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ABSTRACT

This dissertation attempts to acquaint the reader with a brand
of medieval apocalyptic thought characterized by denunciation of
clerical abuse and fervent expectation of church reform and spiritual
renewal. This type of apocalyptic thought, referred to here as

reformist apocalypticism, seems to have exerted an ideological and
stylistic influence on Langland's Piers Plowman. Although it is
impossible with the current state of our knowledge of the dissemination
of reformist prophecy in England to pinpoint precise sources of
influence, certain patterns of thought, expression and imagery typical
of such prophecy can be found in a number of passages in the poem.
Furthermore, many of the less conspicuously prophetic i1ssues which
preoccupied Langland, such as clerical poverty, antimendicantism and the
appropriate place of learning in clerical life, were also central
concerns in apocalyptic reformist thought. The fact that Langland makes
these issues the focus of explicit prophetic expectation in certain
passages of the poem suggests that he was drawing upon precisely this
tradition.

Medieval reformist prophecy reached England in the form of
either visionary or exegetically-inspired prophecy, a division which
reflects the influence of the two major fiqures behind Northern European
apocalyptic thought, Hildegard of Bingen and Joachim of Fiore. The

present study aims to make readers of Piers Plowman aware of the various
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apocalyptic traditions available to a fourteenth-century writer Tlike

Langland, especially the Hildegardean visionary "school" (discussed in
the first and second chapters) and the exegetically-based pseudo-
Joachite tradition (discussed in the third chapter). In connection with
the pseudo-Joachite tradition, Chapter III also explores the
antimendicant eschatology which arose in reaction to it. Finally, many
of the puzzling stylistic features of Piers Plowman which have been
labelled as "non-medieval” (and worse) by exasperated critics can be
seen to have parallels in both the early apocalypses and the later
apocalyptic visionary writings, a problem which is explored at various
points throughout the thesis.

This study suggests that we must go beyond the Middle English
tradition to the Latin prophetic literature of the period in order to

understand some of the stylistic and ideological features of Piers

Plownan. The thesis attempts to set the poem in the context of a

hitherto unnoticed reformist tradition, which I believe refiects the
kind of radical but socially and religiously orthodox thought actually
represented in Langland's poetry. Reformist apocalypticism could be a
powerful polemical tool in the hands of a committed orthodox writer:
that Langland was such a writer and that an understanding of this

ideologically daring material can enhance our appreciation of Piers

Plowman i1s the suggestion of this dissertation.



INTRODUCTION

The Prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel dined with me, and I asked them

how they dared so roundly to assert. that God spake to them; and
whether they did not think at the time, that they would be

misunderstood, & so be the cause of imposition.
Isatah answer'd. I saw no God, nor heard any, in a finite

organical perception; but my senses discover'd the infinite in
every thing, and as I was then perswaded, & remain confirm'd:
that the voice of honest indignation is the voice of God, I
cared not for the consequences but wrote.l

William Blake's perceptive characterization of the prophetic
impetus as the "voice of honest indignation" is perhaps the most apt
definition ever arrived at for this peculiar form of religious
inspiration. All the medieval prophets and visionaries considered in
this study were persuaded that the voice of their own honest indignation
was the voice of God and that Divine indignation would soon spill over
into apocalyptic wrath if this voice continued to be i1gnored. A
comparison between such writers and Langland is not, I believe,
invalidated by the fact that Langland was less overt and perhaps a
11ttle more uncertain about his prophetic vocation than they were. That
all such prophets were plagued by self-doubt at some point is obvious
(1t is not by chance that even William Blake, the most bold-spirited
prophetic writer in the canon of English literature, placed himself as
the questioner in the above exchange: "and I asked them how they dared
so roundly to assert. that God spake to them . . ."). Langland portrays
instances in which his right to speak out must be affirmed (XII,

23-38)2 and 1n which the worth of his poetic activity is challenged



(B. XII, 16-29), but the fact that Piers Plowman is as it stands today

suggests that such indignation usually prevails and that (what is felt
to be) the truth will out in the end. Although Langland is more a poet
than a self-proclaimed visionary or prophet like the other writers
discussed here, there is a voice of indignation in certain passages of
Piers Plowman that cannot easily be explained in other terms. What
follows, therefore, is an attempt to study the influence of medieval
reformist apocalypticism on this prophetic voice in Piers Plowman, in
the hope that the self-proclaimed prophets and visionaries of the later
Middle Ages can illuminate for us some aspects of this less self-
proclaimed but equally indignant seer of visions.

We are fortunate to have to compare with Piers Plowman the
explicitly prophetic visions and prophecies of a group of medieval
writers who, like Langland, spoke out against injustice and abuse, and
envisioned reform. Such writers most often focused their indignation
upon the clergy: as the spiritual leaven of all men, a faltering clergy
imperilled the entire community; thus the concentration of these
prophetic writers on clerical chastisement and reform can be understood
as a more central concern than at first it might seem. The present
thesis aims to look at Piers Plowman, then, from the standpoint of the
influence of reformist apocalypticism upon 1t, with particular reference
to the prophecy of clerical chastisement and renewal so central to this
type of writing.

0f the types of prophetic and apocalyptic literature available

to Langland, the Latin religious prophecy of reform and renewal seems to



me to answer the greatest number of questions which the prophetic

elements 1n Piers Plowman raise for us (although I would hasten to add
that 1t does not answer them all). Langland shows 1ittle interest that
I am aware of in either the political or the astronomical prophecy of
h1s day and the popular eschatological Antichrist lore is of little
assistance i1n understanding either his treatment of Antichrist or his
apocalypticism. Langland makes use of biblical prophecy but must go

beyond 1t in order to deal specifically with the issues that concern him
most, notably, clerical reform and the renewal of the vita apostolica,
first of all in the clergy but also in all men according to their
spiritual capacities. The type of prophetic writing which could best
meet this need is the European tradition of what one might call
pre-eschatological apocalypticism, because writers in this tradition
project a number of apocalyptic events (often even the coming of

Antichrist) forward into a period long before the End of the World.
This type of apocalypticism usually stems from either exegetical (as in
the case of Joachim of Fiore) or visionary (as in Hildegard of Bingen)
sources, and I believe that it is to this type of apocalypticism that
Langland turned in his sense of current clerical crisis.

"Reformist" (or "renewalist") apocalypticism 1S my own
terminology to denote that part of this "school” of pre-eschatological
apocalypticism which is concerned primarily with clerical reform and
spiritual renewal. From one perspective this includes virtually every
writer that scholars have sought to associate with this type of

apocalyptic writing. Almost all these writers are renewalist in the



sénse that they believe in a coming age of spiritual growth during which
a (usually recently chastened) clergy will shine forth as examples for
all. In another sense the term "reformist apocalypticism" denotes an
emphasis on reform which is slightly different from the progressivist
views of a writer like Joachim of Fiore, who envisioned the new age not
SO much as a return to pristine glories (i.e. a reform), but rather as
the spiritual zenith of all history (i.e. progress). Although it is
important to bear this distinction in mind, I think that the term
‘reformist" or "renewalist" apocalypticism is as good a compromise as
any, because even the apocalyptic reformists who speak most avidly of a

return to first principles will also often speak as if the future

reformed clergy will represent the pinnacle of spiritual achievement for
all time, as we shall see. Let us turn now to a more detailed look at
this type of apocalypticism before proceeding with the question of its

influence on Piers Plowman.

The New Apocalyptic Theory of the Later Middle Ages

"The world is passing away, the world is losing 1ts grip, the
world 1s short of breath. Do not fear, thy youth shall be renewed as an
eagle.“3 St. Augustine's juxtaposition of decay and renewal epito-
mizes the conflict in the minds of Christian preachers and reformers of
all ages: how can one reform a world that one must despise and hope,
soon, to be freed from? Does the hope for reform clash with a divine

plan for the eventual destruction of this imperfect creation? How

should one 1nterpret the dark and mysterious references to the End Time



1n the Bible? Can contemporary prophets and visionaries legitimately

add to one's knowledge of biblical eschatology? And finally, perhaps
most i1mportantly, is it within the power of mankind to sustain renewal

once 1t has been achieved?

There 1s a cynical streak in the Judeo-Christian tradition about
such things and for over a millennium the view that Christians could not
hope for much in this aging and torn world held sway. During the
twelfth century, however, this began to change. There developed an
alternative to, though not a widely-accepted replacement for, the old
eschatology, the old pessimistic view of a world worsening toward the
appearance of Antichrist. The alternative eschatology was really more

than an eschatology, 1t was a full-blown apocalyptic theor:y.4 Fueled

by urgent desire for church reform and a desperate need to know the fate
of the Christian Church in the divine plan, apocalyptic zealots ran-
sacked every available source for clues that would help them fill in the
part of salvation history which the old eschatology had left blank, that
1s, the gap between their own time and the coming of Antichrist.

The new apocalyptic theory, even in all its bewildering variety,
1s thus consistently characterized by an attempt to bring eschatology
forward into the present day by prophesying a complex pattern of events
which will occur before--often long before--the Coming of Antichrist.>
Perhaps the most obvious characteristic of a "new" apocalyptic thinker
is his/her tendency to create these patterns or systems, which histor-
ians of apocalyptic thought tend to call "programmes." The motivating

factor for each theorist will nearly always be an overwhelming concern



with church reform and the question of renewal: can there be a renewal

of the Christian Church or is it already too late? Some found positive
answers to this question in new readings of biblical texts or earlier
writers, or in visions and revelations or in inspired interpretations of
history. Some found hope in the new orders of the Church, some found
Antichrist himself in them, but the state of the Church's religious
orders or of one particular order is nearly always at the heart of the
apocalyptist's concern.

Other characteristics that distinguish the new apocalyptic
thinkers from their pre-twelfth-century counterparts are related to this
obsession with the future of the Church: all feel that there has been a
crisis of leadership, especially in religious affairs, and that leaders
from the Pope down to the parish priest have failed the Church. Many
feel that 1t 1s time to return to the basic principles of the early
Church and hold Christ and the disciples as the perfect, 1f not only,
models for clerical imitation. Apostolic poverty and simplicity of
lifestyle and belief become ideological tenets as apocalyptic reformers
yearn to rid the future Church of the excess baggage of worldly wealth
on the one hand, and what they see as overweaning intellectualism on the
other. But though this anti-materialism and anti-intellectualism fuels
the fires of pessimism about the present time, the prophet's zeal for
reform always leads him to predict at least one period of the future

when these evils will be eliminated and the Church will once more enter
a Golden Age of spiritual vitality. The most powerful attraction of the

new apocalyptic world view was that it gave each writer a chance to



write his own history of the future. As Beryl Smalley has said of

Joachim of Fiore,

Joachim warms the heart of the student of historiography.

He stimulated men to speculate on the course of history, to

differentiate their own time from others. He provided a canvas

on which each could paint his Weltanschauung.6

A final characteristic shared by apocalyptic reformers of the
later Middle Ages is that in spite of sweeping visions of the future and
extremes of 1deology, many were both highly realistic and highly
reactionary in their treatment of the present time. Whatever new-found
optimism they may have held for the future, pessimism regarding the
present was widespread and no doubt accounts for the ruthlessly
realistic terms in which they handed down judgements on contemporaries,
envisioned church reform by brute force and reacted indignantly to
current political, social and religious events. This odd combination of

grim pessimism and tenacious optimism, reactionary indignation and hope
for large-scale renewal 1s found 1n some measure in all the reformist
apocalyptists' writings and accounts for some of the tensions that we
find there. These thinkers were constantly evaluating both the secular
and religious institutions of their day and the mixed results they had
from these evaluations brought mixed feelings--the desire to adhere to
the time-honoured way was often at odds with the perception of the
future of these ways given current abuses. In the last analysis, any

practice which contributed toward corruption had to go.

Whereas the older Sibylline eschatology had been rather



abstract, legendary and emblematic in nature, in the twelfth century

there was a new impulse toward historical realism and immediacy that for
some writers altered the whole character of apocalyptic expectation.

The traditional eschatology had solidified into a well-known pattern, a
pattern which will be familiar to readers of Middle English texts such
as the Cursor Mundi or The Pricke of Conscience./ At the appointed
time, Christendom will be overrun by the sons of Ishmael or Gog and
Magog but will be saved by a great conquering king who will subdue the
invading hordes and preside over a limited period of peace and prosper-
1ty, which is usually described in materialistic terms. This king will
then Tay down his crown on Mount Olivet and be taken up into heaven.

The reign of Antichrist will be a period of unmitigated cruelty with the
deception of many Christians and the persecution of the faithful.

El1jah and Enoch will return to counter Antichrist and the Jews will be
converted before the two witnesses are put to death by Antichrist. They
will, however, be resurrected (usually after three days) and Antichrist
will himself be struck down by St. Michael or Christ. The Day of
Judgement will follow soon thereafter, usually preceded by a version of
the fifteen signs before Doomsday. There were, of course, variations of
detail within this basic pattern, but the pattern i1tself was remarkably
constant. A great deal of fantastic, legendary material became attached
to the figure of Antichrist, but aside from this aspect the whole effect
of the scheme was rather static. There was not a great deal here for
those who wished to read the "signs of the times" or work out the

historical implications of events around them. There was nothing here



Lo participate in--no goal to work toward, above all no special role for

the Church other than trying to prepare people for the worst, and no one
knew how close or how far away that mignt be.

It 1s not surprising then, that at some point a desire to shift
the emphasis of the old eschatology and to bring apocalyptic speculation
closer to the present time should have surfaced. Historians have
speculated about why this should have happened in the twelfth century,
and especially in twelfth-century Germany, where the new apocalyptic
thought first appears.8 Some have cited the development of heretical
movements as an important factor. The heretical groups, frequently
springing from seeds of frustrated reforming zeal themselves, were often
seen by the laity to represent everything in the way of good 1iving and
spirituality which the orthodox clergy preached but did not practise.
The strength and tenacity of the heretical groups proved an embarrass-
ment to the Church and in some areas gave 1t strong opposition. The
existence of the heretics focused attention on the need for reform and
brought forth a stream of apocalyptic rhetoric as the authority of the
Church was seen to be threatened.”’ At the same time the Crusades
brought Christians into contact with non-Christian peoples who similarly
threatened the universality and even, in places, the existence of the
Church. Non-believers had always had a role in traditional eschatology
and the new threat brought forth developments of that role. Finally,
and perhaps most significantly, in the twelfth century Europe was

feeling the effects of the Investiture Controversy and the conflicts

between church and state which 1t had raised. In the eyes of many,
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Henry IV had blocked the progress of church reform and thus set himself

up as an enemy of the Church--an Antichrist fiqure. From another stand-
point, the higher profile of the papacy engendered by the reforms of the
twelfth century brought another powerful player into the eschatological
drama, heightening apocalyptic expectations, as any bid for universal
authority (real or imaginary) always does.iV

Troubled times have always been breeders of apocalyptic thought

and many thinkers in turbulent twelfth-century Europe, under the strain

of threats from many different political and religious pressures, not
only turned to apocalyptic traditions but developed and expanded them.
As Topfer has suggested,11 the bland, politically innocuous, wish-
fulfilliment dreams of earlier eschatological traditions were transformed
1n the course of the twelfth century in response to the political,
social and religious needs of the time. Leaving behind some of the more

fantastic and otherworlidly elements, reformist apocalyptic theory began

to be used effectively in the very real worlds of political and
religious polemics--a trend which would continue in the centuries to
follow 1n disputes ranging from the antimendicant controversies through
to those of the Protestant Reformation.

In summary, then, as each apocalyptic thinker tried to read the
signs of the times and work out for himself the historical implications
of the events around him, each came to his own conclusions and the
result 1s a group of writings as wildly diverse and colorful as the
individuals and contexts that produced them. They do, however, show

these persistently common features: (1) an urgent desire for church
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retorm and concern for the future of the Church, (2) an attempt to fit

the present time and coming periods of time into a pre-eschatological
pattern, (3) a concern with the state of the Church's religious orders
and/or the role of one order in particular in the future of the Church,
(4) a sense of a crisis of leadership in the present time, especially
Within the Church, and (5) a desire to return the clergy to the rigorous
discipline of early monastic founders or of the early apostolic Church
1tself, with particular emphasis on poverty and simplicity of 1ife-
sty1e.12 Such writings are further characterized by a persistent

mood of pessimism regarding the present (flanked by a marked optimism
for some future period) and a sense of grim realism about what will be
required 1n order to enforce reform in the present. Finally, all these
writers exhibit a tendency toward conservatism with regard to religious
and social institutions except where these are seen to be corrupting
forces. Imaginatively satisfying, polemically and ideologically useful,
the new apocalyptic theory was too effective an instrument for many
writers and thinkers to ignore. A writer like Langland, who seems to
have had a good eye for the imaginative and mind-stirring riches of many
different areas of thought, could not resist the new apocalyptic vision
either. In the pages that follow I hope to be able to show how a know-
ledge of this material can illuminate certain passages, images and
themes in Piers Plowman.

Prophecy in Piers Plowman: The Case for
Reformist Apocalypticism 1n the Poem

Although 1t 1s difficult to trace the diffusion throughout
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England of reformist apocalyptic thought in the post-twelfth-century

period,13 when 1t does crop up in a particular writer its character-
1stic zeal and urgency is unmistakable. This brand of apocalypticism,
so different from the pessimistic but popular traditional type, is
distinctive because of its sense of hope for renewal after imminent

cataclysmic events have passed. Reformist or renewalist apocalypticism
might well be called "participatory" apocalypticism, in the sense that
such writers always wish to urge that the actions (i.e. the reformation)
of any i1ndividual in their audience can make a difference to the outcome
of events. This feature links such apocalypticism very closely to 0ld
Testament prophecy while distinguishing it from both early Christian
apocalyptic and the popular medieval eschatology of 1ts day. Roger
Bacon, who 1s one of a disparate group of medieval English thinkers to
have been touched by the new apocalypticism, captures this sense of

urgency in a letter to the pope written about 1267:

If only the Church would examine the prophecies of the Bible,
the sayings of the saints, the sentences of Sibyl and Merlin and
other pagan prophets, and would add thereto astrological consid-
erations and experimental knowledge, it would without doubt be
able to provide usefully against the coming of Antichrist. For
it is a great question whence he will arise and who he will be,
and if the Church would do all it can, I believe that God would
give a fuller revelation, especially if a special prayer for
this were ordained throughout the whole Church. For not all
prophecies are irrevocable and many things are said in the
prophets about the coming of Antichrist which will come to pass
only through the negligence of Christians. They would be

changed 1f Christians would strenuously enquire when he wil]
come, and seek all the knowledge which he will use when he

comes.1d

The sense that man can affect his own destiny, that not all prophecies--
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even the long-accepted prophecies of the coming of Antichrist--were

irrevocable inspired hope in writers stirred by reformist apocalypti-

c1sm.

Langland, I believe, is one such writer. Piers Plowman rever-
berates with the tensions produced by reformist aspirations and mounting
despair. Langland's use of apocalyptic elements is notably measured and
restrained, tempered, one might say, by the opposing force of despair,
but the 1deology is unmistakable to a reader with some experience of
medieval reformist apocalyptic thought. It is hoped that the present
thesis will provide readers of the pcem with some of this background.

To this purpose I have reproduced and translated in the discus-

sion which follows a number of quotations from various Latin prophetic
writers and this in itself makes this study somewhat different from the

purely historical studies which medieval apocalypticism has engen-

dered.1® A second feature which distinguishes this study 1s 1ts
concentration on only those prophetic works which can be proven to have
circulated in fourteenth-century England, and related to this, the focus
largely on "popular" Latin prophecy of the reformist type. The selec-
tion of material throughout has been made on the basis of availability
and ideological relevance to a writer like Langland.

Much has been included in order to illustrate certain similari-

ties in i1deology, patterns of thought, expression and i1magery between

these writers and Langland, with the purpose of portraying the apocalyp-
tic mentality these writers share, rather than attempting to list

sources and allusions. Furthermore, although I have tried to show the
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availability of all the works discussed in fourteenth-century England,

this does not mean that I am arguing for the influence of any particular

writer on Langland. Rather, I hope that the study will make clear the

influence of certain types of prophetic and apocalyptic writing on Piers

_Elgg@gg, Source-hunting is a notoriously impractical business in Piers

Plowman studies, and if we were to insist upon source study as the only
type of worthwhile positivist scholarship on the poem, we would never
learn very much about this elusive and intriguing masterpiece, which
shows traces of so many currents of contemporary thought. The present
study, then, attempts to reconstruct the reformist apocalyptic mentality
from the works of medieval prophetic writers and suggests that Langland
was drawing upon literature of this kind. Perhaps as research in this
area develops we will be 1n a position to name specific sources, but
that time, I feel, has not yet come.

The present study aims, then, to explore later medieval
religious-reformist apocalypticism as a background to Piers Plowman.
There are a surprising number of problems inherent in such a study, not
the Teast of which is the fact that there was no native tradition of
this type of prophecy in fourteenth-century England, and we therefore
have to assume transmission from the Continent of virtually every
prophecy or prophetic writer discussed here. Fortunately, even with the

current haphazard state of the cataloguing of extant medieval Latin MSS

in Britain, the assumption can be supported by a certain amount of

concrete evidence, but there is no obvious or systematic way of

gathering such evidence and I know that what was already available and
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what I have been able to add is fragmentary at best. It may well be

that when the contents of more medieval Latin MSS have been carefully
catalogued and other Latin sources more thoroughly studied, that
different prophetic writers will prove more important for the study of
Piers Plowman than some of those noted here. For the time being,
however, I believe that the approach taken here is at least a thrust in

the right direction.

In this I find myself echoing Morton Bloomfield, who laid the

ground work for this study years ago:

Much 1s still unknown . . . but if I have been able to direct

the 1nvestigation of Piers towards the right questions, even if

I have not provided all the answers, I feel that this work has

not been in vain (Bloomfield, p. 154).

Al though the present study differs from Bloomfield's in attempting to
relate popular or semi-popular Latin religious-reformist prophecy rather
than (the apocalyptic elements of) monastic ideology to Piers Plowman,
the problems 1n each case are similar and they are not yet entirely
soluble.

There are a number of reasons why the problems inherent in the
study of prophetic thought in Piers Plowman have not yet been solved.
Basically, they boil down to two: difficulty in finding clues to
Langland’'s sources within the poem and the chaos of scholarship outside

it. Bernard McGinn, a scholar of long standing in the field of medieval

apocalypticism, writes of the latter problem:
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Wnile several bibliographical and historiographical surveys
devo?ed to Joachim of Fiore are in existence, there is almost
nothing which attempts to deal with wider questions of

apocalypticism per se in the medieval period. There are many
reasons why this is so. A glance at any of the survey articles
on Joachim 1s enough to demonstrate the extent and complexity of
the studies involved; and, of course, no evaluation of these
interpretations is possible without a good knowledge of the

sources upon which they are based. But these sources themselves
offer difficulties of unusual proportions. In terms of the

availability of many texts only in manuscript form, the
antiquity and inaccessibility of some printed editions, and
complicated questions concerning the authenticity and ascription
of various works, it is difficult for the scholar to gain the

type of control over the sources which would allow him some
security in evaluating the interpretations.

A guide to the "wider questions of apocalypticism" is desperately
needed. At the moment, beginning work in the field is almost Tlike being
turned loose 1n a foreign city with no map or guidebook.16

The former problem, however, that of Langland's seeming
vagueness about the sources of his ideas, 1s a problem with which all

Piers Piowman scholars are familiar. And in one sense, it is rather

unfair to expect the poem to provide us with clear statements of

medieval doctrine, whether they be political, theological, philosophical
or anything else. However, there are a number of definite, albeit
fragmentary allusions in Piers Plowman to various prophetic and
apocalyptic ideas, although Langland is maddeningly vague in his
handling of many of these. About the reason for this vagueness we can

only speculate. To me Piers Plowman reads like the work of a man whose

exposure to knowledge of various kinds was at one time wide, enthusias-
tic but unsatisfied, unfinished and (at the time of writing the poem)

somewhere 1n the past. It may perhaps be fanciful to imagine his praise
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of 1i1fe in the cloister as a wistful memory of a time when the freedom

Lo browse in books was a reality and to invoke the metaphor of banish-
ment from an Eden to which there could be no return. Fanciful perhaps,
but Langland's use of academic and doctrinal ideas often betrays a
distance of time between the last sight of the page and the effort of
recollection.

Another possibility, of course, is that Langland gathered his
1deas from discussions with others. It would be difficult to overesti-
mate the importance of word-of-mouth for the transmission of apocalyptic
1deas in the Middle Ages, even among the educated. For example, we have
substantial evidence in Salimbene's chronicle of the verbal transmission

7 and Gebeno of Erbach

of Joachite teachings among the friars,l
similarly describes his first contact with Joachite thought as having
occurred in deep discussions with a visitor to his monastery.18
Furthermore, Holdsworth (p. 150) in his study of medieval visions
suggests the importance of the "monastic grapevine” for the transmission
of both written texts and oral tales. Finally, the fact that Langland

seems to have made everything he touched his own by the time he had
incorporated it into Piers Plowman 1s an important part of our problem
with his sources, although this is perhaps a small price to pay for the
originality of his poetry.

Still, in the face of all the things we cannot prove or clarify,
there are some things about Langland's apocalypticism which we can say
with certainty. First of all, Langland deliberately chose to incorpor-

ate into his poetry a range of apocalyptic notions which comparable
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English contemporary writers did not. A number of Middle English

writers complained of clerical abuse, but Langland is almost alone in
going so far as to prophesy clerical chastisement and reform. 12

Writers like Fitzralph, Chaucer and Wyclif knew and used ideas derived
from antimendicant writings in a variety of ways, but they did not, as
Langland did, draw upon the apocalyptic strands of the antimendicant
school. Langland's apocalypticism is so hard to contextualize because
most of his famous English contemporaries show little or no evidence of
having been interested in it. We still know surprisingly little about
the "users"2V of religious reformist apocalyptic ideas, but we know
enough to suggest that they tended to be reasonably well-educated and
that they almost always wrote in Latin. As we will see, there are only
smatterings of evidence, outside of Piers Plowman itself and a reformist
tract once attributed to Wyclif, that such material had filtered down to
English vernacular writers. On the whole, vernacular works in medieval
England usually make use of only the popular Antichrist lore and escha-

tology. Langland's sources had to be Latin, Continental, and clerical

in origin and this suggests to me that Langland must have travelled, at
21

some point at least, in reasonably sophisticated circies.
A study of the actual prophetic passages 1n Piers Plowman Shows
that Langland dabbled in more than one "school" of prophetic and
apocalyptic thought, but only the religious-reformist brand seems to
have captured his imagination or shaped his reformist ideology. Before

looking at the main traditions or schools of prophetic thought which

were current in Langland's time, it will help to outline briefly which
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elements in Piers Plowman might be called prophetic. There are first of

all the three actual prophecies: Conscience's long millenarian prophecy,
which ends in a riddling passage at the end of Passus III, the obscure
warning prophecy at the end of VIII (revised substantially from B) and
the prophecy of religious reform in Passus V (lines 168-79). These are
the three straightforwardly prophetic passages in the poem, although
there are many related passages which are just as significant for
assessing the apocalyptic character of Piers Plowman. There are
passages of vague foreboding (e.g. Prol. 62-65), of doomwarning (e.q.
Reason's sermon 1n Passus V), eschatological remembrancing (e.q.
IX. 334-54) and passages of mass devotion or repentance which are
typical of apocalyptic prophecy (e.g. VII. 152ff.).22 There 1s the
curious passage that links madness or imbecility to prophecy and the
vita apostolica in C. IX and which 1tself throws up a chain of related
passages and poses the question of Langland's awareness of the Spiritual
Franciscan and Joachite writings. There is, of course, the Antichrist
section at the end of the poem with 1ts complex use of apocalyptic and
eschatological traditions.

Leadership roles in the poem are often apocalyptically signifi-
cant or suggestive, for example the various kingship roles of David (and
Saul) in the prophecy at the end of Passus III, of the "reformer king"

prophecy in V, the "Last Emperor" role given to Piers in XXI. 426, or

even Langland's treatment of Christ himself as knight, king and con-
queror in Passus XXI. The complex figure of Piers has a number of

apocalyptic overtones, some quite obvious, like the plowing and harvest-
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1ng symbolism (which Langland nevertheless understates) and some less

obvious, such as Langland's post-Resurrection vision:

Y ful eftesones aslepe and sodeynliche me mette

That Peres be plouhman was peynted al blody

And cam 1n with a cros bifore be comune peple

And riht lyke in alle lymes to oure lord Iesu (XXI. 5-8).

This portrait ever so subtly calls up the apocalyptic associations of

the reading for Wednesday of Holy Week from Isaiah 63:

Who 1s this that cometh from Edom, with dyed garments from
Bosra, this beautiful one in his robe, walking in the greatness

of his strength? I, that speak justice and as a defender to

save. Why then i1s thy apparel red, and thy garments like theirs
that tread 1n the winepress? [ have trodden the winepress

alone: and of the Gentiles there 1s not a man with me. [ have
trampled on them in my indignation and have trodden them down 1n
my wrath. And their blood is sprinkled upon my garments: and I
have stained all my apparel. For the day of vengeance 1S in my
heart: the year of my redemption 1s come (Isaiah 63:1-4).

As we shall see, Piers can profitably be read as a type of the

apocalyptic "Angelic Pope" figure, but here again the relationship is
subtle and understated.

Langland's tendency to understate certain kinds of apocalyptic
or eschatological elements is a point worth pausing over for a moment.

There are several examples of this throughout the poem; for instance, 1in

Langland's mere mention of Saturn in the prophecy at the end of

Passus VIII:

Ac y warne zow werkmen, wynneth whiles ze mowe,
For Hunger hiderwardes hasteth hym faste.
He shal awake thorw water, wastors to chaste,
And ar fewe zeres be fulfeld famyne shal aryse,
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And so sayth Saturne and sente vs to warne.

Th?rw]f1odes and thorw foule wederes fruyttes shollen
ayle;

Pruyde and pestilences shal moche peple feche (VIII. 343-49).

Saturn figures in a number of such foreboding prOphecie523 and as

Bloomfield pointed out (p. 212) it was thought that Saturn would be in
the ascendant on the Day of Judgment. Furthermore, Saturn has another
eschatological connection in that he is often represented with a hook
because he "repep down grene thyngis"24 through his pestilences and
misfortunes. In the image of the falling of the fruits from the Tree of
Charity there is similarly an embedded apocalyptic motif of the cutting
down of “grene thynges" because in the Book of Revelation this image is
used 1n the description of events following the opening of the sixth
seal : "And the stars from heaven fell upon the earth, as the fig-tree
casteth 1ts green figs when it is shaken by a great wind

( Rev. 6:13).25 In fact, the vision of a tree itself is common to a
number of apocalypses, and the motif of a violent wind is among the
commonest of portents 1n apocalyptic prophecies,26 a portent

Langland uses in precisely this manner in Reason's sermon in Passus V.
Such hints and suggestions of apocalypticism are scattered throughout
certain passages, but Langland's use of this material 1s dignified by a
definite restraint. Whether this restraint stems from uncertainty or an
understandable dislike of the sensational side of popular apocalypticism
is difficult to tell.

Other reasons for Langland's apparent restraint and inexplicit-

ness could range from a politic prudence--some apocalyptic material was,
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atter all, extremely controversial and a number of prophetic writers
landed themselves in prison for their efforts?/ -_to his distance
from written sources, mentioned above. However, there is another

reason, [ believe, and this is the internal tension he seems to have

experienced between eschatological despair and a prophetic optimism, a

problem which we will turn to now.

Like so many reformers, Langland sees the state of the clergy as

a barometer of apocalyptic pressure. Wimbledon summarizes this view in

his famous sermon:

Also, Seynt Johan Crisostom seip: "pou seest oueral derkenesses,
and bou douztist bat be day 1s go. First on be valeyes is
derkenessis, whan be day drawib donward. Whan berfore bou seest
be valeis 1s derkid, why doutist bou wheber it be neiz euen.

But 3 f bou see be sunne so lowe bat derkenesse is vpon be
hilles, bou wolt seye douteles bat 1t 1s nyzt. Ryzt so, z1f bou
see first in be seculeres and lewde Cristene men bygynne
dirkenessis of synnes to haue pe maystrie, 1t 1s tokene pat bis
world endib. But whan bou seest prestes, -at be put on pe

hize coppe of spiritual dignites, bat schulde be as hilles aboue
be comume peple in parfit lyuynge, bat dirkenesse of

synnes hap take hem, who doutep bat be world nis at be ende?’
(Wimbledon, pp. 112-13).

The feeling that God has forsaken the world largely because of the
corruption of the clergy is expressed throughout Piers Plowman 1in

passages like XVII. 72-122 as an explanation for continual disaster and

the inefficacy of prayer to abate 1t:

Ac pbe metal, bat is mannes soule, of many of this techares
Is alayed with leccherye and oper lustes of synne,

That god coueyteth nat pe coyne pbat Crist hymsulue printede
And for pe synne of pe soule forsaketh his oune coyne.

For what thorw werre and wrake and wikkede hetdes,

May no preyere pees make in no place, hit semeth,
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Lewed man han no byleue and lettred men erren:

Nocer see ne sond ne be seed 3e1deth

As they ywoned were--in wham is defaute? (XVII. 78-81, 85-89).

Langland struggles between a desire to use the image of an utterly
forsaken world given over to evil and the desire to urge reform by
emphasizing that there is still hope. This passage describes a forsaken
and 1nverted world, yet it ends, "Ac zif prestes doen here deuer wel we
shal do pe bettre . . ." (XVII. 122). Langland's use of eschatological
notions is thus often rather qualified or compromised by his concern for
reformation, a dichotomy which I suspect is at the root of reformist
apocalypticism itself. This is perhaps why such elements often remain

subtly in the background in some passages, or why Langland's emphasis is

so often not on the End of the World, even when he uses eschatological
symbols, as i1n this passage from Reason's sermon:
Beches and brode okes were blowe to be grounde

And turned vpward here tayl 1n tokenynge of drede
That dedly synne ar domes day shal fordon hem alle (V. 120-22).

The upturned trees are one of the signs that Doomsday is actually at

hand,28 but the emphasis is on the fear of "dedly sunne ar domes

day . The eschatological concern, i1nstead of swallowing up concern for

the present, serves to heighten 1it.
There 1s, then, a tension 1n Langland's writing between the

preaching of escnatology and the preaching of a less universal and

ultimate form of retribution--in biblical terms, between apocalyptic and

prophetic expectations. This tension, which (as mentioned above) lies
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at the very heart of reformist apocalyptic thought, is, I believe, what

attracted Langland to it. Here was an apocalypticism that expressed
imminent cataclysm in the same terms as traditional eschatology had
forecast for the End of the World, yet placed that crisis within the<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>