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Abstract

The dissertation considers how the anonymous authors of six moral and religious pseudo-
ballade refrain poems first attested in the late fourteenth-century Vemnon manuscript (Oxford,
Bodieian Library, MS. Eng. poet.a. 1) manipulate devices such as speaking persona, word-play,
and allegory in ways that support rhetorical strategies hitherto unrecognized in Middle English
lynic.

The study begins with stemmatic analyses that identify, as far as is possible from the
physical record, the archetypal text, or “work,” of each poem. Chapter One then provides an
overview of scholarship that has focussed on two important technical devices used in the Vernon
refrain lyrics—the speaking voice and the refrain-and articulates how the lyrics use those devices in
hitherto unrecognized ways. Chapter One concludes by considering the kinds of word-play found
in other Middle English literature, in order to define that found in the Vernon lyrics. In the next
six chapters, each of the six “works” is considered as a communicative event. Using mainly
historicist, formalist, and reader-response methodologies, I explore, for each poem in turn, how
the poet moulds language to signify indirectly so that the message is communicated figuratively,
and how the implied audience is cast into a specific role vis-a-vis the communicative action in a
way that inflects the message. I also explore how the rhetorical strategies of the poems are
informed by various theories of signification, which are defined in relation to the socio-linguistic
circumstances and philosophical currents of the time, and consider the poems in relation to other
medieval, mostly earlier Middle English, lyrics.

In the Conclusion, findings are assembled to indicate how the recovery of the Vernon



refrain lyrics’ rhetorical art expands the parameters that currently define Middle English lyric. I
also turn from considering the implied audience of the “works” to considering the historical
audience of the Vernon manuscript, and suggest that the recovery of the Vernon refrain lyrics’
rhetorical art bolsters theories that maintain the Vernon manuscript was intended, at least in part,
for an upper gentry or aristocratic audience, and that its thorough Englishness is more of a
polemic assertion of the strength of the English language than a reflection of socio-linguistic

conditions.
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Introduction

What are the Vernon refrain lyrics? The answer will depend on what we are looking to
learn from them. They are, most readily, a group of twenty-three lyrics written in a “pseudo-
ballade™ form that appear at the end of the late fourteenth-century Vernon manuscript (Oxford,
Bodleian Library, MS. Eng poet.a.1).! That, at least, is their earliest dated attestation. The same
series exists in the same order, with relatively few variations, in the slightly later Simeon
manuscript (London, British Library, MS. Additional 22283). Nine Vernon refrain lyrics also
appear in a total of thirteen later manuscripts, distributed as indicated in Appendix II. Any given
Vernon refrain lyric, then, has from two to seven different manuscript versions. There is no single
“text” of any one lyric. Moreover, given the definition of “text” in editorial theory, as “a
sequence or array of words and graphic images transmitted in a document or documents or
through other media,”* the texts of any given Vemon refrain lyric are potentially endless: two to
seven manuscript versions, and countless other versions in other media, including, but by no
means limited to, published editions. Any given lyric would appear to have a potentially endless
number of modulations and material embodiments. By focussing on these expansive arrays of
forms, we can learn about issues relating to, for example, the material conditions of manuscript
production, or “the sociology of texts.™ It is also more or less possible to (re)create from the
various manuscript texts an “archetypal text” of each lyric, which would enable us to view the
lyric as a “work.” Editorial theory defines the work as the “correct text” that a critic may aim to
recover: it is “the message or experience implied by the authoritative versions of a literary
writing,” and as such has no “substantial existence.™ The “work™ that is any given Vernon refrain
lyric is in theory monolithic: whatever “correct text” can be surmised by tracing a track of

transmission through various medieval manuscript texts. In practice, however, the “work” is



finally insubstantial and irretrievable, since it is inevitably conditioned by any critic’s strategy of
reading. While granting that the work (re)created by the critic will never match the authorial
intention forever veiled behind texts, its identification, however contingent, can provide certain
kinds of information. For example, identifying the most authorial text will also assist in plotting,
through dialect mapping, the place of composition, which can be used to address broader
questions of literary history.® Ascertaining the identity of the “work” can also serve interpretative
aims, in cases where one might wish to invoke the intention of the author to study, for example,
the extent of rhetorical self-consciousness in lyric poetry. This study, which seeks to probe the
extent of rhetorical self-consciousness in the Vernon refrain lyrics, needs to begin by establishing a
methodology for determining as far as possible the work for each of the lyrics to be discussed.
Even aside from post-structuralist pressures, caution should always attend efforts to
determine a poem’s work from its texts, and the situation with Middle English lyric is particularly
acute.® Even faced with holographs, it is impossible to begin discussing any medieval text with the
assumption that it is the authentic representation of the poet’s intention. As is true for any
historical period, “authorial action” (what the author wrote) is not the same as “authorial
intention.”” More fundamentally, though, the concept of “authorial version™ is conditioned by
post-medieval assumptions of the sovereign subject, and these assumptions misrepresent the
Middle Ages when applied to them. As Ralph Hanna III has persistently shown, it is clear that in
many cases medieval readers and scribes did not respond to a text in a way that respected the
intention of the author, but often engaged in “varieties of active redaction,” with the result that
“audience reception differed radically from explicit authorial statement.™ This implies that the

text of any Vernon refrain lyric, though in every case the earliest attestation, may be the result of



collaboration or scribal editorial work. It is therefore impossible to assert that any given lyric
represents authorial intention. But it should still be possible to argue that the lyrics could
represent something close to authorial intention, as certain Middle English “verbal icons” (such as
Pearl) do.’ Given the lack of certainty about any lyric’s textual pre-history, the decision to define
a text as being proximate to the intention of a single author or to that of a scribe/collaborator is to
some degree a matter of choice, though responsible choice, in the face of the evidence. This
possibility becomes even more viable once certain “verbal icons” have been identified among the
group. My confidence in evoking authorial intention here is increased by their conscious “fixed
form” structure, ' by the fact that some Middle English lyrics written before the Vernon
manuscript was compiled do qualify as consciously crafted poems, and by the findings of the pilot
project for this dissertation, my M_Phil. thesis, which uncovered complex structural and thematic
coherence in six Vernon refrain lyrics.

I should add, however, that although I invoke authorial intention in order to account for
what [ see to be the poets’ conscious manipulation of material to serve rhetorical aims, I am
mindful of the fact that the original text is a social product. In aiming to recover the rhetorical
strategies of any given lyric, therefore, it has been necessary to attempt to recover the social and
cultural context out of which it emanates. In this regard, my theoretical approach moves beyond
a purely formalist, New Critical reading to partake of the kind of “historical method” urged as
being essential by textual theorists such as Jerome McGann." I will attempt to recover, through
historical investigation, the topical aspects of certain Vernon lyrics, as a necessary conjoint to
recovering their rhetorical art. The “authorial intention” I refer to, therefore, is always embedded

in a social context, which more or less conditions and absorbs that intention.



In turning to expand my M_.Phil. findings in this Ph.D. dissertation, I performed an initial
review of all the Vernon refrain lyrics for traces of rhetorical art: every text of every lyric was
analysed to determine which ones would repay close critical attention. Five new lyrics were
chosen, and I found it necessary to reconsider one lyric that was discussed in the M_Phil. That
makes a total of eleven of twenty-three Vernon refrain lyrics that exhibit a holistic rhetorical art.
Other lyrics employ technical devices artfully, but not, so far as I can see, in the coherent manner
of these eleven.

The next step was to determine a methodology for ascertaining the “work™ of each of the
six lyrics. Four of the six have no attestations later than the Simeon manuscript. To determine the
archetypal text for these it was necessary to collate all twenty-three lyrics as they appear in the
Vernon manuscript (hereafter “V™) and the Simeon manuscript (hereafter “S™). The other two
lyrics survive in later manuscripts, and it has been necessary to trace a recensionist account for
each; those accounts have been incorporated into the respective chapters (Chapter Two on “Hos
seib be sope he schal be schent”, Chapter Five on “Merci passep alle pinge™). In the foﬂowing
analysis of various texts I refer to the lyrics by number, in order of their occurrence in V, as
indicated in Appendix I. The thirteen other manuscripts will be referred to by their sigla, as set
out in Appendix IL

Before collating V and S it is necessary to clarify the status of V. The Vernon texts of the
lyrics are copied by scribe B, who was responsible for the greater part of copying in V, and some
parts in S as well."> The Simeon texts of the lyrics are copied by scribe A up to 15.1, and by scribe
C hereafter. A scribe, perhaps different than B, has made eight emendations in the Vernon copies

of lyrics 2,9,15,16, 22, 23. Without the benefit of Dr. Kenneth Hunter’s transcriptions of the



substantive variants among the lyrics, John Thompson found that “these later insertions do not
seem to represent any concerted editorial effort to ‘correct’ Vernon by collating it against another
copy of the sequence,” but rather “look instead like casual additions by a later reader, working
pen in hand and occasionally hoping to clarify the sense of what was being read in Vernon.”'®> The
fact that in seven of the eight instances the corrections in Vernon do appear in later versions,
however, indicates that the scribe of V is collating against an exemplar, and so that the corrections
bring V closer to each “work.”'* |
Five of the eight corrections occur in lyrics that appear otherwise only in S, and four of
these are incorporated into the S texts. These are as follows:
Lyric 185, “For charite is no lengor cheere”
Line 56: “pat” is interlined by a corrector in V, and also appears in S
Line 67: “ne” is interlined by a corrector in V, and also appears in S
Lyric 22, “And fond euermore to seye pe best”
Line 2: “nou” is interlined by corrector in V, and also appearsin S
Lyric 23, “And make no tarijng til to Mom”
Line 16: “pat” interlined by corrector in V, and also appears in S
The one case where the correction is not incorporated into S is as follows:
Lyric16, “Of wimmen comeb pis worldes welle”
Line 59: “in” is interlined by corrector in V, but S has, alternatively, “wip”
The four cases of interpolations that are incorporated into S do not help in ascertaining whether
the corrector was working from an exemplar or capriciously, for several reasons. Primarily, we

cannot be certain that the S scribes were using V's exemplar rather than V, and so getting right



6
what the V scribe got wrong and corrected. Moreover, the hand and date of the correcting scribe
have not been determined. Thompson claims it is a later hand.'* Doyle notes, more generally, that
some emendations are made by the scribe and some by subsequent readers, but does not discuss
the interpolations in the lyrics directly.'® Should it be determined that the correcting hand in V
post-dates that of S, we would have evidence either that S is copied from the same exemplar as V,
or that S is the exemplar against which V is corrected. As it stands, the evidence only affirms that
the § scribes were copying either from the corrected V texts or from V’s exemplar(s). These four
instances do not indicate whether the interpolations correspond with V’s exemplar, and so whether
they form parts of the archetypal texts, insofar as we can construct them.

The three instances where the Vemnon emendation is incorporated into manuscripts other
than S, however, support the theory that the Vernon corrector was working through collation.
The three instances are as follows:

Lyric 2, “Deo Gracias I”

Line 8: “al” interlined by corrector in V, and also appearsin S and in A

Line 30: “seide” is interlined by a corrector in V, and also appears in S and A

Lyric 9, “For hos seip pe sope he schal be schente”

Linel4: “mon” is interlined by a corrector in V, and appearsin S and T
Although there are only three instances, it is likely that the repetition is not coincidental. Rather,
they provide evidence to support the theory that the interpolations represent integral parts of
versions of the lyrics that pre-date V and S. Boosting this theory is the fact that we have no cases
where an emendation interpolated in V is not incorporated into a post-Simeon text.

Alternatively, the fact that the Vernon emendations are incorporated into later versions



could indicate that the subsequent versions have stemmata that link back to V rather than V's
exemplar or one of its precedents. This theory seems more unlikely, however, because it favours
viewing the overall transmission history of the lyrics as a narrative of how the twenty-three were
dispersed from V rather than unusually gathered together there from various sources. Previous
scholars have hypothesized that the exemplars of the Vernon lyrics must have come from various
sources.'” It is not unreasonable to suppose that if V were a more direct node on the stemmata we
would more than likely have found a higher rate of co-incidental attestations of the lyrics in any
given manuscript. As it stands, of the thirteen manuscripts that contain versions of the lyrics, two
of them contain two lyrics (and two different lyrics), while two others contain three lyrics (both of
them the same three lyrics). The remaining nine manuscripts contain only one lyric each.

Moreover, a preliminary dialect analysis indicates that the poems were conglomerated from
various regions. Throughout the manuscript the scribe’s dialect is regularly West Midland. Mary
S. Serjeanston gives an account of the dialect of the Index of the Vernon manuscript, which
appears on the first eight leaves of the volume.'* The index was written by scribe A, who also
supplied some rubrics and some foliation in the rest of the manuscript.” The rest of the manuscript
was written by scribe B, who could, theoretically, show signs of a different dialect. AL Doyle
notes, however, that “Meech suggested to Serjeantson that the original contents list ought to
reflect more accurately scribal dialect than the texts potentially affected by those of the exemplars,
and indeed Scribe A of V is said to conform generally to the habits of B except when letting
through relics of earlier transmission in his copy of Aeired.”® Serjeanston’s analysis, therefore,
can apply to the entire manuscript. Serjeanston localized the manuscript to “the South

Shropshire-South Staffordshire area.”” The Linguistic Atlas of Late Mediaeval English



8
(hereafter LALME) localizes it to Worcestershire.* Any divergence from the West Midland dialect
thus likely presents a trace of the poet’s dialect or that of an intervening scribe. Though a full
dialect analysis remains to be done, locations represented by those divergences are variously
Eastern and Northern. Kenneth Hunter identifies East Midland characteristics in many vowel
forms. For instance, the Eastern form “sinne” is often used instead of the western form “sunne,”
including in fourteen different rhyming positions.” O.S. Pickering refers to “Be token hit is pe
Flourdelys™ as being an “evidently northern poem,™* and other poems also show traces of a
Northern provenance, including “bat selden I seise Is sone forsete” to be discussed herein. One
recurrent trace of Northern dialect is the third person singular indicative ending -es. Serjeanston
found only one instance of this Northern form of the verb, beside the regularly appearing, Southern
-ep.* In a study of the language of the Vernon text of “Robert of Cicyle,” Stephen Powell
remarks that “[t]hird-person singular present indicative never appears with final -s, but rather with
-ep.”* In the Vernon refrain series, however, Hunter counted thirty-seven examples of the
Northern -es form, just under a quarter of the amount of the normal -¢p form.”” These dialectic
signs of different provenance for the lyrics collected in V make it very probable that the lyrics were
gathered together from different sources, and, consequently, that the Vernon corrector was
working through collation.

Having established with reasonable certitude that the exemplar for V includes the
interpolated matter, the next step is to try to determine whether S texts were copied from V or
from a common exemplar, which will be referred to hereafter as “UR.”* Ascertaining the exemplar
of the S texts will indicate whether we can expect to find any points where a variant S reading

might comprise the archetype text.



It is evident that V was not copied from S, since S omits 1.76-9 and 10.29, but it is less
clear whether S was copied from UR or from V. Opinion is divided. Doyle has hypothesized that S
is copied from UR rather than V, given that the S scribe includes two additional lyrics, and room
remains for more.” Kara Sajavaara considers what the implications of the additional two S lyrics
are for the relationship between V and S, but refrains from offering a single hypothesis.*® Burrow
proceeds assuming a common UR exemplar.*' Hunter avers that S is a copy of V, though he does
so seemingly to assert their similarity in relation to later variants and redactions, and does not
register an awareness of the possibility that S might be a copy of UR.* Thompson argues that S
was copied directly from V, based on the perpetuation of punctuation errors. Simeon scribes
perpetuate certain errors in marking where paraph marks were to be inserted as stanza indicators:
lyric 12 at line 19 instead of 13; lyric 17 at line 21 instead of either 17 or 25; and lyric 21 at line 13
instead of either 9 or 17. The perpetuation of errors does not in itself qualify as sufficient
evidence to argue S copied from V, however, since it is equally possible that the scribes of both V
and S were perpetuating errors from UR.

One way of determining whether S is ever closer to the archetypal text than V would be to
chart instances where a “substantial variant” in S is repeated in later attestations. This analysis
depends on distinguishing “substantive” variants from “accidental” variants, the latter being
strictly orthographic ** Kenneth Hunter’s diplomatic transcription includes a list of substantial
variants in all manuscripts. I have checked Hunter’s record against London, British Library, MS.
Additional 31042; Cambridge, Trinity College, MS. 0.9.38; and the texts of the six poems to be
discussed herein as they appear in London, British Library, MS. 22283. His record is

approximately 90% accurate. Hermann Vamhagen'’s edition of Vernon lyrics 1-7 and 9-13 lists
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incidental and substantial variants of those poems in S.>* The accuracy rate is likewise about 90%.
In checking Varnhagen’s work against S, I have found that he frequently does not record variants
between / and y, and that he is less careful about representing the morpheme spacing found in the
manuscripts. While granting some margin of error, until a more thorough record of all the texts can
be obtained I have used Hunter’s data as a basis for analysing the relative occurrence of Simeon
and post-Simeon variants. | embarked on this analysis thinking that should we find a number of
cases where the S reading is perpetuated rather than the V reading, we could be fairly certain that,
in those moments, the S reading is closer to the archetypal text and therefore that the Simeon
scribe was copying from UR rather than V. That would enable us to hypothesize that any S variant,
even in poems that are not attested later than S, is potentially closer to the archetypal text.

According to Hunter’s list, S has relatively few substantial variants from V: only 150 out of
the total 27 lyrics. Hunter finds that S contains only 14 improvements of the 150 variants. He
identifies as improvements 1.121; 6.42,46,56,57; 7.70,138,176; 10.4,37,49,65; 19.42; 23.48 3
Burrow, using Varnhagen’s list, notes that Simeon shows better readings at 1.21, 10.4, 10.65-6,
12.73, 13.5.7 This includes three that Hunter does not mention, so effectively brings the total of
possible improvements to seventeen. Given that Burrow was not drawing on a similar compilation
for the remaining eleven poems (i.e. he was not using Hunter’s transcription or a self-produced
record of variants), it is reasonable to assume that even more cases of better readings in S could
be cited. As a rough figure, we may say that between seventeen and twenty-five of the 150 S
variants may be deemed better readings. These might indicate that the S readings at these points
are closer to the authorial intention, and so corresponding to UR where V includes a variant. The

evidence is inconclusive, however, for those superior readings could also indicate the work of a
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scrutinizing or creative S scribe dealing solely with the V text.

Of the 150 variants of substance in S, 37 occur in lyrics that have later witnesses. Of these
37, only 5 S variants are found in later attestations. That adds up to 10.8 % of cases where later
attestations have a Simeon form, and so almost 90 % where the Vernon form is preferred. These
figures can be adjusted somewhat given that sometimes subsequent readings adhere to neither V
nor S, and that in 4 of the 37 cases where S variants exist in poems that are later attested the lines
containing those variants are missing in the subsequent witnesses (11.53, 55 and 12.42, 56). The
possibility that the evidence can indicate that S is copying from UR in points where the S reading
appears later, moreover, is further reduced through a closer look at each case. The five cases
where a Simeon variant is repeated are as follows:

2.14 habbep] S haue; A hafe (“hafe” is an incidental variant of “haue”)

831 &of]SL: of

11.5 myst] SG: myhtest

13.5 3eore] SA seome

20.64 ben] SPe be
For the most part, the repetition of S variants in subsequent versions can be defined in one of four
ways: as a grammatical variation, dialect variant, coincidental likeness, or a likely scribal error in
V. The S variant at 11.5 is a case of grammatical variation-a change in verb ending. Moreover, it
is only repeated in one out of a possible five other manuscripts, making it less likely that is was
taken from a source closer to the archetypal text. 20.64 is also a case of grammatical variation, a
change in infinitive ending from the more recently used ¢ to -n. It comes in the refrain line “For

warnyng haue we to ben ware,” where all of the other ten instances of the refrain read “be.” The S
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variant at 8.31 is only repeated in one out of a possible four later manuscripts, and can be
attributed to coincidence. 13.5 is likely an error in V. The full line reads “Pbus to crist ful 3eore he
crizede.” “3eore” denotes “a long time ago” or “for a long time™ (OED s.v. yore adv. 1., 3.).3*
Although the word has some sense in this context of a chanson d ‘aventure report of the narrator
beholding a penitent seeking forgiveness, “3eorne” contains the stronger reading. “3eorne™ means
“eagerly, earnestly, ...zealously” (OED s.v. yeme adv. 1.). The other attestation of the lyric, in Ba,
omits the word altogether. 2.14 is also a dialect variant: habbep is the second person Southern
form for Midland “have(n).”* Altogether, there is not one clear instance where a strong substantial
S variant is repeated in subsequent texts. Therefore the comparison does not provide evidence
from which to determine whether S is copying from V or from UR.

The evidence leaves open two possibilities: either S was copying from UR and was a less
careful scribe, or S was copying from V and was not necessarily a poorer scribe, since we have
nothing against which to check the V scribe’s accuracy beyond those 37 instances (i.e. we have no
prior text which might show greater conformity with later versions). The comparison does provide
evidence to argue, again, tentatively and pending a further record of textual variants, that
subsequent scribes were copying either from a exemplar going back to V or, more likely, to UR,
but not to S. It also indicates that V is closer to UR than S is.

Even though this comparison does not provide clear evidence that S is copied from UR
rather than V, the fact remains that at least 10% of Simeon variants have been deemed stronger
readings. This may indicate that S is copied from UR. Mindful of this possibility, and of Doyle’s
argument that S was copying from UR given that he includes an additional two lyrics, following

John Burrow’s lead I shall assume that both S and V were copied from UR. The “work” or
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archetypal text of each lyric that exists only in V and S, then, insofar as it can be recovered, resides
in the strongest readings from S and V; this is most often, but not always, the V reading. For each
of the lyrics to be considered here that exist only in V and S, each substantial S variant that
registers a crux in reading will be considered with the possibility that it matches UR where V
disagrees, and hence that the S reading may be integral to the “work.”

With methodological procedures in place for ascertaining the “work™ of each poem, the
following rhetorical analysis will proceed with recourse to authorial intention, while granting that
no text existing materially or that we can imagine mentally will ever exactly represent authorial
intention. Like all rhetorical analyses, this one considers each lyric as a communicative event, and
explores the interactions among communicator, discourse, environment, and audience. Though
sometimes I engage in the “new rhetoric,” which considers discourse from the perspectives
engendered by cultural materialist theories, in all cases I apply the more traditional style of
rhetorical analysis, which deals solely with discourse whose aim is consciously rhetorical: I seek to
articulate how the poets shape language to persuade an implied audience to certain points of view.
The analyses will make recourse, for the most part silently, to traditional rhetorical precepts such
as those in Aristotle’s Rheforic, while integrating historicist, formalist, phenomenological, and
materialist methodologies.

The six lyrics are considered in their cultural contexts, which are variously political, social,
philosophical, and literary. With the exception of “Pat selden I seize Is sone forsete,” which
permits more precise dating,* the temporal limits of those contexts have been defined by
considering the date of the compilation of the Vernon manuscript, which can be placed in the last

quarter of the fourteenth century,*! and the ferminus a quo as the earliest likely date for the
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introduction of the pseudo-ballade form into English, which has most recently been set between
1375 and 1380.*' The means of recovering the contexts varies: it ranges from recuperating the
denotations and resonances of minute lexical values, to delineating, from a review of previous uses
of literary topoi, the “horizon of expectations™ evoked by literary structures, to identifying
philosophical and theological issues, to recounting social and political events and circumstances.
The lyrics’ relation to their cultural moment is considered from various perspectives. In all cases I
focus on how the lyrics bring cultural contexts into the formal world of the poems, in the form of
references, allusions, and resonances, and mould them to particular rhetorical strategies. Chapters
2. 3, and 4 deal with moral lyrics that are more clearly situated in their socio-political
circumstances, and in analysing them I also engage in a broader form of rhetorical analysis, which
looks at all discourse from a “rhetorical stance™ and consequently focusses more on the socio-
economic factors that motivate the speaker and determine the audience’s responses.

These six lyrics, like the five others discussed in my “Six Vernon Refrain Lyrics,” are
distinguished from others by their employment of consciously literary persuasive strategies: they
are not only rhetorical, they are also artful. The poems have multi-dimensional discursive
structures, and they communicate through indirection. Different literary techniques sustain these
structures. In all poems, and in some more than others, the multi-dimensional discursive structures
involve the personae’s roles as characters; in most poems they involve word-play; in some poems
they involve overlapping allegories; and in one poem the discursive structure involves a semiotic
critique of a commonplace exemplum.

As well as considering the discursive structures from a formalist perspective using an

historical method, I shall consider them, and especially the first three to be discussed, from a
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phenomenological perspective, in terms of their “implied audience.” The poems summon their
implied audience to apprehend various allusive discursive structures, and thereby engage with them
in a holistic manner. In considering how the texts summon that engagement, and the role of the
audience in constructing any given poem’s meaning, I shall be drawing on the theory of Wolfgang
Iser.*® For Iser, the “implied reader” is an entity inscribed within the text, and it is also a process
through which the reader of the text concretizes its meaning. There is no determined “meaning” in
the text that the reader must uncover, as purely formalist methodologies would have it. Rather, a
text consists of determinate and indeterminate elements. The text also provides instructions to the
reader regarding how to eliminate the indeterminacies, and thaeby concretize meaning. Iser’s
theory will prove particularly apt in the discussions of the first three poems, which cast the
audience into specific dramatic roles so that they not only concretize the meaning but also embody
it. My discussions of these poems will imply that their authors composed their works with
expectations of reading similar to that articulated by Iser. For the remaining three poems, where
the speaker’s casting of the audience is less direct, the analysis will be more strictly formalist and
historical.

The title “The Rhetorical Art of Some Vernon Refrain Lyrics” does more than define what
I propose to delineate in a descriptive fashion: “rhetorical art” also names a subject that is
consciously commented on in many of the lyrics. The dissertation also considers what status
rhetoric has in the world of certain lyrics: analysis often involves considering how rhetoric is
explicitly identified, what status it is given, and how that status contributes to the message. The
findings are different for each lyric, and they imply different forms of literary theory.

Although there are significant parallels, there is no common, overarching “poetics” defining
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the six Vernon refrain lyrics as a group; nor is there a common theory of signification: the six
provide a miniature comucopia of rhetorical techniques and strategies, and also manifest various
theories of signification. The recovery of the details of the group should qualify the currently
dominant opinion about the poems’ poetic and rhetorical qualities. Only handful of scholars have
commended the poetic achievement of the lyrics. Although Rosemary Woolf did not give much
space to them in her magisterial study of religious lyrics, she did identify the group as being
“eccentric and striking,” and in particular commended the death lyrics, which have been the
favourites among critics.** John Burrow noted the powerful exempla and imagery of certain
stanzas, and O.S. Pickering has supported his commendation, while pointing out the striking
phrases, metaphors, and use of word-play in a different Vernon lyric.** Ronald Waldron, speaking
more generally about the lyrics, sees in them “a didactic purpose ...in the process of being itself
absorbed into an aesthetic mould.™* Most critics, however, categorize the lyrics as sober and
conservative, from both anthropomorphic and formal perspectives.*’

The readings that follow will also qualify more particular accounts of their technical
devices, to be discussed in Chapter One. More generally, the readings should heip to extend the
parameters that currently define Middle English lyric. Most of the Vemon lyrics discussed in the
following pages are placed in relation to other medieval, usually earlier Middle English, lyrics on
the same theme or using similar strategies. The comparisons in all cases show how the Vemon
refrain lyrics modify the current profile of the genre. There will be more to say about the
qualifications and modifications to current narratives of literary history in the Conclusion. The
Conclusion will also present an opportunity to move from “work” to “text” to consider what these

lyrics might tell us about the Vernon manuscript, about its intended audience as well as the motives
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driving its compilation. Before proceeding to the analyses of the individual poems, however,
Chapter One will provide an account of techniques that are fundamental to the rhetorical art of the
lyrics to be discussed: the speaking voice, the refrain, and word-play.
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Notes to Introduction

1. The usual number of Vernon refrain poems is twenty-three, which numbers those appearing
together in the last section of the manuscript (section V), on folios 407a through 412v. The
whole series is edited in Minor Poems of the Vernon Manuscript, Vol. 2, ed. Frederick J.
Furnivall, EETS os 117 (London, 1901), pp. 658-735. All but “bat selden I seise Is sone forsete”
appear in Religious Lyrics of the Fourteenth Century, ed. Carleton Brown, rev. G.V. Smithers,
2™ ed. (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1957), pp. 125-205. “bat selden I seise Is sone forsete” is edited in
Historical Poems of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries, ed. Rossell Hope Robbins (New
York: Columbia UP, 1959), pp. 102-6. Kenneth Hunter’s Ph.D. dissertation provides a
diplomatic transcription of the lyrics from the Vernon manuscript, and lists textual variants “of
substance” (“The Vernon Lyrics” [Birmingham, 1978]). Another refrain poem appears outside of
the group and earlier in the Vernon manuscript, on folio 122b. This 11-stanza poem with the
refrain “Do prey for vs to pi sone so fre. Ave” (IMEV 1031) is listed in the manuscript’s index as
“A salutacioun to ure lady” (f.122r-123v). It is placed nearby other poems on the Virgin Mary.
“Do prey for vs to bi sone so fre. Ave” is neither transcribed by Hunter nor edited by Brown; the
most resent edition is in Minor Poems of the Vernon Manuscript Vol. 1, ed. Carl Horstmann,
EETS os 98 (London, 1892), pp.134-7. Five lyrics without refrains also appear among the group
of twenty three: “Deus caritas est,” “Of alle floures feirest fall on,” “Crist 3ive vs grace to loue
wel holichirch,” “Ave Maris Stella dei Mater Alma,” and “Sit laus deo patri summo Christo
decus.” The group of twenty-three refrain lyrics and five lyrics without a refrain appear in the
same order in the Simeon manuscript, on folios 128b-133b. Two additional lyrics follow the
group in the Simeon manuscript, one with the refrain “But he sey soth he schal be schent” (IMEV
4135) and another in the same eight-line stanza but without the refrain, which Furnivall and
Hunter call “A Moming Thanksgiving and Prayer to God” (IMEV 1369). The former is edited in
Minor Poems, 1, ed. Furnivall, pp. 740-3; and in Religious Lyrics, ed. Brown, rev. Smithers, pp.
205-8. The latter is edited only in Minor Poems, 1, ed. Fumnivall, pp. 744-6. “Do prey for vs to bi
sone so fre” is not attested in the Simeon manuscript.

Throughout the dissertation, all quotations of the Vernon lyrics are from the facsimile of
the manuscript: The Vernon Manuscript: A Facsimile of Bodleian Library, Oxford,
MS.Eng.Poet.a.l. (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1987), ff. 407-12. I have not reproduced the
punctuation in the manuscript, but supplied modern punctuation. A list of the Vernon lyrics
appears in Appendix One of this dissertation. Each lyric is listed with its /MEV number and the
page numbers on which it appears in either Carleton Brown's Religious Lyrics of the Fourteenth
Century (rev. G.V. Smithers) or Rossell Hope Robbins’ Historical Poems of the Fourteenth and
Fifteenth Centuries.

2. William Proctor Williams and Craig S. Abbott, An Introduction to Bibliographical and Textual
Studies (New York: MLA, 1999), p. 161.

3. T use the phrase “sociology of the text” in the manner in which it was employed by D.F.
McKenzie (“The Sociology of a Text: Orality, Literacy and Print in Early New Zealand,” The
Library, 6" series, 6.4 [1984], pp. 334-65). Drawing from the discipline of anthropology,
McKenzie investigates how the “text” of the English version of a colonialist treaty thrust upon a
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native New Zealand people was used as “a political weapon in legitimating government of the
Maori” (p. 362). Studies of the sociology of the text investigate the material and social factors
determining the production, distribution, and reception of texts, to see how texts were used to
serve political or sociological ends.

4. Peter L. Shillingsburg, Scholarly Editing in the Computer Age: Theory and Practice, 3" ed.
(Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1996), p. 173-4.

5. Ralph Hanna III’s study of two versions of an alliterative lyric with an “O and I” refrain
beginning “Luke in his lesson” (IMEV 2020) exemplifies how the identification of the earlier text
and consequently the lyric’s area of origin can be used to address questions of literary history
(“With an O (Yorks.) or an I (Salop)?: the Middle English Lyrics of British Library Additional
45896, Studies in Bibliography 48 [1995], pp. 290-7). Hanna compares two similar texts of the
poem, one in a manuscript dated 1330-40 from the South West Midlands (London, British
Library, MS Additional 45896) and the later in a manuscript from North Yorkshire (Oxford,
Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson poet.175) dated to the second half of the fourteenth century. He
finds that the hypothesis for the Yorkshire provenance of the text is stronger, and that other texts
in Additional 45896 also have Northern provenance. These findings serve to discredit the theory
of an “alliterative revival” located in the southwest, and testify “to some collison of separate local
literary cultures, cultures which existed at a considerable geographical remove,” p. 295.

6. Post-structuralist theory uses the terms “text” and “work™ differently from the way they are
used in textual theory. Post-structuralist theory works from the premise that language, culture,
and subjectivity are wholly inauthentic, derived from and comprised of social, ideological, and any
number of other “codes.” From that premise, a literary work is read as a radically decentred text,
produced not through the purposeful agency of an author, but through the intermingling of a
plethora of social and ideological discourses; those discourses are also “texts,” and the “author,”
similarly, is simply a node at some point of these intermingling of codes. Except for discussions on
the semiotic critique in Chapter 5 on “Merci passep alle pinge,” this dissertation uses the term
“text” as defined by textual theory only.

7. Williams and Craig develop this distinction, in An Introduction, pp. 77-8.

8. Ralph Hanna III, “Presenting Chaucer as Author,” in Medieval Literature: Texts and
Interpretation, ed. Tim William Machan (Binghamton: MRTS, 1991), pp. 18, 19. Elsewhere
Hanna has shown how the Ellesmere manuscript of The Canterbury Tales is an amalgamation of
fragmented fascicles: “The (E)diting (of) the Ellesmere Text,” in The Ellesmere Chaucer: Essays
in Interpretation (San Marino, 1995), pp. 225-39. Evidence of such extensive editorial activity at
an early stage in the transmission of Chaucer’s texts undermines the canonical ordering of the
Tales found, for instance, in the standard Riverside Chaucer.

9. T use the term “verbal icon™ as it is employed by Tim William Machan in Textual Criticism and
Middle English Texts (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1994), p. 56: “The
supposition that an author’s final intentions and an authoritative text lay in the distant but
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recoverable textual past has been the principle that has enabled textual critics to construct the
medieval verbal icon.”

10. Apart from these theoretical challenges to the concept of “authorial version,” the context of a
poem in a manuscript often challenges its status as an integral work. Sometimes a text that has an
independent status in one manuscript is embedded in a sermon, a drama, or a longer narrative in
another. In these cases it is often difficult to determine whether the lyric existed before its
appropriation into the context or was extracted from it. Julia Boffey discusses at length one
instance where it is difficult to separate text from context, with the poems entitied “A Pitiless
Mistress” (/MEV 2161) and “A Sovereign Mistress” (/MEV 2188), which survive only in London,
British Library, MS. Sloane 1212 (“Middle English Lyrics: Texts and Interpretation,” in Medieval
Literature: Texts and Interpretation, ed. Tim William Machan [Binghamton: MRTS, 1991, pp.
121-38). More remarkably, what passes as a lyric may have served a completely different
purpose for the users of the manuscript. Siegfried Wenzel, for example, overturned decades of
interpretation of the “lyric” known as “How Christ Shall Come” (IMEV 1353) by demonstrating
that “it is not a lyrical ‘poem’ at all, but the formal division of a Latin sermon put into English
rhyming lines” (Siegfried Wenzel, “Poets, Preachers, and the Plight of Literary Critics,” Speculum
60 [1985], p. 345).

11. The kind of recovery I propose parallels that exemplified by McGann’s recovery of the
topicality of Emily Dickinson’s “I Could not Stop for Death,” found in his “The Text, the Poem,
and the Problem of Historical Method,” New Literary History 12 (1981), pp. 269-88. As
McGann points out, the shortcomings of Alan Tate’s reading of Dickinson’s poem stem from his
obliviousness to its manuscript version. Partly as a consequence of this obliviousness, Tate tends
“to overread the poem at the linguistic level” and is reluctant “to take seriously, or even notice,
either the fact or the importance of the poem’s ideological attitudes” (p.280). McGann proposes
to remedy Tate’s failures by investigating the topical aspects of the poem. Most centrally, he
points out that the figure of Death, generally taken to be a “gentlemanly suitor,” is, in fact, an
undertaker (p. 282). McGann then goes on to show how the poem evokes contemporary
stereotypes of the undertaker, and how this evocation is key to the poem’s wit.

12. The scribes of V and S are discussed by A.L Doyle, in his Introduction to The Vernon
Manuscript: a Facsimile of Bodleian Library, Oxford, MS. Eng.Poet.a.1 (Cambridge: Brewer,
1987), pp. 11-12. What scribe is responsible for each Vernon text is indicated in the fold-out
“Contents List” at the end of the facsimile. Vernon-Simeon scribe-B has not been identified in
any manuscript other than V and S (Doyle, “Introduction,” p. 11).

13. John J. Thompson, “The Textual Background and Reputation of the Vernon Lyrics,” Studies
in the Vernon Manuscript, ed. Derek Pearsall (Cambridge: Brewer, 1990), p. 206.

14. Kenneth Hunter draws no conclusion as to whether the emendations were done casually by a
later reader or were the result of checking against an exemplar. He states that “Occasional
corrections are interlined in a script closely resembling that of the main text,” (“The Vernon
Lyrics,” p. iv).



15. Thompson, “The Textual,” p. 206.
16. Doyle, “Introduction,” p. 11.

17. John Thompson, for example, has noted that the Vernon poems “explore their religious and
moral themes with varying degrees of consistency, subtlety and imagination,” and takes this
variance as evidence that “increase[s] the likelihood that the clusters of material now gathered
together to form the lyric sequence in part V of the Vemnon collection were themselves derived

from more than one source,” “The Textual Background,” p. 202.

18. Mary S. Serjeanston, “The Index of the Vernon Manuscript,” Modern Language Review 32
(1937), pp. 222-7.

19. Doyle, “Introduction,” p. 5.
20. Doyle, “Introduction,” p. 11.
21. Serjeanston, “The Index,” p. 227.

22. See Angus Mcintosh, M.L. Samuels, Michael Benskin et al., 4 Linguistic Atlas of Late
Mediaeval English, 4 vols. (Aberdeen, 1986), LP 7670.

23. Hunter, “The Vernon Lyrics,” pp. x-xi.

24. O.S. Pickering, “Middle English Metaphysical Verse?: Imagery and Style in Some
Fourteenth-Century Religious Poems,” in /ndividuality and Achievement in Middle English

Poetry, ed. O.S. Pickering (Cambridge: Brewer, 1997), p. 90.
25. Serjeanston, “The Index,” pp. 226-7.

26. Stephen Powell, “Textual and Generic Instability in the Middle English ‘Robert of Cicyle,””
Ph.D. diss. University of Toronto, 1995, p. 175.

27. Hunter, “The Vernon,” p. xv. “bat selden I sei3e Is sone forsete” shows a concentration of
this northern form: see “weres” (2), “dures” (4). This poem also has a northern form of the plural
imperative, “takes” (10). The normal plural imperative for this scribe ends in -ep, as noted by
Kari Sajavaara in her study of the language of the Vernon version of The Castle of Love (The
Middle English Translations of Robert Grosseteste s Chiteau D’ Amour [Helsinki, 1967], p.
116).

28. The siglum “UR” is employed to convey the theoretical text’s antecedence to V and S, as
well as its possible “ur” quality.

29. Doyle, “Introduction,” p. 6.
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30. Sajavaara finds that “[t]he existence in Simeon of two additional short lyrics...not found in
Vernon, might suggest an independent origin of the two MSS.” (“The Relationship of the Vernon
and Simeon MSS,” Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 68 [1967], pp. 431-2). He also suggests,
however, that the two additional lyrics might come from a different exemplar than that used for
the poems S shares with V: “The two unique poems look like later additions in Simeon by a
different scribe (numerous -z spellings, for instance); they have both been copied after an open
line, and the rest of the folio is blank. It seems quite probable that the two poems do not derive
from the same exemplar as the other lyrics” (“The Relationship,” p. 432). The possibility that the
two poems do not derive from the same exemplar, and that they may have been copied by a
different scribe, makes it more difficult to use their presence in S as evidence that a single S scribe
is drawing on UR for all the lyrics in this section.

31. Burrow, “The Shape,” p. 187.
32. Hunter, “The Vernon Lyrics,” p. vi.
33. Thompson, “The Textual,” pp. 205-6.

34. The terms “incidental variants” and “substantial variants™ were introduced by W.W. Greg in
his classic study “ The Rationale of Copy Text,” Studies in Bibliography 3 (1950-1), pp. 19-36.

35. Hermann Varnhagen, “Die Kleineren Gedichte de Vernon- und Simeon-Handschrift,” 4nglia
7.2 (1884), pp. 280-315.

36. Hunter, “The Vernon Lyrics,” p. vi.
37. Burrow, “The Shape,” p. 187-8.

38. Because the Middle English Dictionary only reaches the word worldshipe at the time this
dissertation is being completed, any word glosses following that point in the alphabet are from the
Oxford English Dictionary.

39. In LALME, the Dot Map for the verb “have” in the type “hab(b)-" (Map 1010) indicates that
this form of the verb was current in the South-West Midlands (Vol. 1, p. 527).

40. As Hunter notes, “Pat selden I seize Is sone forsete”, which refers to Richard the child-king,
was likely written between 1377 and 1381, between the moment he ascended to the throne and
the moment he asserted his authority in the Peasants’ Revolt (“The Vernon Lyrics,” pp. xvi-xix).

41. AL Doyle notes that “[t]he latest definite historical allusions in V are those in the ‘Vemon
lyrics’, in part V, on the earthquake of 1382...and...the treatment of a Carmelite friar in 1384”
(“Introduction,” p. 11). Doyle also suggests that the slightly later Simeon manuscript likely
contained a note about the death of Sir John Clanvowe (in October 1391), and therefore S cannot
have been completed before that date (“Introduction,” p. 11).
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certain degree of objectivity about what the text means, because it grants that the instructions in
the text can be agreed upon consensually. Iser’s theory of an implied reader is developed most
thoroughly in his 7he Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from Bunyan
fo Beckett (Baltimore: John Hopkins UP, 1975).
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(“A Refrain-Poem from N.L.W. Peniarth 395,” Trivium 4 [1969], p. 44); Douglas Gray, while
granting some poetic merit to some of their phrases, imagery, and handling of the refrain, found
that “too often they are prosy or weakly discursive,” with little “moral weight” (Themes and
Images in Medieval English Religious Lyric [London: Routledge, 1972], p.168); Derek Pearsall
labelled their “dominant strain” a sort of “materialistic wisdom,” whose moral quality would
appeal to a “comfortable bourgeoisie” (Old and Middle English Poetry [London: Routledge,
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(“Death and Transience in the Vernon Refrain Series,” English Studies: a Journal of English
Language and Literature 70.3 [1989], p. 113); Susanna Greer Fein labels them predominantly
“aphoristic” (“Twelve-line Stanza Forms,” p. 90).



Chapter One
Technical devices contributing to the Rhetorical Art of Certain Vernon Lyrics:
the Speaking Voice, the Refrain, and Word-play

The six lyrics that form the subject of the subsequent six chapters share certain technical
features in common. Those features define the rhetorical art of the lyrics and more or less
differentiate them from the corpus of Middle English lyrics written earlier. Two of the most
defining and fundamental features are the speaking persona and the refrain. The speaking voice is
sometimes that of a reflective narrator whose role is partly figurative, and sometimes that of an
orator whose speech creates a dramatic scenario. The refrain, in most cases, signifies poetically, in
one of two manners: in some lyrics the refrain tropes its function as a recurring element in ways
that represent mutability or a plurality of perspectives; in other lyrics the refrain accrues a cluster
of associations and thereby comes to bear polysemous, and sometimes symbolic, meaning. Both
the speaking voice and the refrain have been discussed in previous studies of the Vernon lyrics,
but little has been said about the literariness of the two features. It is largely through the
manipulation of these features, however, that the lyrics work as multi-faceted and polysemous
communications which summon more complex kinds of heuristic encounters from their implied
audience. In most of these six lyrics, moreover, another device which has not been discussed in
previous studies of the Vernon refrain lyrics plays an important role in creating polysemous verbal
textures: word-play.

In all twenty-three Vernon refrain lyrics, the communicative context is that of either a
public speaker addressing an audience in an act of exhortation or a prayerful voice addressing
God in an act of devotion. In all but one devotional lyric, the personae turn from addressing God

to addressing a public audience.! All but one among the entire group of lyrics, therefore, can be
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deemed rhetorical, that is, consciously designed to persuade the audience, rather than, or certainly
as well as, purely devotional, that is, designed to be used by others in prayer. What distinguishes
the lyrics that exhibit rhetorical art, however, is the fact that the speaking voice is embodied.
Through his speech, the speaker conveys details about his circumstances, and thereby figures
himself as a character. The kinds of characters created through the speaking voice fall, roughly,
into two categories, categories that are defined by the speakers’ relation to the message they
communicate and to their implied audience. In some lyrics the character is a subjective persona
who either reports his experience of an event or otherwise registers his awareness about how his
subjectivity impinges on the authority of his advice. In other poems the character is a more or less
dramatic orator delivering a public address. The Vernon lyrics therefore prove the exception to
the characteristic speaking voice of Middle English devotional lyric, and add to a small group of
earlier secular lyrics that manifest dramatic personae.

The speaking voice in the devotional Vernon lyrics depart from that of other Middle
English religious lyrics, where the speaker is either Christ or Mary, or a Christian standing in for
“everyman.” Rosemary Woolf’s classic account of how religious lyrics merged with popular
devotion in their functionality delineates this everyman status. She argues that in Middle English
religious lyric the voice is not that of the individual ‘poet,” but of every Christian, and that the
poems were created to be used by Christians in devotion: “whereas the seventeenth-century poets
show the poet meditating, the medieval writers provide versified meditations which others may
use.”” The use of literary characters in certain Vernon lyrics, however, demonstrates a shift in the
status and function of the speaker that sets it apart from the “individual” vs. “everyman™
dichotomy. The message of these lyrics is qualified by the subjective experiences of the speaker,
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who is both a literary figure and an experiencing poet, similar to the bifurcated status of Will in
Piers Plowman. Although they may incorporate prayers, these lyrics were not designed to be
used, in their entirety, as prayers: they dramatize a personal adventure that is sometimes
allegorical, sometimes symbolic, and sometimes plainly realistic. This dramatization creates a
figurative, rather than straightforwardly direct, communication. In one instance the audience is
summoned to view the speaker as an interrogating observer who questions the bias of an
exemplum, though in most cases the audience is summoned to view the speaker as a figura. The
speaker, that is, not too unlike that in George Herbert’s Iyrics, presents a consciousness of how
his life unfolds according to Divine providence. Eric Auerbach has described the view of history
underlying the figura most eloquently:

[T]he here and now is no longer a mere link in an earthly chain of events, it is

simultaneously something which has always been, and will be fulfilled in the future; and

strictly, in the eyes of God, it is something eternal, something omni-temporal, something
already consummated in the realm of fragmentary earthly event.’

In all devotional lyrics that develop literary characters, those characters are realized
through devices that frame an embedded utterance with references to the character. The framing
devices that realize the characters are of two different, though sometimes overlapping, sorts:
chanson d'aventure openings and what Julia Boffey has so aptly labelled “focal texts,” that is,
texts that are reported by the speaker.* Usually these devices overlap: the speaker’s “adventure”
in the chanson d’aventure always involves his receipt of a text, though some speakers cite texts
without recounting an adventure. In all cases the character is formed through his reflection on the

text. Moreover, the speaker’s reflection demonstrates, inflects, or qualifies the message that the
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text propounds: sometimes the text prompts a transformation within the character, and sometimes
the character interrogates the text in a way that ultimately repositions its, and his, significance.
Both the chanson d'aventure and focal texts have been the subject of discussions on the Vernon
lyrics, but none has outlined their contribution to the lyrics’ holistic rhetorical art.

Helen Sandison charts the history of the chanson d'aventure in England. The convention
originated in Northern France in the twelfth century and has two distinguishing features: the
narrator introduces himself by means of a short preface, and he pretends that he witnesses or
participates in the actions that he reports.® The adventure usually takes place in the spring, and at
the beginning the narrator usually specifies the day and hour, and suggests the season with some
allusion to nature. The device can be divided into three different sub-types. In a chanson
dramatique the central role is played by either a nightingale praising spring or a woman lamenting
her state, either a forsaken maiden or a mal mariée. In the pastourelle, the much more common
type, a courtly chevalier woos a shepherdess. In the third, nameless, type, the narrator offers his
own love lament as a substitute for the amorous adventure, but represents his soliloquy “occurring
at a definite moment, under definite circumstances, as the outcome of an actual encounter or of a
particular mood of his own.™ All of these secular varieties became transmuted to devotional
lyrics in France as well as England. The oldest English chanson d 'aventure, a love lyric
beginning “No<u> spri<nke>s the sprai” (/MEV 360), dates as early as 1303.7 Four other
amorous varieties date from the fourteenth century, and then the type is more frequently
represented in the fifteenth century. The earliest religious lyrics that employ the chanson
d’aventure opening are the three from Harley 2253: “Iesu crist heouene kyng” (/MEV 1678), “As

y me rode” (IMEV 359), and “Nou shrinkep rose” (/MEV 2359).* In all three, the narrator sets
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off on a spring moming and his thoughts turn to the salvific virtues of Christ or Mary.
Chronologically, the next religious chansons d’aventures are from the Vemon refrain lyrics. The
first English moral lyrics to employ the convention are from the Vemon manuscript, those in the
refrain group, as well as a short poem, written in ten eight-line stanzas rhyming predominately
abcbdbeb, which appears in an previous part of the manuscript and begins “At a sermoun per I
seet” (IMEV 419).°

Criticism addressing the role of the chanson d'aventure and other focal texts in the
Vermnon lyrics has generally seen them as disjointed elements, or elements that enforce the theme
in a mechanical manner. Sandison finds that “though preserving a semblance of narrative and
dramatic form, [the moral chanson d'aventure] loses its marked narrative, dramatic, and lyric
qualities, and becomes ordinarily a meditative poem fitted out with an adventitious and often
incongruous prelude”; the preface is “patently an adventitious element or a meaningless
survival.”* Judith Davidoff, revising Sandison’s study, still accords the chanson d'aventure
opening only a conventional, generic power to direct attention or prepare the reader: “the more
dominant pattern is either to provide the poet-narrator’s reaction or attitude to whoever is to
deliver the core, or to enable the audience to see how the situation of the core seems to have
affected its spokesman.”"! There is some suggestion here that the persona’s own experience, as
reported in the opening, might play an integral role in the theme, but Davidoff finally sees the
frame and the core as separate entities, with the frame ultimately subordinated while it
accomplishes the pragmatic work of focussing attention on the importance of the core. Moreover,
she finds that in the Vernon lyrics the connection between the frame and the core is “of the

briefest and most mechanical kind.”'2 Most recently, Julia Boffey addresses the chanson
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achievement” of these lyrics for their ability “to encapsulate, in miniature, subject-matter which is
in other contexts amenable to much more capacious exposition, and to find ways of making it
arresting and memorable.”* As well, when the central texts of the poems are delivered by an
agent other than the narrator they serve to “corroborate their truth and to give them an air of
objective universality” and “to make the audience-narrator relationship a more equal and
comfortable one.”'* In Boffey’s view, too, the text has a significance that is complete apart from
the speaker’s relation to it: the text is concrete rather than polysemous; it functions prosaically
rather than poetically; it is amenable to reinforcement rather than modulation.

It cannot be denied that the focal text remains concrete and prosaic, and that the
connection between frame and core is relatively mechanical, in a few of the Vernon refrain poems,
namely “Ay Merci, God, And graunt Merci,” and “For pi sunnes a Mendes make” (and,
incidently, in “At a sermoun per I sat” as well). In “Ay Merci, God, And graunt Merci ” the
chanson d’aventure opening recounts the persona’s encounter with a penitent in the midst of
seeking God’s reconciliation. From the second stanza on, the utterance is that of the penitent; the
persona is not returned to again, so there is no sense of how his adventure affected him. In “For
bi sunnes a Mendes make,” the adventure is the persona’s encounter with a “boske of briddes,”
one of which attracts his attention and delivers the refrain “with reupful mone, / ‘For bi sunnes a
Mendes make!™” (7-8). The core material begins with the speaker’s matter-of-fact rationalizing of
three reasons why humans should make amends, but there is no thematic import ascribed to that
initial encounter apart from the receipt of advice, and the incident is lost sight of before the middle

of the poem, not to be returned to again.
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In the remaining four Vernon lyrics that employ chanson d ‘aventure openings, however,
the relation between the texts and the reporting narrators is existential, for the effects the texts
have on the reporter, or else the reporter’s intellectual discernment of the texts, are explored. The
responses of the speakers to the texts contribute to their status as embodied characters, and the
quality of that characterization inflects the significance of the texts. In three— “Mane Nobiscum
Domine!,” “Deo Gracias 1,” and “And euer I pank my god of all”- the chanson d'aventure
establishes the physical, spiritual, and psychological circumstances in which each persona
encounters a text. The personae’s reported experiences in receiving and interpreting texts convey
the spiritual significance of those texts to the audience. The literary character, in coming to
realize the implications of the spiritual text in his own life, thus becomes a means of instruction
and persuasion; moreover, as in Piers Plowman, the message that is communicated often defies
logical statement, functioning on a figural or symbolic level. These three Vernon lyrics have been
analysed in my “Six Vernon Refrain Lyrics,” and, for illustrative purposes, I shall present a digest
of my discussion of “Mane Nobiscum Domine!'*

The rhetorical effect of the chanson d'aventure in “Mane Nobiscum Domine” stems from
the way it reworks conventions associated with the device’s original amorous theme, and melds
them with the tradition of Christ the Lover Knight.'® This melding is achieved through the
accumulative repositioning and overlapping of the refrain’s focal text, and of the circumstances
that define the persona’s initial encounter with that text. The opening locates the performance of
the refrain in a particular moment in the liturgical year and the liturgical day, one that corresponds
with the conventional spring-time encounter of the chanson d'aventure:

IN somer bi fore pe Ascenciun,



At Euensong on a Sonundai,
Dwellyng in my deuociun,

For be pees'” fast gon I prai;

I herde a Reson to my pai

bat writen was with wordes pre,
And pus hit is, schortly to say,

“Mane nobiscum domine.”

What bpis word is forte mene

On Englisch tonge I schal 3ou telle.
In Concience and we be clene,
Digne pe lord with vs to dwelle;

be feondes pouste for to felle,

Pbat for vs dizede vppon pe tre;

In wit and worschipe wei and welle,

Mane nobiscum domine.

Whon pou from deth was risen and gon,

ben as a Palmere forp gon pas,
Po met pou pilgrimes makyng moon,
But 3it pei wust neuur who pou was;

Pus pen Carpes Cleophas:

pai / liking

pouste / authority

Carpes / speaks
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“be Niht is neih as we may se,

Pbe liht of pe dai is waxen las,

Mane nobiscum domine.” (1-24)
The refrain is at once a biblical phrase-an extension of Cleophas’s speech to the risen but yet
unrecognized Christ on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24: 29); a liturgical phrase forming the versicle
to an Evensong service set between Easter and Ascension Day, as stated in the York and
Salisbury missal;'* and the basis of the persona’s prayer. In entering fully into the liturgical
moment, the persona’s initial relation to the phrase casts him as an imaginative participant in the
whole dramatic, historical context in a way that is analogous to the chanson d'aventure, and
particularly a chanson dramatique encounter: he is like a chevalier overhearing the “pilgrimes
makyng moon” (19). In this his situation also corresponds to Christ’s position in the historical
action, as one who, wall;ing out, “as a Palmere...met pou pilgrimes makyng moon” (18-9),
lamenting the absence of their beloved Christ, whom they do not recognize as being present with
them. However, as the narrator turns to the audience in what appears to be a didactic move to
tell “What pis word is forte mene / On Englisch tonge” (9-10), he begins a prayer requesting God
to “Dwell with us,” and thereby aligns himself with the disciples longing for the presence of
Christ. This effectively casts the poem’s audience in the position of the chevalier witnessing a
dramatic narrative recreation of the scene.' In reenacting Cleophas’ petition, the address from
this point on presumes Christ’s veiled presence: that is, even while the speaker prays for God’s
presence, the audience knows, based on the biblical story, that Christ is present at that moment.

Through this subtle overlaying of chanson d'aventure contexts the poem enacts Christ’s

immanence. The speaker’s relation to the text repositions him as a figwra, aligned with the



33
disciples who shared the risen Christ’s presence and the future redeemed souls who will dwell
with Him eternally. At the same time, the communicative drama figures the biblical phrase as the
divine Word. What that “word is forte mene” defies rational exposition: the transiation that the
speaker embodies and conveys is that between the spiritual and the corporal. In “Mane Nobiscum
Domine,” as in “Deo Gracias 1,” and “And euer I pank my god of all,”a chanson d’aventure
opening is employed to figure a spiritual or psychological transformation within the speaker,
issuing from the receipt of a text, and that transformation becomes a key element of the poem’s
message, in the way that expands the significance of the focal text.

Two other Vemon refrain lyrics to be discussed in greater detail herein, “Be token hit is pe
Flouredelys™ and “Merci passep alle pinge,” also employ framing devices that involve reference to
a text, but in both the personae remain relatively detached from the texts. “Mercy passep all
pinge,” the one other Vernon lyric using a chanson d'aventure, does not incorporate a
transformation within the persona. In it, the chanson d’aventure’s conventional natural setting
(which had been replaced by an ecclesiastical encounter in the previous three lyrics) is amplified
and interrogated. The narrator’s reported witnessing, in the wildemess, of the Merlyon’s release
of a smaller bird it had captured in its claws is developed as an exemplum of mercy. In the end,
however, the speaker turns to consider whether the action is in fact “kuynde” (natural), or
whether it is “taust” by “gentrie” (183). The speaker’s final questioning inflects the Christian
doctrine with an examination of human nature as well as an interrogation of the upper class’s
proprietary claim over the virtue of mercy. The second poem, “Be token hit is pe Flourdelys,” is
more like the other devotional Vemon lyrics in its presentation of a figurative view of reality. It

does not employ a chanson d'aventure opening but uses a framing device that similarly involves a
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text. It begins and ends with reference to De Viribus Herbarum, a popular herbal treatise
attributed to “Maacer” in the Middle Ages. This secular text is qualified in terms of its instructive
power. Macer’s teaching is finally subordinated to the teaching of Christ, which is reported in the
poem, just as the medicinal qualities of the flourdelys, commended by Macer, are finally
subordinated to the salvific virtues of Mary and Jesus, both of whom the flourdelys comes to
symbolize. The speaker also comes to reflect on his own act of creating the poem that is symbolic
of the flourdelys, in a way that suggests his will is subordinated to God’s will, as the final maker
who wields all “weole & wit and wisdam.”

In all of the Vernon lyrics mentioned and to be discussed, the speaker has a subjective
existence apart from the text, and details of that existence expand the significance of the text and
often transform the speaker into a figura as well. In the Vemnon lyrics that are more strictly moral,
the subjective existence of the character takes different forms. In “For charite is no lengor
cheere” the speaker’s explicit retreat from claiming the authority of his discourse qualifies him as
an example of the epistemological problem his discourse more straightforwardly relates, and in
“Pbis world farep as a Fantasy” the speaker’s indication of his own status similarly enforces the
theme of transience and related themes. In the three secular lyrics that are discussed in the next
three chapters (“For hos seip pe sope he schal be schent,” “Pat selden I seise Is sone foraete,” and
“Troupe is Best”), the speaker is also embodied, but the quality of embodiment is different: he is
embodied in reference to an imagined present audience. He does not provide a narrative account
of his adventures, but the features of his speech, including his direct hailing of members of an
implied audience in a manner that implies they are present as a group, imaginatively figure him as

an orator. To a greater or lesser degree, too, the speaker’s mode of speech casts him into the role
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of a particular kind of character, one that inflects the message being communicated.

In contrast to the paucity of literary characters in religious lyrics predating the Vernon
manuscript, the technique of using the style of speech to delineate a character has a fair number of
interesting precedents in earlier Middle English lyrics, though they are not well recognized. In
most of these earlier lyrics, such as those to be considered here from the Kildare manuscript
(London, British Library, MS. Harley 913), London, British Library, Harley 2253, and London,
British Library, MS. Addit. 45896, the character is a bumbler or a culprit, and the effect is comic.

One of the most interesting and little recognized instances of lyrics that develop literary
characters is the twenty-stanza poem beginning “Hail, seint Michel with the lange sper” (IMEV
1078) from the Kildare manuscript written in Ireland in 1330.% Itis, ostensibly, a satire on saints,
members of religious orders, and merchants and guildsmen—*a satire of the people of Kildare” as
it has been called. A closer look at the poem, however, reveals that two separate voices sound in
this lyric: that of the singer who satirically hails specific members of a community in an ostensibly
oral setting, and that of a reader commenting on the text of the satiric song. Its social satire is
secondary to the satire of the commentating reader, who demonstrates his incompetence in
misjudging the literary value and function of the song.

Each stanza includes two different voices, as in the following example:

Hail be 3e nonnes of seint Mari house,

Goddes bourmaidnes and his owen spouse!

Ofte mistredip 3e 3ur schone, aur fete bep ful tendre;

Dabeit pe sotter pat tawip aure leir!

Swibe wel 3e vnderstode,
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bat makid bis ditee so gode. (49-54)
Each stanza begins hailing a specific person, type, or group, and ends by reflecting back to
comment on the first four lines. Many of these reflections refer to the quatrain’s literary quality,
often using precise technical vocabulary: for example, “bis vers is imakid wel / Of consonans and
wowel” (17-8).

In the few pages of commentary this poem has received, the two voices in the lyric have
been taken as that of the same persona—of the “poet” who turns, in the last two lines of each
verse, to laud his own accomplishments. There are good reasons, however, for hearing the voice
in the last two lines of each stanza as being spoken by a persona other than that of the hailing
song. The final two-line reflections are often ironical or naive, and sound more like the comments
of an inept reader. The commentator persistently fails to grasp the implicit and often bawdy satire
of the quatrain. For example, in the just quoted piece the first voice~the singer-would appear to
criticize the men who treat the leather and thereby create faulty shoes. Through word-play with
“mistredip” and “lepir” he actually satirizes the nun’s unchaste state: “mistredip” also means “to
lose one’s chastity,” (MED s.v. mistréden v.) and “lepir” also means “the skin of a living person”
(MED s.v. lether n. 2. (a)). The commentator would seem to miss this word-play completely.
After another quatrain, almost as bawdy, the commentator adds: “He was a noble clerk and gode,
/ bat pis dep lore vnderstode” (113-4). Sometimes, too, the commentator completely
misinterprets the literal references and so makes false inferences, as in the following:

Hail be 3¢ hokesters dun bi pe lake, hokesters / tradesmen

Wib candles and golokes and pe pottes blak,

Tripis and kine fete and schepen heuedes!
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Wib pe hori tromcheri hori is 3ure inne! tromcheri / intemal organs for bait
He is sori of his lif,
Pat is fast to such a wif. (103-8)
The commentator presumably reads the cow’s feet, sheep’s head and “tromcheri” not as goods
that the tradesmen sell, but as references to their wives. The overarching object of satire in this
poem, then, is the inept reader or, perhaps more precisely stated, the participating scribe, who
adds his own comments after copying out each verse.
The scribe’s biggest interpretative blunder comes at the end of the address:
Makep glad, mi frendis, 3e sittip to long stille;
Spekib now, and gladieb, and drinkeb al 3ur fille!
3e habbep ihird of men lif bat wonib in lond;
Drinkip dep and makip glade, ne hab 3e non oper nede.
bis song is yseid of me,
Euer iblessid mot 3e be. (115-20)
Here the singer turns to address the company as a whole, and therefore imaginatively embodies all
he has hailed as being present together in a tavern. Presumably, critics have read the “of” in line
119 as “from,” which gives “this song is said by me.” Elsewhere in this poem, and in other
goliardic English poems in the manuscript, however, “of” often means “about,” and in contexts
like this one, where a discursive act is implied, it always means “about.” Compare, for example,
“And spekin of is lore,” line 6 from the poem beginning “Pe king of heuen mid vs be” (IMEV
3400); and “Of his deb ne tellip hi nost,” line 39 from the poem beginning “Whose penchip vp pis
carful lif” (/MEV 4144 ).*! When the line is read as “This song is said about me,” the bumbling
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commentator takes the singer’s address to all as a direct address to himself.

As a satire of a reader, or a burlesque of a participating scribe, the poem is a witty
demonstration of a reader’s witlessness. It presents a kind of dramatic literary criticism similar,
for example, to that found in 7he Knight of the Burning Pestle. In this case, the poem satirizes
not only the inability of a reader to differentiate satire from high-minded art and to understand
references on a purely literal level, but also to differentiate functional from fictional orality.

“Hail, seint Michel with the lange sper” bears some similarities to a group of three poems
that Carter Revard has identified as “confessional satires.” The three poems are all in alliterative
rhyming verse, and they all date from the early fourteenth century: “The Papelard Priest” (IMEV
Suppl. 2614.5) from London, British Library, MS Additional 45896, “A Satire on the Consistory
Courts” (IMEV 2287) and “The Man in the Moon” (/MEV 2066) from London, British Library,
Harley 2253.7 Revard labels these three poems ‘dramatic monologues,’ and argues that in each
one the speaker “is not the poet but a ‘character’ and its satire is secondary to its revelation of its
speaker’s nature.”* The speaker in “The Man in the Moon” is a manorial peasant, but he also
assumes the role of a “legal expert.” He claims that the man in the moon stole his thorns from
someone’s hedge and is afraid to come down because the hedgewarden (hayward) has taken a
security-pledge for him to appear at the next manor-court session.” The speaker tries to convince
the man in the moon of a way to contravene the hayward, by getting him drunk, but finally insults
him for not paying attention. Similarly, the satire of the moral corruption of the consistory courts
in “A Satire on the Consistory Courts” is, Revard claims, “secondary to the self-satirizing
revelation of its ‘speaker’s character.”” The speaker is a servingman, a household retainer,

accused of having carnal knowledge of a woman and not marrying her. He maintains that he has
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been slandered, but his speech gradually reveals that he is guilty. While Revard’s readings of the
two Harley lyrics are indebted to his recovery of the legal customs referred to in the poems, the
confessional satire of “The Papelard Priest” is much more readily evident to the modern reader.
In it, a member of the clergy complains about the many duties of priesthood, which only serves to
reveal his immoral and sensual nature.

Other lyrics could be added to Revard’s list, including another Harley lyric: “In May hit
murgep when hit dawes” (IMEV 1504).” The speaker in this poem is a character giving advice,
though his stated anticipation of the benefits he would enjoy should his words be heard by his
beloved qualifies his rhetorical aims. The male speaker praises women and wamns them to be wary
of men who speak dishonestly only to gain their sexual compliance. The critique of men’s speech
focuses not only on flattery, but also on the fraudulent manipulation of the custom of trouthplight,
which represented a bond as irrevocable as marriage, and was commonly believed to legitimate
consummation before the church ceremony.” The embodiment of this male speaker, however,
seems to carry the poem’s rhetorical strategy beyond a pure description of the problem to a
dramatization of it. In the final lines he particularizes himself as one who, even in the midst of
giving the address, imagines what benefits he might enjoy should his words be heard by his
beloved:

ah wolde lylie-leor in lyn Ah, would the girl with a lily-white complexionin linen

yhere leuely lores myn, Hear my lovely lore,

wib selpe we weren sahte. (46-8)  with happiness we would be reconciled.
By revealing his belief that if his own love were to hear his “leuely lores™ she and he would be

reconciled in happiness, the speaker raises suspicion that his intention may not be selflessly and
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eamnestly moral-to objectively warn an audience of women, but primarily self-seeking-to persuade
his beloved of his goodness and therefore win her heart. The speaker finally imagines his address
to be not only an admonitory statement, but also a demonstration of his eloquence and wit. To the
implied audience of the address—women—knowledge of the speaker’s own desires could very well
compromise their faith in his ethos. As “A Satire on Consistory Courts,” “In May hit murgep” isa
confessional satire whose admonitory effect is not necessarily subverted by the comedy. Normally
such a tainted ethos would result in a loss of authority and thus a depletion of the persuasive force
of the discourse. In this case, however, in revealing his self-interest the speaker demonstrates
what he spends the rest of the poem trying to say plainly: women need to be wary of men who
flatter because they often tum out to be traitors. Thus while the situational irony would seem to
compromise the value of the advice, it in fact enforces it through mimesis.®

These five lyrics from three manuscripts indicate how speaking voices in earlier English
lyrics were used variously to present literary characters. In each lyric the speaker is embodied,
that is, he has an element of psychological and/or historical existence beyond the verbal utterance,
an existence that is revealed by his speech. Certain Vernon lyrics to be discussed herein present
similarly embodied speakers. “Hos seip pe sope he schal be schent” bears greatest resemblance to
didactic confessional satire such as “In May hit murgep when hit dawes,” in the way that the
rhetorical techniques of the purported admonisher’s speech tend to qualify him as a fawner just
like those whom he criticizes, that is, one who is afraid to say the “sooth” for fear that he will be
“schent.” But “Hos seip pe sope he schal be schent™ differs in two key respects from the Harley
lyric. For one, as there will be more opportunity to consider in the next chapter, the speaker

registers his consciousness that his speech compromises his ethos. Secondly, the imagined
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audience affecting the speaker’s speech is not defined as a conditional future audience, as the
“lylie-leor” in the Harley lyric, but a present, live audience. That is, the speaker’s mode of
address embodies him in the ironic situation of an orator admonishing his audience not to “shent™
speakers who, like himself, admonish. The type of character evideat in “Hos seib pe sope he schal
be schent.” and in three other Vernon refrain lyrics, is that of a public orator. All four of these
lyrics form a sub-genre that can be called “dramatic oratorical address.”

[n each of the four dramatic oratorical addresses among the Vernon lyrics an oratorical
character creates, through his speech, a dramatic scenario which involves the audience in a
specific role. There are two possible ways of defining that scenario and audience. For one, we
can define it as an implied fictional setting and audience. In that case a distinction needs to be
drawn between the fictional audience of the address, insofar as it is the recipient of the speech
within the fictional world of the poem, and the audience that reads the poem and imagines the
scenario evoked, as happens when reading, or even listening to, The Canterbury Tales. From this
perspective, the poem’s fourteenth-century audience stands removed from the dramatic scenario
evoked by the lyrics, as the modern-day audience does. On the other hand, it is possible to
imagine the oratorical poems being read aloud to a social gathering, in which case the speaker’s
implied audience is more or less embodied in the audience present.

Given the lack of certainty about how the lyrics were disseminated in the fourteenth
century, inferences about the mode of reception the poets had in mind when writing the poems
must rest on a theoretical base. In their original medieval setting the poems likely were received
through recital as well as through silent reading. The large size of the Vernon manuscript

indicates that it would have rested on a lectern, and may very well therefore have been designed
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for reading aloud; but there is no way of proving it was, and other functions have been suggested
for the manuscript.* Even if it were proven that the Vernon manuscript was used for reading
aloud, the fact that these “texts” of the poems were received aurally in their first extant context
would not prove that the poets designed them to be read aloud.

The debate over how to read the orality inscribed in the Vernon lyrics participates in
larger, on-going, debates over whether or not medieval texts that incorporate a narrator’s direct
address to an audience were designed in such a way because the poet envisioned a listening
audience, or for other, literary effects. Walter Ong has argued that with the rise of literacy, orality
was outmoded as a means of disseminating texts, and therefore appeals to an audience in later
medieval texts (and in certain texts up to the present day) are fictional, an “oral residue”: the texts
were designed to be read privately, but still contain cues to a live audience.>' These cues would
have functioned variously; they may, for example, have conjured up the aura of a now-lost
experience of witnessing a minstrel performance in a hall, or simply follow an established
convention for introducing a poem. The theory of oral residue has been the bedrock for certain
theories about the fictional orality in romances and in alliterative verse.* The theory of fictional
orality does not preclude the possibility that the poems were recited aloud in the hall, but it does
maintain that the inclusion of a direct address served stylistic and rhetorical ends rather than
purely practical ends. Other scholars have argued that a narratorial direct address indicates that
the poets had a listening audience in mind. Joyce Coleman has recently argued, against the
evolutionary logic of Ong and other exponents of fictional orality, that even though society moved
from an oral culture to an increasingly literate one, “aurality” was a common phenomenon among

the literate upper-middle and upper classes in the Middle Ages. Coleman coins the term “aurality”
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as an alternative to “orality” or “literacy.” “Aurality” describes literature as a social event that was
consciously shaped by an author writing with the expectation that his text would be read aloud to
an audience:

Although written for performance, the author had time to compose the text at his own

pace and alone, knowing that it would be preserved in written form and that this written

form would visibly dominate the group experience, in a way that no oral or memorial
author’s text could do.®
Through a thorough-going analysis of historical and literary evidence, she finds that even after
literacy had risen, gentry and noble families still often preferred to have texts read aloud because
of the social occasion which that activity induced.** She thus urges replacing theories of “fictional
orality” with “functional aurality,” and even claims that the trend for ‘fictional aurality’ is a sour
product of the postmodern fixation on all things artificial.

Coleman’s recovery of a pervasive mode of aural reception throughout the Middle Ages
increases the likelihood that the Vernon refrain poets did design their poems with the expectation
that they would be recited to a convivial audience gathered together at particular social occasions.
It is very plausible that this expectation affected the poets’ rhetorical strategy: they pondered how
the fiction of oral performance, when transformed into an actual social occasion by reading aloud,
could effectively fictionalize that occasion, by transforming it into a kind of “occasional drama.”
The narrator’s hailing of an audience could thus be both functional (the poet did have a live
audience in mind), and fictional (the poet cast that speaker as a fictional character, whose speech
serves to transfigure the ‘real’ context of delivery).

The capacity of dramatic oratorical addresses to transfigure the context of delivery can be
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described, in all cases, as the manipulation of the potential group experience actualized through
oral delivery. Joyce Coleman has described the experience that could be achieved with a
committed performer reading aloud to an audience:

With the addition of the performer’s skills as composer, actor, singer, and/or editor (of the
text as he or she performs it), the event can become a deep affirmation of the group’s
sense of self and togetherness-rather as today, audiences may leave a performance of
some fundamental text of our culture—Hamdlet or Bach’s St. Matthew Passion—united in a
feeling of sorrow or exhilaration.*
In the performance of dramatic oratorical addresses, this sense of group identity issuing through
oral performance would have been directed to mould particular kinds of group identities,
identities which would uitimately reinforce or inflect the message of the poem. The audience’s
sense of themselves @lﬁng from the experience of performance likely had something in common
with that of an audience of the York play 7he Crucifixion, or of Mankind. In the York play of
The Crucifixion, for example, the audience’s passivity before the actions of the soldiers crucifying
Christ qualifies the audience as condoners of the action, indeed as partly responsible for Christ’s
death* The audience as group, then, is not only united in a certain emotion—extreme grief at the
death of Christ, but also united in a shared identity—those who cause Christ’s death. In the
Vernon lyrics, a similar audience-positioning would have occurred: the audience would essentially
be cast into a specific role vis-a-vis the performance. In all cases their experience playing that
group role would also serve an heuristic purpose of clarifying the message of the address, even in
cases where the message is ambivalent. In a few cases, the speaker would also interpellate the

audience into a particular socio-ideological identity.”’
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Three of the lyrics to be discussed in the following three chapters qualify as dramatic
oratorical addresses: “For hos seip pe sope he schal be schent,” “Pat selden I seise Is sone
forsete,” and “Troupe is Best.” “bat selden I seise Is sone forsete” presents the most
straightforward instance of interpellating the audience into a clearly-identifiable socio-political
identity. The casting of the audience into a role in “Troupe is Best” serves mainly an heuristic
purpose of further defining “anthropomorphous trouth,” but it also tends to interpellate the
audience, albeit more discreetly, into a socio-political formation. “Hos seip pe sope he schal be
schent” is the most amorphous of the three, and its type of role-casting would have varied
considerably from performance to performance. Before moving on to these, however, it will be
worthwhile considering what is likely the most obvious dramatic oratorical address, “A3eyn mi
wille I take mi leue,”which was discussed in my “Six Vernon Refrain Lyrics.”**

“Aseyn mi wille I take mi leue” is a congé or “farewell poem™: in it the speaker addresses
the audience in a speech of leave-taking. The performer reciting the poem would thereby be cast
in a specific role, as a character with a relationship of warmth and goodwill towards the present
audience, and with an imagined future course of action. The audience, too, would be cast as part
of the setting which the speaker assumes: a convivial crowd which cherishes one another’s
company, including that of the departing friend. In this respect, the group would be defined
through its shared fellowship. Having established a congenial setting through his amicable tone,
the speaker goes on to trope his departure in ways that endow both the moment and his action
with various literal and figurative significance. After initially arousing feelings of friendship and
happiness, he brings the audience to reflect upon them from different perspectives. At the same

time he is figured as a paradoxical exemplum.



The poem opens with an amicable and effusive tone.
Nou Bernes, Buirdus bolde and blype,
To blessen ow her nou am I bounde;
I ponke 3ou alle a pousend sibe,
And prei god saue Jou hol and sounde;
Wher euer 3e go, on gras or grounde,
He ow gouemne with outen greue.
For frendschipe pat I here haue founde,
AZeyn mi wille I take mi leue. (1-8)
The chivalric diction, “Bernes, Buirdus bolde and blype,” resonant of the idealized world of
romance, immediately calls up a scene of harmonious festivity. The hyperbolic style carrying the
speaker’s exuberance through the first two stanzas—specifically the extended alliteration (1-2; 5-
6;14-5), descriptive amplification (1,4,5,9,10,13) and repetition of phrases or reformulation of
sentiments (9,13,14,15)— creates a sense of conviviality and of the timeless suspension of the
moment. The speaker thereby establishes a warm rapport with the audience and both expresses
and evokes the comfort and joy that one feels in the company of good friends in good times.
That becomes the foundational experience for the rest of the poem, which goes on both to
challenge and to channel it in different directions.
The speaker brings the audience to reflect back and reevaluate this initial experience from
two different perspectives, by pointing out the limits of human friendship and by suggesting its
compatibility with Christ’s friendship. He metaphorically steps away from the harmony of the

occasion, as he takes on a reflective and admonitory tone in the ensuing stanzas, which gradually
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ease the audience away from the enjoyment of worldly comfort towards an alertness to the
transience of life, the immanence of death, and the consequent need for vigilance. As the giad
present moment is placed within the panorama of time and brought up as a foil to the coldness of
death, the comfort of companionship is subordinated to the need for moral attentiveness. The
speaker’s implicit and explicit metaphors, however, also hint at a compatibility between human
friendship and the relationship between human beings and God. The benedictions given in the
first two stanzas include wishes for both the spiritual well-being and material comfort of the
audience. and the prayer for Christ to keep one “comeli cumpanye” (12) melds the pair with the
current situation: it figures forth a relationship with Christ analogous to the human friendship that
is implicit in the poem’s dramatic situation, and at the same time carries with it some hint of a
wish for Christ to keep each person in “comeli” worldly company, just like that of the imagined
gathering.

These negative and positive views of friendship are brought into tension in different ways
throughout the poem. Perhaps the greatest strain is felt in the climactic moment of exhortation;
the scenes and images of the admonitory stanzas (17-48) increase in gravity until the imagined
horrific moment of God’s condemnation:

Loke bat pi laumpe beo brennynge briht;
For leue me wel, but pou haue liht,
~ Rilt foule pi lord wol pe repreue,
And fleme pe fer out of his siht,
For al to late pou toke pi leue. (44-8)

This imagined eschatological scene demonstrates the urgent need to subordinate human friendship
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and woridly enjoyment, but the power of its ability to do so lies largely in the way it suggests that
the current dramatic moment is an analogy for a heavenly one. The doctrinal truth figured forth is
the loss of beatific vision that comes as a result of a soul’s impurity when it passes from this
world, but in this context, where joy of companionship has been equated with Christ’s “comeli
cumpanye,” the scene strikes one with a sense of personal grief that would come with the loss of
God’s company if one does not pass the final judgement. The dramatic situation of the immanent
disappearance of the departing friend from sight is thus refigured as an implicit metaphor for
losing sight of God; the metaphor is strengthened by the way salvation is figured so vividly as a
matter of seeing, with the “briht” “liht” of the vigilant Wise Virgin’s lanterns enabling the “siht” of
God.

The final stanza more particularly figures the departing friend as a figure of Christ. The
pledge that bears the imprint of the self-sacrificial love of a friend— “3if euere I mi3te ful fayn I
wolde / Don ou3te pat weore vnto pow leue” (61-2)- recalls the words of St. John-“Greater love
than this no man hath, that a man lay down his life for his friends” (John 15.13)-and points up the
compatibility of human friendship with Christ’s sacrificial love. Human friendship is envisioned
positively, as a human experience which can express, exemplify, and be directed towards divine
love. Although the poem states that friends will not always be together “For eueri ping schal
haue an ende. / And frendes are not ay I fere” (19-20), it never explicitly belittles the value of
friendship, as do so many other Middle English religious lyrics by using it as a foil to Christ’s
love or figuring it a distraction from piety. At one point the speaker asks:

Whon bat vr lyf his leue hap lauht,
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Wher are bi frendes ho wol pe knowe?
Let seo ho wol pi soule releue.  (33; 37-8)

In its context, this is a real question rather than a rhetorical one. It points for an answer to the
ultimate isolation of a2 human soul in death, but at the same time it points to the friendship of
Christ as the One who redeems. Here, as in the other moments described, the poem sustains a
complex view of both the powers and limits of human friendship, so the audience’s perceptions
about their feelings of comfort and joy initially aroused are finally ambivalent. On one hand the
address urges that feelings of worldly friendship should be restrained as priority of attention is
given over to ascetic vigilance; but at the same time it suggests that feelings of loving
companionship enable one to apprehend heavenly existence and the love of Christ, and so provide,
with fine equilibrium, a positive means of moral and spiritual guidance.

The way the speaker tropes his own depumr; by pointing up a cluster of literal and
metaphorical meanings of his leave-taking, some of which evoke potentially contradictory
emotional responses, also adds to the poem’s complexity. The modulations of the refrain bring
out different senses of taking leave: the taking leave of company “Agein mi wille I take mi leue”
(8,16), the taking leave in death—“Whon bat vr lyf hap taken his leue” (32), “Beo redi ay to take
pi leue™ (40), and a self-willed resignation from the world before death: “For al to late pou toke
pi leue” (48); “And in good tyme to take vr leue” (56). These three senses and the range of
associations and emotions that have been aroused with regard to them through the poem
converge into a concentrated point in the final “nou is tyme to take my leue” (64), which comes
across with a striking immediacy, marking as it does the silence of the speaker’s voice and

signalling his disappearance from sight. It suggests the immediacy of death, casting the speaker as
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a sort of Everyman figure, and thereby may arouse a feeling of fear in the audience and throw a
shade of irony over the speaker’s accompanying friendly benediction. It also signals a friend’s
turning away from beloved company and thereby evokes some of the poignant sentiments brought
on by an awareness of how much friends are cherished and of life’s transience. The poignant
sentiments seem to contradict those of fear, and the call for stoic detachment which that fear
presupposes stands in the face of the wave of human affection that flows towards the departing
friend, and draws those remaining even closer together.

The dramatic achievement of “Aseyn mi wille I take mi leue” resides in the way it brings
the audience to experience tensions arising from different attitudes towards human experience,
and particularly the experience of happy fellowship. The address maintains either an equilibrium or
an ambivalence among different views or types of experience, the quality of which would vary
according to how the te:;t was performed. The performance of the address thus would ultimately
define the present audience’s sense of individual and group identity, though not without
threatening to splinter the foundational identity of fellowship. The experience of being present at
the poem’s performance would have a powerful heuristic value. In the three other dramatic
oratorical addresses to be discussed subsequently, the audience is also brought, through the
orator’s evocation of a particular situational context, to reflect on the meaning of their group
identity, and that reflection serves heuristic, and sometimes ideological, ends.

The speaking voices of all the Vernon refrain lyrics that exhibit rhetorical artfulness create
characters that qualify as belonging to one of two categories. Sometimes the character is a
reflective narrator who has an existential. or intellectually critical, relation to a text, be that a

“focal text” or the speaker’s address in its entirety. Sometimes the character is an orator whose
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speech turns the moment and setting of his address into a dramatic occasion. In both manners, the
speaking voice is key to the rhetorical strategies of the poems. The speaking voice presents one
way in which the strategies incorporate literariness and thereby augment the complexity of the
message. The audience is brought into a more demanding kind of heuristic encounter: it is guided
into partly discovering and partly constructing the message through either interpreting the deep
narrative structure that the speaker is involved in, or being affected by realizing a role in a
dramatic address that the speaker delivers.

Another device that contributes to the rhetorical art of the lyrics to be discussed, and that
thereby augments the complexity of the audience’s heuristic encounter, is the refrain. The twenty-
three Vernon refrain lyrics, along with the poem “Quia Amore Langueo” (IMEV 1460)*° and
Pearl are the first examples of the “pseudo-ballade™ form in England.® The poems are composed
of either eight-line stanzas rhyming ababbcbc, or twelve-line stanzas rhyming ababababbcbe, with
the final line being the refrain. The refrain has been the subject of a number of discussions, but
they have tended to consider its structural function while overlooking its poetic qualities.*! That
is, most discussions consider the refrain as a straightforward statement that is reinforced through
reiteration. In all of the lyrics to be discussed herein, however, the refrain functions poetically: in
some lyrics the refrain tropes its status as a recurring element, in others it accrues a cluster of
associations, thereby making its message increasingly polyvalent, figurative, and/or symbolic.

John Burrow and Julia Boffey have recently theorized about the refrain in the Vernon
lyrics, but neither explores its manifestation of semantic indirection.> John Burrow takes the
stanzaic nature of the poems to be a cause of their structural looseness:

Whenthesenseofeachstanzamaksanyseriousattempttoleadintoitsreﬁ'ain(whichis,
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admittedly, not always the case), the poem’s thought will tend to be radial rather than
linear. Instead, that is, of a sequence of argument from stanza to stanza, one finds each
stanza relating independently to the thought expressed by the refrain, like spokes to a hub;
and in that case the order and number of stanzas may vary quite freely, without noticeable
incoherence or loss.**
In this account, the refrain is taken to be the bearer of a single, straightfoward meaning, “the
thought,” and there is no sense of the possibility that the refrain’s message might be altered
through its various contexts. Burrow’s sense of the poem’s ‘radial’ thought, however, does
indicate how the refrain binds the lyric. In certain cases the refrain binds the lyric in a more
suggestive, and often partly linear, way: though remaining the centre, it modulates in ways that
bring into relief a development of thought. Rather than spokes and a hub, an analogy of an
ascending spiral might better describe the structure: the centre acts as a magnetic force around
which the stanzas circulate; though there is also linear development, of the refrain and of the
thought of the poem as a whole.

More recently, Julia Boffey has commented on the role of the refrain in discussing the
“focal texts” in the Vernon lyrics:

The refrains to the sequence of lyrics in the famous fourteenth-century Vernon

Manuscript.../ sometimes simply repeated and elsewhere woven with variations into the

patterns of the stanzas, demonstrate the effectiveness of pithy, sometimes proverbial and

sometimes alliterative summaries.*
Although Boffey grants that the refrain does sometimes include variations, she seems to be
referring to purely syntactic variations which in no case vary the meaning of the refrain, for she
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goes on to praise their ability to provide “summaries.” Boffey, like Burrow, accords the refrain a
strictly schematic, reiterative role: it is employed to reinforce the truth of a statement, to make it
retainable in memory. The whole significance of the poem’s message, in this view, can be boiled
down to the summary that the refrain embodies.

Although the characterization of the refrain provided by Burrow and Boffey does accord
with a number of Vernon refrain lyrics, in 2 good many the refrains have a poetic rather than a
purely structural role. In poems with a poetic refrain, its function is not finally to reinforce an
axiom through restatement, but sometimes to endow a phrase with a significance beyond its literal
statement, and sometimes to extract the various meanings it may resound with due to lexical and
grammatical ambiguity. Each of these two effects is manifested as the refrain either tropes its
function as a recurring element or accrues a cluster of associations through its various stanzaic
contexts.

As a recurring element, the refrain can be troped, that is, its structural function as an
element that recurs through the temporal unfolding of the poem can be given a figurative
significance. John Hollander has theorized and exemplified the troping refrain. He observes that
refrains function as a marker of temporal recurrence, and so enact “a dialectic of memory and
anticipation.”** To trope the refrain in reference to its role viewed from a temporal perspective is
10 use it to represent a statement about time, memory, transience, and change. Hollander assigns
the genesis of the “poetic refrain™to a particular moment in the history of lyric poetry-the rise of
rhetorical self-consciousness-and he locates that self-consciousness historically as beginning, in
English, in the Renaissance.* Such self-consciousness, however, and the consequent “poetic
refrain” are evident in the Vernon lyrics, and fainter traces of it are discernable in lyrics that
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predate the Vernon lyrics.

Not many lyrics with refrains predate the Vernon lyrics, and in many that do the refrain’s
function is “schematic.” Hollander associates the “schematic refrain” with the literal quality of a
medieval carol burden: “[eJach occurrence of the danced-to burden increases its redundancy, and
tends to collapse it into a univocal sign (That was all full of meaning; now meaning stops for a
while and we all dance again).™’ Though the great majority of carols are found in manuscripts
of the fifteenth century or later, some early specimens exist.* “Svmer is icumen in” (IMEV 3223)
is one such example, with each stanza breaking into the joyful song of spring: “Sing cuccu nu,
Sing cuccu!” (13).° In some of the sixteen surviving lyrics with the “O and I” refrain, the refrain
may also have a purely idiophonic quality reminiscent of the round dance, though critics have
argued that it serves an exclamatory call to attention, or as an acronym referring to apocalyptic
biblical texts.* The refrain in the Harley lyric “Aliso;m” may also be compared to a round dance
chorus: every stanza ends with a change to a livelier rhythm of short stressed and unstressed
syllables, enacting the joy of the speaker in thinking about his beloved.*!

Other earlier refrains, however, do trope their function as a recurring element. For
example, each stanza of the Harley lyric beginning “Lutel wot hit onymon” (IMEV 1922)* titled
by most editors “The Way of Christ’s Love,” ends as follows:

Euer and 0o, nyht ant day, he hauep vs in is pohte;

he nul nout leose pat he so deore bohte. (7-8)

The refrain propounds the ever-active nature of God’s mindfulness of humans, and thus at the
same time enacts the redemptive cycle according to Christian belief. In contrast, in the secular

version of the poem, “The Way of Woman’s Love” (IMEV 1921) the refrain represents the
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frustration of the unrequited lover:
Euer ant oo for my leof icham in grete pohte;
y benche on hire pat y ne seo nout ofte. (7-8)
The satirical refrain to the Harley lyric known as “Richard the trichard” (IMEV 3155)® also
possesses some element of poetical qualification, in the way its function as an item repeated
through time enforces its final defiant and absolutist temporal marker “Nevermore”:
Richard, pah pou be euer trichard,
tricchen shait pou neuermore! (6-7)*
The refrain of the secular “Lullay, lullay” poem (/MEV 2025) from the carly fourteenth-century
Kildare manuscript® also incorporates a sense of irony in its repeated matter. It is spoken by a
human mother to her infant child, in response to his weeping. The mother attributes her child’s
present and future sorrox;r to the human condition made miserable through Adam’s sin and the
vicissitudes of the wheel of fortune:
Lollai, i<ollai>, litil child, whi wepistou so sore?
nedis mostou wepe, hit was isarkid pe 3ore
euer to lib in sorow, and sich and mourne euer,
as pin eldren did er pis, whil hi aliues were.
Lollai, <lollai>, litil child, child lolai, lullow,
In-to vncup world icommen so ertow! (1-6)
Though the return to the purely melodic “Lollai, lollai” is parodied in the context of perpetually

overwheiming sorrow through the ages, the irony makes the mother’s attempt to comfort her

child all the more poignant.** All of these early fourteenth-century poems show poets
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manipulating the poetic potential of the refrain in reference to temporal themes, and thus working
with some degree of rhetorical self-consciousness.

Although most of the Vernon Iyrics that will not be discussed in this dissertation-those
that do not exhibit a rhetorical art-do not trope the refrain, some do, and it is worth pointing them
out briefly. Of the thirteen stanzas in the poem with the refrain “Keep Well Christ’s
Commandment,” ten either mention, and more or less expand upon, one of the ten
commandments.*’ The regular return therefore formally reasserts the superiority of “be lawe of
crist” (4), and, moreover, figures the belief that Christ’s law of love supercedes the Old Testament
laws. Similarly, in the poem with the refrain “Suffer in Time and that is best,” the steadfast return
to a statement of suffering mimics the attitude that is being exhorted. “And sum tyme penk on
3uster day” is perhaps the most obvious example of a refrain that tropes its function of recurrence:
the poem presents the experience of transience as a reason for the need to detach oneself from the
world and trust in God, and it unfolds by retuming predictably to an urge to “sum tyme penk on
suster day.” The stable point is thus a constant call to memory, a constant harkening back to
what has past. The performative action of the refrain, then, is to undercut the substance of the
present moment: what is most stable is only forever receding. A similar embodiment of
transience is created in the poem with the refrain “bis world farep as a Fantasy”, which will be
considered in greater depth in Chapter Seven.

Two other poems to be discussed trope their refrains in more complex ways. In “Pat
selden I seise Is sone forsete,” the repeated element narrates the truth of forgetting; at the same
time, however, the fact that it is repeated would seem to remedy the very forgetfulness that it
continually affirms. The paradoxical status of “Pat selden I seise Is sone forsete” as a refrain is
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complicated by the fact that the meaning of the statement modulates: in different contexts
different semantic, and sometimes phonological, values of refrain words resound. A riddle as to
what is forgotten is inscribed in the polyvalence of the refrain words, so once the full range of the
significances of what the words say is grasped, the riddle is solved, and the phenomena are no
longer forgotten. Such troping of the reiterative function of the refrain also operates in “For
charite is no lengor cheere.” As demonstrated in my “Six Vernon Refrain Lyrics,” the significance
of the word “chere” modulates among the connotations “precious, dear,” “a expression indicative
of an inner state,” and “kind.” Each of these denotations is extracted in relation to metaphors and
themes developed in the stanzas. The refrain manifests polysemous meanings, and so
demonstrates the difficulty of knowing things for certain. In that regard, the refrain manifests an
epistemological problem that the poem conveys elsewhere in more discursive means. The
polyvalence of the refrain, therefore, contributes to the poem’s rhetorical argument for the need to
avoid judging others and thereby restore charity.

As well as by troping its structural function, a refrain may function poetically by accruing a
cluster of associations, and thereby creating a cumulative or even symbolic effect. This accrual of
associations is enabled by the fact that refrains have “memories,” as John Hollander puts it:
“refrains are, and have, memories—of their prior strophes or stretches of text, of their own
preoccurences, and of their own genealogies in earlier texts as well.”** The way that memory is
used in these cases, however, comments explicitly on neither the passage of time nor the status of
exact repetition. Rather, the refrain accrues a particular resonance or meaning in each stanzaic
context, and as the poem unfolds these resonances accumulate. Given its role as the central axis
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of significances that enrich the poem’s message. The refrain’s cluster of associations is evoked
and at the same time augmented with each occurrence.

What has already been said about “Aseyn mi wille I take mi leue” and “Mame Nobiscum
Domine!" demonstrates the evocative effect of this kind of poetic refrain, and the refrains in three
other poems to be discussed—“Maiden Marie and her Flourdelys,” “Troupe is Best,” “Merci
passep alle pinge™— produce a similar accrual of associations. In “Mane Nobiscum Domine!” the
“memories” of the phrase’s context in the liturgy and the Bible are evoked to convey the message
of Christ’s immanence, and the reality of this immanence in the world is conveyed as the speaker
of the phrase modulates from the present persona, to Cleophas, to the audience’s imagined
supplication before God. In “Aseyn mi wille I take mi leue”, the polyvalent significance of the
speaker’s departure is carried through modulations of the refrain. In “Maiden Marie and her
Flourdelys™, the traditional symbol of the lily is given extra significance as the poem develops,
through punning, the two senses of its name “flour de lys” (flower of light) and “flour delys”
(flower of joy) in relation to Mary and Jesus. In “Troupe is Best,” “troube” is defined through
various metaphors and allegories, and with each occurrence of the refrain that web of associations
is foregrounded and augmented. In “Merci passep alle pinge”, the significance of the phrase is
enforced through shifts in voices who speak it: as the spoken phrase moves from the mouth of the
little bird, to the narrator, to Christ it delineates a theological definition of mercy.

The six Vernon refrain lyrics to be discussed in the chapters to follow present rhetorical
self-consciousness that has in some respects been anticipated in earlier Middle English lyrics, and
in some respects not. By either troping their function as a recurring element of the poem, or

accruing a cluster of associations as the poem unfolds and its memory grows, the refrains in



59
certain Vernon lyrics function poetically rather than purely structurally. The speaking voices in
these poems also manifest different qualities of literariness in their status as embodied characters.
The speaking voice and the refrain, therefore, involve the reader in deeper modes of engagement,
such that the poems’ mode of persuasion depends on their literariness. It remains to be seen how
these two devices cohere with each other, and with other elements of the poems—including word-
play, allegory, and exempla-in holistic ways in each of the six lyrics to be discussed.

Before moving on to a close look at those lyrics, however, a few words are in order about
one other technique that is more or less important to most of them, but that has not been
investigated: word-play.* As Helge Kokeritz explains, three main types of word-play are used by
medieval poets, and these can be labelled with reference to rhetorical theory current at the time:
traductio, adnominatio, and significatio.® The first two types describe word-play that involves
repetition, repetition of the same word or a slight modulation of one word, in ways that evoke
different meanings.®' Significatio occurs when “a single word can be taken in two or more
senses, but has the one the speaker wishes to give to it.”* Significatio accords with the modern
definition of a pun, as double entendre. Of the three types of word-play outlined in medieval
rhetorical theory, the one prevalent in certain Vernon refrain lyrics is significatio.

In the Vernon lyrics, however, puns extend beyond the strict sense of a “double entendre”
on a single word, to include words that are closely related in sound but not identical. Puns that
involve related but not identical words are found in other Middle English literature. Larry D.
Benson has established criteria for determining when a pun is operative in a Middle English
texts.® He exemplifies what qualifies as a pun as it has been set out in a previous article on

Chaucer’s puns, by Paull F. Baum.* A pun can exist when two or more meanings of a single
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word are evoked, or when the meaning of a word that is similar but not identical in sound to the
one uttered or printed is evoked.* In either case, the various meanings ascribed to the word(s)
must have been current in the contemporary speech of the time. As well, both (or all) meanings
of the word(s) must fit the context, thematically as well as syntactically. Using these criteria,
Benson disregards many puns that have been imputed to Chaucer’s works by critics. Specifically,
he shows that most claims made for puns with the word “queynte” are erroneous because
“queynte” did not refer, on its own, to the obscenity (MED cunte n.). In applying his criteria for
identifying puns, Benson finds that “queynte” only operates as a pun in one place in Chaucer, in
“The Miller’s Tale,” where a rime riche evokes the obscenity through the word’s thematic and
syntactic context:

As clerkes ben ful subtile and ful queynte;

And prively he caughte hire by the queynte (3275-6)%
The syntactic and thematic contexts of the second “queynte” call to mind the obscenity, a word
that has a slightly different sound and “was well established in the language by Chaucer’s time.™’

[ will employ Benson’s criteria in identifying puns operating in certain Vernon lyrics,
though with a few qualifications, which can be exemplified with reference to two different
critiques of Benson’s article, both of which consider the status of “queynte” as a pun. Joseph A.
Dane considers the importance of thyme for determining a pun, and he speaks directly to
Benson’s reading of the above passage from “The Miller’s Tale.”® Dane shows that Chaucer’s
rime riche mostly involves identical rhyme, and that “Chaucer seems to have regarded the
particular grammatical rhyme involving an adjective and noun as a form of identical

rhyme...permitted only where identical rhyme itself is permitted.”® Benson had argued that the
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pun on the second “queynte” works by surprise because we expect to hear the word “conte™:
Dane shows that, given Chaucer’s habitual use of identical rhyme in rime riche, the audience
would expect to hear “queynte.” Thus the word “queynte™ must have signified the obscenity, a
fact which Benson denies.

Dane’s argument about the implications of the regularity of Chaucer’s rhyme for his puns
cannot, however, be transferred over to the Vernon poems with ease. Given that we cannot
assume that the lyrics were written by a single poet, we have no overarching habitual pattern of
rhyme to fall back on. In the subsequent analysis, in some places leeway is given where a pun
word in a rhyme position involves phonological variation, as it does in Benson’s reading of
“queynte” (“The Miller’s Tale” 3276). That is, in one of the pun word’s senses, the sound of the
word conforms to the expected rhyme, but in the second sense, a slight phonological variation
exists, which involves a mis-rhyme.”™

John Fleming also qualifies Benson’s argument, by way of interrogating larger
assumptions about Chaucer and about literary interpretation.” Fleming takes to issue Benson’s
and other critics’ dismissal of the pun on “queynte” identified by D.W. Robertson in Troilus’s
apostrophe to Criseyde’s empty palace, from Book V of Troilus and Criseyde:

Than seide he thus, “O paleys desolat,

O hous of houses whilom best ihight,

O paleys empty and disconsolat,

O thow lanterne of which queynt is the light,

O paleys, whilom day, that now art nyght,

Wel oughtestow to falle, and I to dye,
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Syn she is went that wont was us to gye! (5.540-46)
Robertson claimed that “queynt” (543) includes a pun on the obscenity: “The ironic pun on
“queynt’ is a bitter comment on what it is that Troilus actually misses, and the change from day to
night is, ironically again, the fulfiliment of his wish in Book IIL”™ Many critics disagreed with
Robertson’s claim, for various reasons, but fundamentally, Fleming argues, because those critics
had a preconceived sense of the “exquisiteness” of the passage which it appears in. In particular,
Fleming argues that
“{t]he genital meaning of the word queynt is not to be banished by appeals to syntax, to
literary genre, or to etymology—which are for Wrenn, Bloomfield, and Benson,
respectively, the ostensible grounds for its indictment-but this is of course not the same as
to say that there is a pun or rather an ambage in the word in Zroilus 5.545, or in any other
specific passage.”™
In challenging the criticism that denies the possibility of a pun in the passage, Fleming probes to
the heart of what is at stake in banishing it. In response to Wrenn’s critique, he writes:
The appeal to those “who have a feeling for Middle English and know its syntax” [quoting
Wrenn] is not in this instance an appeal to scholarly expertise but an appeal to a certain
predetermined assumption about the poem. The passage in question is “exquisite”
[quoting Wrenn] and, by implication, no exquisite passage can contain the substantive
queynt. Wrenn’s specific criticism here is part of a more general indictment of moral
simplism and tunnel vision in 4 Preface to Chaucer, a ‘theological’ predisposition to deny
the complexity of poetry.”"™
Fleming moves on to reconstruct a greater context through which the passage resonates.
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He demonstrates how, in art and in literature, a pudendum was often associated with light or a
lantern, and in so doing he shows that Chaucer was likely “informed by an anterior vernacular
Ovidianism, particularly that of the Roman de la Rose and of Boccaccio.”” The Ovidian context
gives credence to the likelihood, already substantiated by the tone of the whole Troifus and
Criseyde, that there is “a frankly sexual element to Troilus’ grief ™™ The reconstruction of this
larger context brings Fleming to believe that the pun on “queynt” (7C 5.543) is operating, which
increases the complexity of the passage and of the whole poem.

Caution should attend any attempt to transfer Fleming’s theoretical approach to the study
of puns in the Vernon lyrics, since we do not know how accomplished the poets were, or what
exposure to other literature they had. Nonetheless, Fleming’s argument clarifies how
presuppositions tend to fletetmine any reader’s attitude towards the possibility of finding puns,
how various different contexts may illuminate a poem, and, perhaps most fundamentally, how
" different readers will find different meanings in any given passage, largely owing to the contexts
they bring to bear on that passage. As mentioned in the “Introduction” to this thesis, the Vernon
lyrics have been viewed as commonplace, prosaic pieces. It has seemed worthwhile to suspend
those preconceptions and to try to reconstruct the contexts informing the poems, with the aim to
define their complexity. At the same time, it has seemed best to proceed with caution in
identifying the puns along the lines set out by Larry Benson: the ulterior sense in a pun word must
have been current at the time, and it must fit the context both thematically and syntactically. As
well, a pun may involve words that sound exactly the same, or that have slight phonological
variation.

Given these criteria for what a pun is, it is possible to distinguish it from another, more



general sort of word-play operating in certain Vernon lyrics, one that does not fall under the
rubric of the three types of word-play expounded in medieval rhetoric. This is the kind of word-
play most evident in Piers Plowman, one which, as A.V.C. Schmidt describes it, involves the
extrapolation of “metaphoric senses” of a word.” In certain places, a whole range of meanings for
a word are redolent, though those meanings are not completely separate and mutually exclusive.
The senses denote along a continuum, often from a secular to a divine sense of the word, in a way
that effects “[t]he ‘release’ of spiritual meanings.”™

Neither type of word-play-puns or metaphoric senses of a word-has been investigated in
the Vernon lyrics, though both types have been found in some earlier English lyrics. Puns in the
Harley lyrics have been well studied, and critics continue to find puns in less canonical lyrics.™
Some critics have also suggested that metaphoric senses of words are evoked in certain lyrics,
especially devotional lyrics.* The investigation of word play in the Vernon lyrics, therefore,

should contribute to our increasing perception of the verbal complexity of Middle English lyrics.
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16.3), and thus how dew signified as a type of Christ (“Explication de Texte” Applied to Three
Great Middle English Poems,” in Essays in English and American Literature, ed. Anna Hatcher
[Princeton: Princeton UP, 1962], pp. 238-40).



Chapter Two

Naming of parts in “Hos seip pe sope he schal be schent™: lessons in rhetoric

“Hos seip pe sope he schal be schent” is one of the eight Vemnon refrain poems that are
also attested in later manuscripts: a redaction exists in Cambridge, Trinity College, MS. 0.9.3,
dated to the middle of the fifteenth century. The Trinity redaction omits the third and fourth
stanzas, sets the remainder in a different order, and includes many variants. In his descriptive
index of the Trinity manuscript, A.G. Rigg argues that although the Trinity version of the poem
“is unusually corrupt and often fails to make sense[,]...[t]he editorial practice of SV makes it
likely that the order and number of stanzas in [Trinity] represent the original. ™' The “editorial
practice” Rigg refers to is that hypothesized by Carleton Brown and others, of a Vernon scribe or
compiler who took liberties in editing his material > John Burrow has recently granted that Rigg
“may be right,” and suggested that stanzas three and four in the Vernon text may be from the
hand of the same interpolator who added stanzas to other Vernon refrain lyrics, all of which
“exhibit a peculiarly leamned and curious mind, with an interest in the concrete exemplifying
instance.™ A close reading of the poem, however, indicates that the Vernon version, though not
without its share of textual difficulties, is likely closest to the original * The Trinity text’s loss of
stanzas, along with its lexical and syntactical muddles, occlude the poem’s hitherto unrecognized
rhetorical self-consciousness.® I will return to delineate details of how the Trinity version
occludes the rhetorical self-consciousness after having analysed the Vernon text. (An edition of
the Vernon, Simeon, and Trinity texts follows this chapter.)

“Hos seib be sobe he schal be schent™ had proverbial status in late medieval England, and
became “the central aphorism of the literature of truth-telling and articulate citizenship in late
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medieval English." With the range of potential denotations of “schente,” from loss of worldly
position to injury, it provides a vivid means of presenting problems issuing from the paucity of
adequate counsel caused by a combination of hostility towards admonition and selfish desires to
maintain social prestige. The theme of the injured soothsayer was elaborated in different
discursive genres, as Andrew Wawn has so thoroughly shown.” The lyric genre provided an
opportunity for quite different strategies of presentation, given the central role of a dominant
speaker cast, in a more or less embodied form, as an authority addressing an audience. The
speaker in a lyric can convey, either through outright acknowledgement or through his own mode
of speech, the psychological and linguistic restraints experienced when one attempts to admonish
a public audience of the fact that “Who says the sooth he shall be schente.” Of all Middle English
lyrics, the Vernon refrain poem “Hos sei pe sope he schal be schent” presents the most
embodied speaker and dramatizes most holistically the social predicament impinging on any
speaker attempting to give advice.

In earlier Middle English lyrics, complaints about the lack of truth-tellers, when present,
tie in with general, and shorter, moral laments which comprise subsidiary preaching material. The
greater portion of lyrics which address the problem at length post-date the Vernon manuscript,
and many of them are written in the same “pseudo-ballade” stanza form.* The lyric closest in
style, and likely in date, to “Hos seip pe sope he schal be schent” is one of the two additional
refrain lyrics appended to the Vernon group in the Simeon manuscript ((MEV 4135). It
modulates the proverb in a way that effectively belittles the problem as a social concem: the threat
of being ‘shente’ now refers to the pains of eternal damnation, so the poem’s refrain changes from

an observation to an exhortation: “But [unless] he sey soth he schal be schent.™ The rhetorical
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aim of this poem is to direct the audience’s attention to the more important issue of salvation,
and thereby enable people to see all forms of worldly discomfort as relatively minor, and in that
way urge them to speak out and be more receptive to advice. The fearless and earnest speaker,
uncontaminated by the threats of the world, becomes a model. Some poems, however, like the
Vemon poem, give more credit to the predicament as a social problem, and attempt to induce
change with recourse to more secular kinds of persuasion, often those relating to political or
national amelioration. Some involve an acknowledgement by the speaker of the dangers he faces
in telling the truth, and thereby make dramatic use of the fiction of an embodied speaker to a
limited degree. For example, in a macaronic poem known as “On the Times” (IMEV 31 13) likely
written in the autumn of 1380, the speaker gestures slightly to the dangers he faces in giving
advice, in the opening lir_les, “Syng y wolde, butt, alas! / decendunt prospera grata” (1-2), and
more explicitly later on, “Whoo sayth the trewthe is y schent / regmum violentia vastar® (31-2).'°
A later poem with the title “De Veritate & Consciencia” (IMEV 3120) and a refrain modulating
some formulations of “Where Trowth and Conscyens ys be come” begins:*!

Summe manere mater wolde I fayne meve

And I wyst thes gentyllys all to paye

But for drede of high repreue

[ wote not weele what I may saye  (1-4)
Similarly, a poem from Digby 102, dated at about 1401 and once given the title “Treuthe, Reste,
and Pes” (IMEV 817) begins:"

For drede ofte my lippes y steke,

For false reportours, that trouhte mys-famed.
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3ut Charitee chargeth me to speke.

Pous troupe be dred, he nys not ashamed. (1-4)

In all three poems, the speakers continue on eamestly despite their acknowledgement of
impending harm, and without any attempt to cloak their advice.

In “Hos seip pe sope he schal be schent,” however, the speaker is embodied in a specific
social setting, addressing an audience which, like the rest of the world, threatens to harm anyone
who dares to give advice. His speech, abounding in rhetorical figures, demonstrates the kind of
mystification of meaning in which sycophants engage when trying to give advice, in order to
protect themselves. As in the didactic confessional satires from Harley 2253, the speaker then
becomes the most persuasive demonstration of the problem. Or so it would seem. In fact, what
further distinguishes this poem is the speaker’s explicit identification of the situational irony he is
involved in, and of the rhetorical figures he is using. Although the speaker does sometimes
forthrightly exhort, he often resorts to rhetorical techniques: he enacts different forms of
duplicitous speech, and points to them as specimens to support his “lesson” (95). The
incorporation of this technique, however, complicates the nature of the lesson, and of the ethos of
the speaker, whom we may refer to as an oratorical teacher. The specimens are presented as the
unfortunate consequence of hostility to soothsayers in society, and thereby support a lesson in
morality. From another perspective, however, the specimens, and the way the teacher consciously
marshals them, are presented as examples of how to use rhetoric to admonish effectively, and they
thereby constitute a lesson in rhetoric. So long as a divide can be maintained between the
teacher’s stable, authoritative voice and the artful voices of his specimens, this dual perspective is
relatively straightforward. As so often in such multi-vocal texts, however, that partition is porous.
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When the teacher turns to identify his whole performance as a specimen, as he does most
remarkably in his final words, his selfless objectivity is brought up for question, the lesson is recast
on another level, and the tension of perspectives is raised to a new height.

The most clear-cut specimens of speaking occur in the first and penultimate stanzas. The
address opens in the voice of a sycophant who blatantly misleads by advising people to “plese”
this “wikked world” (5). The teacher then enters at the beginning of the second stanza, pointing to
what has gone before with an indicative “bus” (13). This is the first of the teacher’s many uses of
indicative pronouns and adverbs to situate what he is saying at a given moment in reference to
other parts of his discourse, which are pointed to as examples, causes, or effects of specific styles
of speech. “bus” (13) identifies the proverbial statement of the refrain as the reason for the
widespread use of verbal deceit, but it also tends to identify the preceding speech as an example of
how “pe sope [is] kept in close.” Stanza two then proceeds to describe the duplicity of
sycophants and the social pressures that define modes of speech.

Specimens in the penultimate stanza are identified more explicitly from within the stanza,
and from the preceding stanza as well. “[b]is gyle” (71) refers to the verbal duplicity indicated
throughout the poem, but it also points forward to the next two stanzas, which provide illustrative
specimens. Stanza seven contains two specimens, and identifies them as “saumples™: “Such
saumples we han and oper two™ (80). First the teacher impersonates the voice of a profligate
blithely declaring his carpe diiem attitude, until being suddenly shocked into a moment of
awareness as he remembers the impending final judgement: “I drede hit drawep to domes-day”
(79). The second specimen occupies the final four lines of the stanza. The teacher impersonates a
soothsayer who, on the verge of locating the root of society’s malaise in children’s upbringing,
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breaks off, as if suddenly realizing the danger he faces in criticizing— “But hos seip sop, he schal
be schent” (84).

Even without the recasting of voices ushered in at the poem’s end, the status of the two
“saumples” in stanza seven is vexed. Unlike the unequivocal profligate dramatized in the opening
of the poem, these dramatic monologues enact psychological shifts. The first begins as a
profligate urging dissolute behaviour, but his sudden shift to self-awareness reverses his initial
endorsement of immorality. The second begins as a candid soothsayer, but his sudden shift to
restraint compromises his character by revealing traits of a sycophant. The two cannot both be
examples of a compromised soothsayer or of a regretful profligate; yet the fact that they are
categorized together as “saumples” indicates that in some respect they are equal. Their parity, it
seems, can reside only at one remove from the teacher’s impersonation: they are both examples of
a soothsayer who resorts to rhetorical, dramatic means to teach his “lesson,” impersonations of a
soothsayer using impersonation. The “gyle” being pointed to in stanza six and exemplified in
stanza seven, then, is not, or at least not only, the guile used selfishly by people intending to
mislead, but the artful, rhetorical techniques resorted to by soothsayers. The moral status ascribed
to those techniques, however, is still difficult to peg. Perhaps most strongly, the teacher suggests
that soothsayers resort to rhetoric only out of a selfish desire to protect themselves. But he may
also be suggesting that soothsayers incorporate artful techniques out of a selfless desire to guide
people in leading a good life, and that their efforts are endorsed by the Horatian advice miscere
utile dulci (to combine the useful with the pleasant). The ambivalent designation of the
“saumples” is compounded in the teacher’s final self-reflection.

The second of the two “saumples™ promised in stanza seven occurs at the end, when the
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speaker points to himself: “Pis lesson lernep alle at me” (95). Exactly what this “lesson” is,
however, is unclear, and its opacity is complicated by the fact that “Pis” may be understood as
pointing back to the previous part of the stanza or forward to the refrain.

Considered in reference to the first part of the stanza, the teacher’s self-reflection is either
ironic or breaks down the stability of his teaching “character” which, by positing a firm point of
reference up against which irony can be measured, enables irony. The teacher would seem to be
forwarding himself as an example of the lack of self-awareness and trustworthiness in society, by
implying that he cannot see his “oune defaute” (90) and that no one can “trust” him (91). From
one perspective, this self-inculpation is ironic, because the very act of identifying himseif implies
self-awareness: the teacher thereby exposes his previous statement as a fallacy of false
generalization, and lends a positive tone to the end. On the other hand, the self-inculpation
registers an admission of defeat, a moment of psychological awareness similar to that in “I drede
hit draweb to domes day” (79). From this second perspective, the teacher’s incorporation of
rhetorical tactics that lend spice to his “lesson™-such as, for example, using impersonation— is
presented as evidence of his “defaute”: he suggests that his speech is sycophantic. In this
suggestion he aligns his performance with the “saumples” in the previous stanza, and the
ambivalent status accorded to the soothsayers in those saumples is accorded to him. The question
is raised: does this teacher incorporate artful techniques out of a desire to help, or merely to
protect himself? The answer depends, to some degree, on whether or not one finds a decisive
divide between the teacher’s “real self” and his “dramatic persona.” Should that divide be found,
the poem would stand as a lesson in rhetoric as well as a lesson in morality; should, however, one

find that the teacher’s real “self” collapses into his dramatic persona, the poem would present a
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moral lesson along with a negative view of rhetoric. Even in the latter condition, however,
rhetoric must be at least somewhat condoned, if paradoxically so, given the effectiveness of the
moral lesson it enables.

The final ambivalence is intensified and complicated by the fact that “bis lesson” may also
point forward to the refrain. In this configuration, the uncertain status of the “lesson” is,
moreover. compounded by a textual ambiguity: there is a possibility that the initial “Ho” in this
last recurrence of the refrain is a conscious modulation of the “Hos” used hitherto. “Ho” may be
only an orthographical variation of “Hos,” which signifies throughout as the indefinite pronoun
“whoever.” But it may also be a different pronoun: the nominative relative “who,” referring back
to the antecedent “me.” The historical record summons caution in reading this “Ho” as a relative
pronoun. “Ho” was used throughout the Middle English period as an indefinite relative and an
interrogative pronoun, though its use as a nominative relative is first certainly attested only
in1426."* Up until then, and continuing on after, “pat” and “which™ were used as nominative
relatives. Some questionable instances of relative “ho” do occur before 1426, however, which
makes it at least possible that this “Ho™ would have been so recognized in the 1380s.'* The
convoluted syntax resulting when “Ho” is read as a relative in this context does lessen the
possibility that a change in pronoun is intended. “Ho™ governed by the antecedent “me” should
take the first person verb, which is commonly in these lyrics the form “sei.” In light of the strong
contextual and thematic argument for a relative “ho,” however, this syntactic difficulty does not
eliminate the possibility that the speaker’s self-reference is intended in this final moment.
Moreover, only a slight phonological variation, a -#4 sound, distinguishes third person “seip” and
first person “sei,” and that distinction is even further minimized given that the -th ending in “seip™
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glides into the next word “pe.” The possibility that “Ho” is an intended alteration from the
previous “Hos” is also increased in light of previous modulations of the refrain: the syntax of the
proverb modulates to form a larger discursive unit with the previous line at 36, 60, and 84, and in
the first two of these instances (36 and 60) that modulation involves a change in the pronoun. The
speaker’s pointing throughout, moreover, further augments the possibility that this final “Ho” was
intended to signify as a relative pronoun.

Whether “Ho” signifies indefinite “whoever” or relative “who,” the “lesson,” insofar as it
is defined by the teacher’s relation to the statement of the refrain, plays off of his situational irony.
With the pronoun denoting “whoever,” the teacher points out that the style and content of his
lesson is conditioned by the mendacity of society tersely summarized in the traditional proverb. At
the same time, he gestures to the situation that will easue in a time following his address, when he
will be “schente” for wha-t he has just said. That future situation referred to, however, may be
either of two completely opposite, but equally plausible, consequences: it may refer to his being
“schent” at the hands of his hostile audience and thereby align him with the “pore prechour” (57),
or it may refer to his imminent damnation and thereby align him with the speakers who
incorporate “feble fables” and “brewe” “bargeyn” (68-9). These two possible allusions qualify the
address in completely opposite terms: one as candid admonition which will provoke punishment
on earth; another as duplicitious speech which will be punished after death. Again, the two
possible ways of viewing the address are held in suspension.

The same ambivalences operate when “Ho” is read as a relative pronoun, but then the
teacher identifies himself more explicitly, as the penuitimate line extends through enjambment to
qualify the teacher as the one “Ho seip pe sope.” What he means in claiming to tell the “sope,”
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however, remains inconclusive. He may be referring to his forthright declamation in the first part
of the stanza, and declaring that he is there, like the “poor prechour” (57), speaking the “sope”
candidly. The final half-line would then manifest a switch from the teacher’s voice to the voice of
his audience, pointing to him and condemning him with “[H]e schal be schent!” The address
would thereby end, not inappropriately, with the teacher presenting one final, and surprisingly
ironic, impersonation. Alternatively, the teacher may be referring to his address as a whole, and
pointing out that aithough he is using rhetorical techniques, his performance dramatically
represents the “sope” of the problem. In that regard he paradoxically acknowledges the fact that
his mode of speech proves his claim that everyone has fauits and that no one can be trusted.
Behind that acknowledgement, however, must lie at least the suggestion that rhetoric and drama
can be used to provide effective advice.

The array of possible endings to this poem exhibits most intensely its fluid, open status,
owing partly to textual ambiguities that are difficult to reduce given our distance from the living
language, and partly to the fact that the pitch of the address would vary from performance to
performance, depending on any given reader’s intonation. There are, no doubt, more and
different ways of understanding the end, and the poem as a whole, than those suggested here.
Still, there appears to be no way of eradicating the paradoxes and ironies. Altogether, with its
various attitudes, the speech presents an ambivalent view of the teacher’s ethos and of the status
of rhetoric. From one perspective, in pointing to his performance as a lesson the teacher avers that
he is compromising himself by using verbal dalliance instead of candidness, and so dispels rhetoric
from having any useful purpose. On the other hand, he presents himself as one who is in control
of his speech, and who is making claims that rhetoric can serve constructive purposes. The
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poem’s fluidity makes it difficult to say for certain what it “means,” as desirable as that may be for
many reasons, not least of which to situate it as a catalyst for either intensifying or countering
remonstrances against textual “glossing™ that were becoming increasingly associated with
Lollardy during the 1380s.'* Nonetheless, in its ambivalence it represents the tensions of its
socio-linguistic moment, and, moreover, enacts the ancient and ongoing debate over whether
rhetoric can play a positive role in public discourse.

The teacher’s technique of impersonation and pointing sheds new light on the genesis of
the two stanzas that appear in Vernon and are absent from Trinity. Certain stylistic traits already
increase the likelihood that Vernon’s stanzas three and four are integral to the original text of the
poem. Stanza three concludes with a syntactical modulation of the refrain similar to that at lines
36, 60, 84, and perhaps also 96. As well, the idiom of beginning a sentence with “Let” of “For
let,” used twice in the two stanzas (lines 27, 38), is used elsewhere (19, 49). More fundamentally,
however, the authenticity of stanzas three and four is supported by the fact that their speaker’s
manner of speech and self-consciousness about it enact the situational irony evident in the rest of
the poem.

In the metaphoric language of stanzas three and four, which has been remarked on by John
Burrow and O.S. Pickering but is more compiex than has been hitherto recognized, the speaker
ironicaily uses the “painted words” that he elsewhere disparages (16, 65).' He develops a poetic
conceit of moral decay as physical sickness, through the complimentary metaphors of false and
deceitful words as nocuous food which causes sickness, and a moral guide as a physician who is
needed to restore health. Lines 25-26 present an explicit metaphor of moral corruption as internal
bleeding. Thainjmyisidenﬁﬁedln«onasbdngthermhofthesdﬁprmeaing“counsdlof’
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who “fedes™ his lords lies and flattery (“flaterynge” (30), “lesynges™ (32) and “blaundise™(34)).
This sycophantic activity is also presented as resulting in a particular kind of injury: making the
lord “blent” (34). “[B]lent” signifies most readily here as “to impair or destroy (someone’s insight,
discernment., moral sense or natural feeling), mislead” (MED s.v. biénden v.(1) 2. (a)). The
corporal metaphor, however, educes the physical sense, “to deprive of vision, make blind” (MED
s.v. biénden v.(1) 1. (a)).

The next stanza goes on to develop the corporal conceit by spelling out how moral
exortation can reform a person through a metaphor of the soothsayer as a “leche” nursing a
“wounde” (38). The function of this metaphor as a figurative description of the process of moral
healing effected through admonitory discourse is strengthened and specified with reference to
what is “lippe i bounde” (45). Assuming “lippe” to be a scribal error, Carleton Brown emended it
to “lip,” the third person singular of the verb “lie” (MED s.v. fien v.(1) 1a. (a))."” “[L]ip” does
lend a smoother syntactical structure, and does anticipate the description of the soothsayer’s
impeachment in the next stanza; but considering the corporal conceit, other references to the
mouth in the text (“[h]erte & moub™ (9), “tonge” (11), “tonges” (69)), the poem’s concern with
soothsaying, and the fact that the word “lippe” is in the Simeon manuscript too, “lippe” was likely
intended. It is a figurative way of saying that the advice that could heal people of their moral
malaise is now fettered, either through silence or through duplicitous speech, because of the
dangers facing those who utter it and the cowardice of those who should be uttering it despite
those dangers.

This play with “lippe,” in light of his registration of fear in line 37 (“And al is wrong, pat

dar I preue”) brings the teacher’s manner of speech in these two stanzas up for question: does the
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advice he gives here through figurative language qualify as being “lippe i bounde™? If so, does
this binding inculpate him for using the “peynted wordes™ he criticizes elsewhere? The irony of
the speaker’s style accords with the tensions created elsewhere in the address through the
techniques of impersonation and pointing, which makes it highly likely that stanzas three and four
come from the same poet’s hand.

The ambiguities in the text would inevitably have spilled over to create a2 more or less
conflicted moment of individual and social consciousness in the present audience. The
performance of “Hos seip pe sope he schal be schent” would have the capacity to transform it
from a dramatic monologue into a dramatic oratorical address in which the whole communicative
scenario would take on a quasi-fictional aura. In reciting the poem, the reader would be
performing, and the “real” social occasion of delivery would be turned into a drama in a way that
incorporated the audience into a quasi-dramatic role. The speaker would play the role of the
dramatic teacher (lending the ply between the teacher’s “real” and “fictional” personae yet another
dimension), and the present audience would be cast into the role of the audience implied by the
speaking character, that is, an audience pressuring the teacher into either cloaking his admonition
or concealing it altogether. Insofar as the teacher would identify himself as one who will be
schent for telling the “sobe,” he would imply that he is bound to suffer by the very audience he is
addressing. In subtly casting the audience as persecutors, the performance likely would have
created a sombre moment of social and individual consciousness. That sombreness, however,
would have had a more or less sharp ironic edge, depending on how it was performed. A
forthright charge of the audience’s villainy might well have issued in an ironic tone, as might a

performance that educed that potential comedy of the impersonations: the address could then
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have issued in the reverse effect of interpellating those present as individuals who are above the
corruption of those whom it criticizes, and who most certainly will not “schend” the teacher for
telling the “sope.” But even then the tone of the moment likely would have been conflicted, given
the niggling suggestion that the reason why the audience will not schent the teacher is because he
has resorted to guile. In all the various ways in which the audience’s response may have been
defined, the experience of the drama itself would have had a fundamental heuristic and
admonitory effect. Those present would be incited to reflect on their role as the audience implied
by the address, and their awareness of how they were being cast would have effected an
experiential “lesson.”

To add to the many uncertainties raised by the poem is the issue of the Vernon text’s
relation to the Trinity text. It seems reasonable to entertain the possibility that readers and scribes
intervening between the poem’s authorial text and the Trinity version either failed to tease out its
voices and consequent ironies, or censored its rhetorical technique. Many variations in Trinity
appear to stem from efforts to present a mono-vocal text, and they almost always result in a more
incomprehensible text. Before turning to investigate specific variants, however, a few words are
in order regarding the “Vernon interpolator” that has been hypothesized by a number of scholars.

Although signs of a Vernon scribe or compiler who took liberties in tinkering with his
texts have been proposed by several scholars,™* others have found evidence to the contrary. Nita
Scudder Baugh, for example, in her study of the affiliation of the VS text of The Debate of the
Body and Soul with the text of London, British Museum, MS. Additional 37,787 writes:

It has often been thought that Vernon’s scribe was an editor and made changes in the text.

[She cites Carleton Brown’s remarks, as cited above, in endnote 2.] The existence of
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Additional proves that at least in the text of the Body and Soul the changes must have

been made in a parent MS. from which all three descend directly or ultimately.'®
Moreover, even where an interpolator is posited, his poetic and rhetorical skill do not always
seem to be of a high order. For example, writing on Vernon’s 374-line expansion of “The
Foundation of the Feast of the Conception” in The South English Legendary, Manfred Gorlach
remarks:

The [Vernon] compiler made use of an unidentified text which he wove together with the

“E” Short Life...The compilation is clumsily done, with differences of metre and style not

sufficiently smoothed out and no connecting links between the heterogeneous episodes

supplied.®
Although Vernon stanzas three and four of “Hos seip be sope he schal be schent” may not have
connecting links to ther;stofthepoem, they do conform to the metre and style of the rest, and
also, more remarkably, sustain the same kind of rhetorical self-consciousness evident throughout.
Given the clear evidence that some texts have not been manipulated by a “Vernon interpolator,”
and that in those places where such an interpolator has been hypothesized he shows signs of being
unskilled in blending his added material with what is given, it is reasonable to hypothesize that the
two stanzas present in VS and missing from T are the work of the same poet who wrote the rest
of the poem.

The textual evidence of the poem supports that hypothesis. In the first stanza, for
example, the first person pronoun is missing in line 3 of the Trinity text, which effectively shifts
the discourse from a dramatic impersonation to a description of the problem, spoken by a third-
person, authoritative voice. Lines 47-53 in Trinity maintain some element of the dramatized
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profligate who experiences a sudden awakening as in its Vernon parallel (V 73-79), though the
full impact of the speaker’s motives for speaking is decreased by changing the initial “Sipen” (V
73) to “There for” (T 47). The second of Vernon’s dramatic “saumples” in that stanza, however,
is reduced to pure statement in Trinity. Vernon’s “so”( 83) may denote “in the following manner”
(MED s.v. $5 adv. 2a. (a)), “to such an extent” (MED s.v. s5 adv. 8. (a)), or “so very,
exceedingly” (MED s.v. 5 adv. 9a.): its function is uncertain in Vernon because of the break in
thought effected with the retracting “But” of the next line. In Trinity, however, the function of
this “s0™ (56) is unequivocally MMED meaning 2a.(a): it points forward to the refrain as a text that
children are “tawght,” a text which is paradigmatic of teachings that encourage sycophantic
behaviour. Although this is itself a clever modulation of the refrain’s function, it destroys the
original dramatic monologue and obscures the logical argument that unfolds in reference to such
dramatic techniques. The precise pointing separating the two “saumples” in stanza seven is also
lost as Trinity replaces the word “saumples” (V 80) with “warnyngys” (T 54), and the explicit
enumeration and direction “and oper two” (V 80) to the indefinite “one or twoo” (T 54). The
word “saumples” exudes a suggestiveness that is key to the poem’s rhetorical self-consciousness:
it identifies parts of the address not according to their apparent function-as “wamnyngs”-but to
their technique of demonstration. As we have seen, that identification raises uncertainty as to what
the “saumples” are demonstrating, and consequently as to what the “lesson” finally is.

In addition to the erosion of the poem’s logical structural complexity effected by Trinity’s
change of “saumples” to “warnyngs,” another form of lexical replacement in Trinity results in
loosening the semantic texture and structure of the poem. The best example of this is Trinity’s

substitution of “norissched” (V 83) with “tawght” (T 56). “Norissched” denotes most precisely
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here “to bring up (a young person), foster, raise” (MED s.v. porishen v. 5a.(a)). The word,
however, exudes two different resonances in this context. It alludes to “noriture,” a component
of the education programme provided for children in royal or noble households. “Noriture”
denoted instruction which led to the attainment of social graces, and it also included athletic,
musical and perhaps literary pursuits. The other educational component was known as “lettrure,”
which involved training in reading, writing, languages, and history.> Specified with reference to
an educational programme, this critique of children’s upbringing stands as an analogy for that of
the lord’s “sacratarie” (29), as an anti-court complaint: the teacher avers that now children are
being flattered and deceived instead of instructed, and are also learning to use their skill in courtly
etiquette to manipulate and exploit.” The charge is further inflected as an anti-court critique by
the fact that it draws upon, and effectively magnifies, the governing conceit of Vernon’s stanzas
three and four. The most literal meaning of “[n]orissched,” “supplied with food or drink, feed”
(MED s.v. norishen v. 1. (a)) also resounds, and suggestively equates the teaching that children
receive with the nocuous “flaterynge” (30), “lesynges” (32), and “blaundise” (34) of the lord’s
“sacratarie” (29), all of which cause moral disease. As well, although the final two stanzas of
Trinity are in the same order as those in Vernon, the sequence lacks cohesion because the pointing
performed by “oper two™ (V 80), which in Vernon prepares the audience for one, final “saumple”

is lost with the indefinite “one or twoo™ (T 54).
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22. H. Rosamond Parsons notes that courtesy poems were often forthright in advising how
manners, ‘nurture,’ could be used for social advancement (“Anglo-Norman Books of Courtesy
and Nurture,” PMLA 44 [1929] p. 393). See, for example, this section from the Anglo-Norman
courtesy poem, Edward, from Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS. Bodley 425, edited by Parsons, pp.
420-28:

Quant home te fete doun ou present,

Ne obbliez pas, jeo to defent,

Einz lui merciez doucement;

De lur averez plus souvent. (1l 295-8)
“When someone gives you a present, do not forget to thank him prettily, and you will have things
from him more often” (trans. Parsons, p. 393).



Hos setb pe sope he schal be schent

Texts and Present Edition: Apart from the Vernon and Simeon manuscripts, “Hos seip pe sope
he schal be schent™ exists in Cambridge, Trinity College, MS. 0.9.38, a friar’s commonplace book
dating from the middle of the fifteenth century. The Trinity redaction omits stanzas I1I and IV,
sets the others in the following order—I, I1, VI, V, VII, VIII-, and includes many variants. An
edition of the Trinity College text can be found in A.G. Rigg’s D.Phil. dissertation, “An Edition
Of A Fifteenth-Century Commonplace Book (Trinity College, Cambridge, MS 0.9.38),” (Oxford,
1965), 1: 35-7, 2: 255-9.

The present is a diplomatic transcription of all versions: the Vernon and Simeon versions
in parallel, with the Trinity version following thereafter. I have transcribed from the Vernon
facsimile of the manuscript, and from the Simeon and Trinity manuscripts. Rigg’s edition of the
Trinity text includes modern punctuation and some emendations; the current edition is therefore
the first diplomatic transcription of that text. I have indicated all expansions of scribal contractions
with italic letters, and have retained all punctuation. The Trinity scribe includes flourishes on
certain letters positioned at the end of words. I follow A.G. Rigg’s policy of ignoring all such
flourishes except for the very marked curl sometimes found on a final “r”: these are silently

expanded as a final “e.”

Stemmatic analysis of the texts: As [ argue in the rhetorical analysis of the poem, VS is superior
to T in almost all cases where a T variant exists. The one case where T is probably more authorial,
however, is line 19 in T, which corresponds to line 21 in VS: the final word in T, “seynte,”
corresponds with the rhyme scheme, whereas VS’s “Innocent” fails to. I propose the following



following stemmatic diagrams to indicate the possible transmission history of the texts:

o 8 UQ
\A OR.
% V T
V T <

S

Notes on syntax in V: The Vernon text contains many grammatical errors or ambiguities, some
of which impair the logic of sentences. Some examples follow.

Stanza six contains the greatest concentration of grammatical difficulties in the poem. “To
reuen pat is hem ful duwe” (64) is awkward. “[DJuwe” denotes “payable, owed” (MED s.v. di(e
adj. 2. (e)). “[R]euen” denotes “to rob, plunder” (MED s.v. réven v. 1(a)). If “pat” signifies as
“what,” as it customarily does and as the syntax suggests, the clause reads “to rob what is fully
owed to them.” “[R]euen” may be a scribal error for “reuen” meaning “to regret” (MED s.v.
reuen v.(1). 1. (a)), thus giving “to regret as it is fully incumbent upon them to do.” (The
infinitive of rewen appears slightly later, at line 68.) The problem may also be faulty pronoun
reference, especially given that other muddles in this stanza involve similar errors. Grammatically,
“hem” (64) can be plural reflexive (“themselves™), or dative or accusative plural (“to them,” “for

them”). Given that the only possible antecedent here is “[m]en,” “hem” can signify as the
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reflexive “themselves™; though that issues in an illogical statement. The poet may have intended
the pronoun to be understood as the dative “to them,” meaning “to others,” though the sentence
lacks an antecedent that would enable that reading. The only way this clause works is by putting
a caesura after “reuen”: then “bat” may refer back to the infinitive verb as the subject, and “duwe”
may denote “proper, just, morally right” (MED s.v. dii(e adj. 1.). The line would then translate:
“To rob: that is, according to them, completely proper.”

Lines 67-8 present a similar case: “Whon Gabriel schal blowe his hom / His feble fables
schul hym rewe.” “His” (68) may be a genitive masculine or a genitive neuter personal pronoun.
As a genitive masculine, it can only refer back to Gabriel, implying that it is Gabriel, blowing his
trumpet to announce God’s final judgement, who feels regret over his “feble fables.” The sense is
equally as nonsensical when “his” is taken as a neuter genitive: then it refers back to the “horn,”
implying that Gabriel will regret the feeble sound of his instrument. To make good sense, “His”
(68) should refer to a sycophantic preacher who resorts to pandering diversions and consequently
faces eternal damnation; but that antecedent is not operating grammatically here.

In the final stanza,