as, in
Chapter 3, we saw Lydgate expand, contract, and diversify Latin texts in multiple translations,
Langland here gives us two perspectives on the liturgical text that inspired this narrative passage.
There are three important differences between Langland’s first and second versions of the
psalm verses. First, the second version amplifies the theatrical potential of the text by turning the
utterance of a single speaker into dialogue between characters. This transformation is very like
the one that the religious would experience when they heard a familiar psalm, chanted chorally
every week, now called out as question and answer at the church doors by performers
impersonating the roles of Christ and Satan. Second, Langland’s second translation is also more
interpretative, identifying “Rex glorie” as “Crist [...] the Kynges sone of Hevene.” This
typological identification fuses Old Testament, New Testament, and the present time of liturgical
participants, denying historical perspective in favor of sacred immediacy. Both these changes
increase the performativity of the passage: if we imagine a spectrum running between the
extremes of silent reading for the purpose of study and a priest’s celebration of the mass in
persona Christi, Langland’s second iteration moves Attolite portas closer to the pole of pure
liturgy. The final difference between Langland’s two translations is that the second one works.
“With that breeth hell brak”: there could hardly be a stronger assertion of the power of speech-
acts. The words which, in physical terms, are only a puff of air have spiritual power to defeat and
set free, to destroy and bring to life. Crucially, Langland links this efficacy to the kind of
utterance most characteristic of the liturgy—ritualized, dramatically enacted, and charged with

Christological significance.
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Yet these efficacious words are not in a “sacred language” like Latin, Greek, or Hebrew.
Although Langland repeatedly quotes his Latin source, binding his poetry to an authoritative
text, for him, the power to shake hell inheres not in a specific incantation but in an essential
speech-act that can be represented in many translations or paraphrases, Latin and English alike.
Christ’s liturgical invocation—and the liturgy in general—does not derive its constative power
from precise adherence to a divinely instituted ritual or evidence it by an unintelligibility that
distances speech-act from denotative communication; instead, efficacy depends on conditions of
performance and is heightened, not diminished, by translative understanding. Performance has
the power to make clergie “kynde,” transforming the cognitive engagement of reading or hearing
scripture and doctrine into the personal experience of participation. This increase in the intimacy
of knowledge is analogous to, and can be compounded by, the way a learner’s grasp of a
secondary language transitions from memorized rules and vocabulary to fluent thought and
expression. The act of voicing ritual words as one’s own and the act of translating them into
one’s vernacular language both alike integrate the text into the speaking self, changing it from an
object of interest or study into equipmental means to greater ends. For Langland, then, liturgy’s
power to achieve effects, whether breaking hell’s gates or changing stubborn hearts, is greatest
when Latin performative utterance and English interpretative translation— “Rex glorie” and “the
Kynges sone of Hevene”—are united.

Barr tells us that Passus XVIII at last unites words and deeds and shows the triumph of
dramatic action where mere words have so often failed. In liturgical and dramatic representations
of the Harrowing, Christ’s words are his deeds: it is with the breath of his mouth, with his

authentic, efficacious performance of a psalm, that he batters down the gates of hell and breaks
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its bars. I want to stress that it is a performance: in sacred time, where past, present, and future
resonate without regard to linear causality, it is true both that the psalmist foresaw Christ’s
victory and that Christ quoted the psalmist, voicing the familiar, formal words of the Hebrew
liturgy as his own and turning poetic apostrophe into an authoritative command. The medieval
Christian, repeating the same psalm during a dramatic Holy Week entrance ritual or at prime on
any ordinary Sunday, shares in the same act of victory, speaking in unison with Christ in hell.

The participatory character of the liturgy is further emphasized by the end of the passus,
when Will, awaking, hurries to church to kiss the cross and receive the sacrament. Where
previous visions, full of intellectual discourse, moved him to questions, complaint, or wandering,
what he has now seen and learned demands action in response. The appropriate acts—to begin
with, at least—are the ritual gestures of liturgical worship. Conventional, symbolic, and
significant, yet also active, physical, and embodied, such gestures are another way of fusing
words and deeds. They are also public and communal, done together with Kytte and Calote and
the whole church, in notable contrast to the solitude of interiority in which the middle section of
Piers Plowman traced Will’s encounters with mental faculties and sources of knowledge.
Performing the liturgy, unlike reading, thinking, and debating theology, provides an opportunity
for the knowledge encoded within it to become “kynde,” a thoroughly internalized second nature
that encompasses mind and body, affect and relationships, belief and practice.

If Piers Plowman is a journey through the genres, testing out various forms in the search
for a medium adequate to the truths it strains after, Passus X VIII is not so much liturgy as
mystery play—a performance, primarily in the vernacular but studded with sacral Latin phrases,

that brings biblical narrative to life in contemporary terms, reimagines liturgical rites in public,

302



secular spaces, and invites non-latinate audiences to experience and participate in the central
events of Christianity. By watching mediated reenactments of salvation history, whether that
mediation is through pageant wagons and guild actors or through a poet’s dreams, audiences are
prepared to become participants in the spiritual reality. Like the mystery plays, which derive
from liturgical reading of scripture and prepare their audiences to adore Corpus Christi, or like
meditative translations, which are built on a structure of liturgical text and stock the reader’s
mind with meanings to enhance future prayer, Piers Plowman points its readers to a fulfillment
outside itself. Such poetry, so richly exploring, complicating, and unfolding matters of belief,
worship, and language, is ultimately a supplement to the liturgy, where the same matters are not
merely understood but enacted.

No reading of Piers Plowman can end in triumph, since the poem itself continues past its
climax to see the corruption of “Unitee Holy Chirche” and the resumption of an apparently
endless, circular quest. To the extent that Piers Plowman is an epistemological poem whose goal
is to leap from intellectual apprehension of “clergie” to an intimate, experiential, “kynde”
familiarity with Truth, it seems to argue that the latter lies forever beyond our grasp. Such
enlightenment as the poem has to give will be found in its process, the lived experience of
wrestling with its difficulties and ambiguities, not its content. Yet the way that Passus XVIII
points to the liturgy suggests a surprising hope: perhaps what we seek is unattainable, not
absolutely, but within the constraints necessitated by the supplementary nature of this poem.
Piers Plowman challenges generic constraints, sampling dozens of genres, but it never moves
from the third-person perspective of narrative, exposition, and argument to the second-person

address of confession, request, and worship. Within these bounds, sacred language can be
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quoted, cited, translated, interpreted, theorized, personified, playfully reimagined; its
performance can be represented, in the manner of the theater; but it cannot be truly performed,
voiced by the practitioner as her own words to God and the community.

There is a place where words can be so voiced. Piers Plowman suggests—though it does
not and cannot promise—that the salvific knowledge it has found so elusive may be met there, in
liturgy the heart of language, where the words of scripture and theology are brought to life in

authentic act.

Beyond Piers’s Lines

Although this chapter has focused almost exclusively on a single author and work, the
ideas that Langland explores are much more broadly relevant for late medieval culture. Langland
has a reputation as a singularly and supremely macaronic poet, whose use of multiple languages,
especially in ways that mesh or integrate linguistic codes, is bold and innovative. Recent research
shows, however, that similar intrasentential switching or language meshing can readily be found
in contemporary documents like legal and business records, suggesting that it was in fact
“medieval commonplace.”% For example, Laura Wright describes a fluidly trilingual style of
business writing with its own internal regularities of code-switching syntax, one she argues
constitutes a fourth code that, for its medieval users, indicated professionalism in the domain of

financial activity.5%° Among a different demographic of language users, a substantial corpus of

499 Mary Catherine Davidson, Medievalism, Multilingualism, and Chaucer (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010),
81.

500 Laura Wright, “On Variation in Medieval Mixed-language Business Writing,” in Code-switching in Early
English, edited by Herbert Schendl and Laura Wright (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2011), 191-218.
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multilingual sermons incorporate English intimately into a Latin matrix, not only as quotations,
glosses, or structural divisions, but as syntactically integrated elements of fluidly multilingual
sentences.5! Such sermons’ auditors—Iikely listening in monastic or university contexts—were
expected, as true bilinguals, to follow the thread of argument easily and automatically across
code-switches.502 While some readers of Piers Plowman would doubtless have been stymied by
unintelligible Latin, then, others would be familiar not only with Latin itself but also with
complex intrasentential code-switching through their clerical, legal, or administrative experience.
Some, like the marginal annotator who wrote “hie vidit fratres to preche for copes” in BL MS.
Addit. 10574,503 must have read and written across languages fluidly, as second nature.5%4 For
them, language mixing was likely a noteworthy stylistic choice, but not a radical innovation.
While for Mary Catherine Davidson, the prevalence of English-Latin language mixing in
the late Middle Ages indicates that Piers Plowman’s macaronicity is better explained by ambient
discursive practice than authorial artistry,59 I think the continuity between prosaic and poetic
multilingualism by no means vitiates the poem’s achievement. Langland’s self-conscious,

conspicuously literary deployment of this mode of writing transmutes the stuff of documents and
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doggerel into an exploration of the power of language. Macaronic style becomes a vehicle for the
poem’s central thematic concerns because it operates in conjunction with larger literary effects
like personification and narrative structure, enacting Langland’s claims about language and
knowledge on the level of the sentence and the line.

Placing Piers Plowman alongside more mundane multilingual texts does compel us,
however, to reconsider the nature of its achievement: not the innovation of an individual genius,
but the fresh articulation of a general truth, the rendering visible of phenomena too basic and
widespread to be easily seen. When Langland shows us how grammatical nominalization turns
words into lively agents, solid objects, and spatial landmarks, he asks us to become conscious of
something that every Christian assigned Paternosters for penance or enjoined to stay at mass
until “Ite missa est” had experienced. Medieval usage really did turn Latin texts, especially the
incipits of prayers, into not just literary, allegorical, or representational entities but ones with
which bodies could interact: in London, Paternoster Row and Ave Maria Lane still bear their
ancient names, prayers become places in the place where intelligible form was united with matter
in the workshops of book producers.5% When Langland slips in and out of Latin in virtuoso
multilingual sentences, playing several layers of significance against each other, he
ostentatiously calls attention to a skill that came to many ordinary clerks, scribes, and merchants
as second nature. Thinking within the medieval Christian tradition—or any robust intellectual
tradition at all—really does mean internalizing authoritative texts until they are your own
thoughts, fluently integrated into your native idiom. When Langland collapses the historical

Harrowing of Hell, every year’s Holy Saturday, every week’s Sunday prime, and one soul’s
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visionary encounter with the living Christ into a single narrative episode, mingling Latin and
English, liturgical and dramatic, literal and interpretive versions of the speech-act that unites
these scenes, he offers a demonstration of the fundamental workings of the liturgy, by which he
invites readers to gain personal, practical access to Christ. In each case, Langland does not
explicitly argue for an assertion, but demonstrates a process with vivid examples and models for
imitation, tacitly strengthening the habits of understanding he exercises.

Take a word: say, Vigilate. Look at it: trace its sources, its genealogy, its contexts, the
imbrication of scripture with monastic rules and the liturgy of the hours. Look along it: watch,
stay awake, keep alert, an imperative to command with or to obey. Every night before they sleep,
worshippers are singing Vigilate, echoing Christ in the garden long ago and urging one another to
watch here and now. Later the same night, they wake to sing again, enacting with their bodies the
text they have read. Vigilate acts and speaks, shaking sinners out of the swoon of despair and
teaching them to repent. This is kynde knowing—to know a text, a word, inside and out, as
intelligible and as performative, something to be understood and something to be done. This
multiplicity of significance inheres in liturgical practices that formalize and reify fixed texts,
especially in a language distanced from the easy, instantaneous intelligibility of the vernacular.
Piers Plowman, and works that like it manipulate multilingualism for poetic effect, call that
ambient linguistic dynamic into more focal awareness, asking us to notice and teaching us to
navigate shifting modes of meaning. Whether the reader is conscious of a linguistic argument or
not, simply reading such a text inculcates habits of mind—fluency to follow thought across
changes in linguistic code, agility to manipulate use and mention, capacity to hold several

significances suspended at once—that are crucial for both liturgical practice and poetry.
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Coda

Over the past 300 pages or so, we’ve explored Middle English texts that represent,
employ, translate, and theorize the language of the liturgy. In these texts, late medieval English
Christians both exercised and reflected on the dynamics of interaction between their vernacular
—fluent, easy, automatic, the language of thought—and languages, like Hebrew, Greek, and
Latin, that were for them set apart from ordinary communication to become sacred. The use of
nonvernacular languages encouraged readers and hearers not only to manipulate two
complementary ways of making use of words—mention and use—but to explore two ways of
signifying, two ways of perceiving, two ways of knowing: on the one hand, training focal
attention on an object of knowledge, on the other, allowing that which is known to sink into
equipmentality and subsidiary awareness as a means of knowing something else. Sacred
language, in which utterances are deliberately set apart from ordinary speech and easy
understanding of their semantic meanings is frustrated, thus is fertile ground for poetic play and
meditations on the nature of signs, attention, and knowledge.

The texts I’ve examined range across a variety of classes and educational backgrounds,
from textual amulets and holy monograms that could be used by the entirely illiterate, to plays
produced by the rising guild members of the towns, to poetry written by highly trained monks
and priests. Alas, the experience of the majority of medieval Christians with no grammatical
education, the wholly “lewed” or illiterati, is unrecoverable—by definition, they cannot leave a
written account of themselves. The texts we have, however, tell us that some people who were

fluent in Latin thought there was spiritual and intellectual value to be found in “lewed”
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experience of the liturgy, and they attempted to enter imaginatively into that perspective. When
playwrights depict shepherds puzzling over “glee” and “glo,” when Rolle praises “Jesus” as a
sound in mouth and ear, when Pecock urges his readers to ignore the sentence of the prescribed
prayers they recite in favor of their personal intentions, when Langland reifies liturgical phrases
as people, places, and objects, these literate, latinate authors are not just suggesting ways of
engaging with liturgy accessible for others who knew no Latin, but engaging with liturgy in a
way they themselves found richer than simple semantic understanding.

After all, the distance between literati and illiterati is not so wide, nor the leap of
imagination required so great. Latin was a second language for all the inhabitants of England;
even those who had acquired fluency could remember the laborious process of learning, in which
words were for them unmeaning sounds to be memorized and manipulated. Even if a speaker
were entirely fluent in Latin, there remained a still older, stranger strata of liturgical language,
visible in isolated outcrops of Greek and Hebrew like Kyrie and Alleluia, equally alien to all
alike. Even if languages had posed no difficulties, the performance of liturgy would supplement
or supplant semantic meaning with other modes of significance—musical sound distorting words
in the service of aesthetic experience, ritual repetition giving more importance to performative
actions than constative meanings. It is in the nature of liturgical practice to produce such
alienations, unless that tendency is actively resisted by reformers championing intelligibility,
accessibility, or simplicity.

The distance between literati and illiterati is not so far in the other direction, either.
Reflections on language and meaning like those we’ve examined in the foregoing chapters were

performed in public, read aloud, and circulated orally. Indeed, many of them are intended to
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instruct less educated readers and listeners on how to engage in liturgy, whether by reassuring
them that spiritual insight does not require semantic understanding, providing translations and
interpretations to supplement their recitations, or modeling processes and habits of thinking
appropriate to liturgical participation. Some may have absorbed these lessons and adopted them
as their own. While we cannot be sure about how the “lewed” thought about liturgical language,
we do know that many of them concluded that Latin texts had a value that their English
translations did not. We can see this valuation in their preference for Latin, Greek, and Hebrew
words in charms and textual amulets, in their use of Latin texts like the Paternoster, Ave, and
Creed as means of access to God privileged over private, extemporaneous speech, and in the
1549 Western rebels’ doomed loyalty to “oure olde service of mattens, masse, Evensong and
procession in Latten [...] as it was before” in resistance to the new Book of Common Prayer.
Whether or not they explicitly theorized the dynamics of sacred language, those who were
unable to write experienced the same liturgical alienation from ordinary language that writers
did, and some of them valued and sought out that effect.

What is the appeal of alienation—the confusion and failure of unintelligibility, the jarring
reminder that language is not just a means of understanding, but a physical thing perceived by
the senses? The Middle English texts that reflect on this phenomenon highlight two related
functions of alienation. They recognize in unintelligible speech a mystery that can never be fully
understood or uttered: as in the wordless song of the jubilus or the inarticulate presence of the
host, an absence of semantic meaning becomes a sign for ineffable greatness. At the same time,
this unintelligibility opens up possibilities for endless interpretation, producing more and more

meanings, more and more poetic elaboration. When the Nativity shepherds miraculously grasp
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the doctrines of the Incarnation and the Trinity from a few words of praise, when Rolle
multiplies elaborate metaphors to translate “Ihesu, that is hele,” when Lydgate turns eight lines of
Latin into two hundred of English, they trust that the words of liturgy, like those of scripture, are
inexhaustible fountains of significance. Unmeaning and abundant meaning, absence and excess,
are intimately related. Both stand in contrast to the limited, controllable significance of defined
concepts, the limited, human-scale capacities of the discursive intellect. Alienated language thus
offers something akin to apophatic and cataphatic mysticism, with affirmation and negation not
alternating in time but simultaneously present every word: God is thus and not thus, we
understand and do not understand, what I say is truth and a fallible, inadequate sign. The
relationship between lack and surplus of meaning is also causal. It is precisely where literal
meaning is dark or difficult that the faithful reader can let interpretative imagination play,
constrained not by the narrow rules of grammar but the permissive law of love.

Obviously, escaping the control of tightly defined and regulated meanings can be an
alarming prospect within a doctrinal religion, and opening up possibilities for proliferating
interpretations also opens the way to distraction, error, superstition, and heresy. Anxiety over
these possibilities is evident in scrutiny of lists of divine names, which medieval authorities
warned could invoke demons if incorrect or unknown names were included, and in religious
instruction about the performance of memorized prayers, which teachers feared might become
external recitation entirely disassociated from the participant’s real attention. From the
perspective of those who desire to be orthodox, the element of mystery and multiplication of
meanings that unintelligibility introduces can be “safe” only within a structure of shared

understanding with authoritative limits. In the mystery plays, it is because the shepherds are
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imagined as contemporary Englishmen who can be reminded of a gospel they already know that
the news of Christ’s birth can be entrusted to melismatic melody rather than direct, literal speech.
In Pecock’s writings, it is only within an extensive program of orthodox education in the
vernacular that lay people can be allowed to play with the intent of prayers. The propriety of
proliferative interpretation also depends on an internal context that can never be regulated by
authorities. As we saw in “The Proude Wyves Paternoster,” precisely the same play of
interpretative imagination that produces devout poetry in the heart intent on God produces sin
and sacrilege in the heart intent on worldly pride. An embrace of unintelligibility as spiritually
valuable thus requires enormous communal trust. When the nature of spiritual reality is under
dispute and listeners cannot be assumed to share the fundamental concepts and definitions from
which mystic adoration ascends, or to the extent that some members of a religious community
believe others to be acting in bad faith, unintelligibility will be regarded with suspicion and clear,
literal, translatable meanings valued.

While I’ve often contrasted two ways of approaching language, and while partisans have
sometimes championed one against the other, they are not fundamentally opposed. The most
important lesson of my project has been that, in medieval Christianity (as in any sustainable
religious discourse), the unintelligibility I set out to study and the intelligible teaching that has
been its foil are held together in productive dialectic. Without intelligible, translatable concepts,
religious language would degenerate into sheer superstition, muttering nonsense in hope and fear
of supernatural forces; without acknowledged incomprehension, it would sink into mere

philosophy, describing but not doing, talking about God but never to him.
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One way to maintain intelligible truth and unintelligible mystery at once is by a division
of labor; specialist clergy understand, verify, and regulate sacred language on behalf of the whole
community. Most of the texts that I’ve studied, however, aim for a more intimate union in the
minds of their readers and hearers. They experiment with a variety of ways to combine sacred
unintelligibility and accessible meaning in the same words, incomprehension and interpretative
understanding in the same people.

One way to combine these elements is to depict the activity of interpretation, a process in
which meanings flow out of initially opaque or difficult signs. In the shepherds’ plays, for
example, we see wonder and awe at an unintelligible utterance prepare the way for miraculous,
transformative understanding. Moreover, these plays tend to fuse the figure of the “lewed”
herdsmen for whom liturgical utterances are unintelligible and the clerical pastor who teaches,
recognizing them as akin in their activity of exegesis. The same commentary meditates on the
Old Testament prophecies of Christ’s birth and the elaborate fifteenth-century music of the
angelic Gloria, presenting both fluent study of the words of scripture and not-necessarily-literate
attention to the sounds of performance as valuable forms of devotion that yield spiritual insight.
In the Myroure of Oure Ladye, Pecock’s Paternoster exposition, and Lydgate’s liturgical
translations and commentaries, an obstacle to comprehension can actually enhance
understanding when the disconnect between oral recitation and inner intent opens up space for
the “processe of my translacyoun” to multiply meanings. These texts not only provide
translations and interpretations of liturgical texts for nonlatinate readers, but also empower them

to interpret texts for themselves, adding still more meanings and local applications. Both these
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bodies of religious writing imagine lay people with limited Latin ability as interpreters and their
lack of easy, fluent access to literal meaning as a key to unlock inexhaustible significance.

Another way to hold intelligible meaning and sacred unintelligibility together is to
recognize them as simultaneously present in the sign, which is at once object and thought,
signifier and signified. In devotion to the Holy Name, “Jesus” flickers between a sacred symbol
made up of ink or paint or sound, a translatable concept meaning “he saves” or “salvation,” and
the immediate presence of the incarnate Word of God. Intelligible meaning that describes God
and mysterious power that makes him present shimmer in the same syllables, held together by
the play of poetic ambiguity. In Piers Plowman, a similar effect is extended from names to
phrases, sentences, and entire texts. As we approach each of the poem’s Latin quotations, we
must discern whether it is being mentioned as a reified verbal object, fluently used in a
continuous multilingual sentence, or voiced like a dramatic performance—or whether several of
these modes are present at once. The rich multiplicity of these ways of understanding Latin, and
the sometimes deliberately cultivated confusion between them, show how semantic meaning and
other forms of significance can create harmonies—now one mode of signification
predominating, now another, now several simultaneously relevant.

In the interpretive multiplication of meanings, the ambiguity or simultaneity of
significances, liturgical language reveals a deep kinship to poetic or literary language. For me,
the connection seems so strong that I can hardly help but think of poetry as secularized sacred
language, the thing that happens when the characteristics and techniques of liturgy are turned to
ends other than worship. When human minds strive after the transcendent, we devise ways of

paradoxically saying and unsaying God, breaking and remaking language, bringing into
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awareness the physicality and fallibility and miraculous efficacy of signs. When we take pleasure
in this peculiar play of mind and recognize beauty in its effects, we can treat them as ends in
themselves, savoring the strangeness and surprise of seeing language as both object and means of
attention. That experience can be enjoyed in itself, without the intention of drawing nearer to that
unknown reality of which our thoughts and words are distorted sketches and broken pointers,
worshipping the one who is both infinitely beyond and humbly revealed in language. I suspect
that all arts have their deepest origin in an instinct for sacrality, a yearning for transcendence that
shows itself in our every response to beauty and mystery, a desire to intimately know that which
we can never say or comprehend.

This desire may be futile. There may be an unbridgeable gulf between what is and the
paltry tools we have to know it by, so that our representations do not participate in the real, nor
even asymptotically approach it, but build castles in the air of self-referential delusion. There
may be nothing there to understand, nothing outside for words to be about. Or brute matter and
energy may be the only real existence, and our perception of it, our language and science and art
about it, a fleeting vapor incapable of validity, thrown off as an inconsequential byproduct of
other processes. But if it is possible to know—if representations and signs can be true—it must
be because there is a Word at the heart of existence. For those who believe in him, Christ—the
Word by whom God spoke creation, the Word made flesh whom eyes have seen and hands have
handled—makes possible knowledge of God and of everything else.

Most religions employ some form of sacred language to acknowledge, and evoke, holy
mysteries that transcend human understanding. In this, medieval Christianity is entirely

unexceptional. Yet for Christians, sacred language’s dynamic tension between intelligibility and
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unintelligibility, doctrine and worship, translation and song, cannot be understood apart from the
unity of natures in the person of Christ. He is the keystone of the arch, in whom opposing forces
of invention and entropy, nonrational impulse and institutional pressure, are held together to rise
toward heaven. The paradoxical unity of physical signifier and intangible meaning present in all
language is brought, in the distancing and distortion of liturgy and in the writings that reflect
upon them, to awareness and wonder, as it is too when the infans Verbum smiles silently in the
manger, when the Word of God weeps under the lash, and when infinite divinity is offered in a
bit of bread. As medieval Christian writings play with the poetic possibilities of Latin liturgy
represented in Middle English, they manifest for their readers and listeners what is already

present in liturgy, literature, and language itself: the double nature of the Word.
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