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Until quite recently, the relationships among the three poems we call by the single name Piers Plowman were for the most part uncontroversial: even those who disagreed about whether they were the work of a single author, or of two or more, remained content with W. W. Skeat’s ‘Langland myth’ and with his chronological sequencing of the three Versions he named in alphabetical order A, B, and C.
 In the last few decades, however, there have been objections raised not only to that order, but even to whether a fourth version (Z) should be added to the sequence.
  While I am not yet persuaded that Z is indeed an antecedent version of A rather than a highly interesting later scribal version of (the first part of0 A, I am also not one who believes we should continue to hold there is one Piers Plowman witnessed by three discrete versions.

We no longer need to apologize for the multiplicity of Piers Plowman texts.  In the more dynamic textual world of medieval manuscripts, hand-written products of individual scribes, not always overseen by any identifiable (much less originary) controlling ‘authority,’ challenge a number of our modern, post-Gutenbergian concepts about ‘authorized’ texts and authors.  Indeed, in our contemporary cyber-world of Internet ‘publishing’ students may (and indeed should) find themselves familiar with a kind of fragmented textual universe not altogether dissimilar from that which obtained in the Middle Ages. Abandoning secure presumptions about any stable and trustworthy ‘authority’ in the texts that appear (and disappear, and reappear) in the digital streams in cyberspace is not an unhealthy state for investigating the variability of medieval manuscript culture.  Without the centralized industry of printing-press publishing and the kinds of exact duplication possible in photo-offset printing and xerographic copying, readers in the age of the Internet face a pressing need to redefine significantly terms like ‘text,’ ‘poem,’ ‘author,’ ‘work,’ ‘edition,’ and ‘version.’   Indeed, they have already begun to respond to those pressures, and theorizing the text in hyperspace may continue to run well behind the practical vagaries of digital re-production and continuous versioning: who is the author and what is the authority of a Wikipedia entry? The surviving (and lost) texts and versions of Piers Plowman raise many of these same questions from a time when ‘digital text’ would have referred to the various styles of letters being inscribed on parchment and paper by quills or pens held in the fingers (digites) of amateur and professional scribes of varying competence as readers and copiers of their exemplars.

While no one has expressed substantial reservations about the C Version’s being a revision of B, the same can no longer be asserted about the relations between the first two in Skeat’s sequence, A and B.
 A number of important scholars have seriously questioned the chronological priority of A over B, arguing that A is not (as had been usually thought) a briefer, earlier version extended and considerably revised in B; but that, rather, have argued that A could very well be an ‘abbreviated version of B’ (Hudson, 60) intended for a lay (less Latinate) audience (quote Mann/Bowers), a stripped-down version of B’s more elaborate and ‘academic’ account. This is more than a minor scholarly squabble, since this reordering would overturn long-held views of the poems’ (or poem’s) development, and gives new life to the debate, for most scholars already settled, regarding the authorship of the poems.

This is not the place to engage in detailed discussion of the issues involved in establishing the chronological sequence of A and B; I am interested here in advancing a claim for the literary and pedagogical (rather than chronological) priority of A over the other versions of Piers Plowman.  But controversy over the chronology of the versions will attract renewed, and deserved, attention to the A Version, which has too often been ignored as a text for scholarly and even classroom attention.  Since the B Version remains for most readers the referent in discussions of Piers Plowman, its relationship to A is a crucial one, particularly if the order of the versions is itself now thrown into doubt.  Truth in advertising: I am convinced, from a consideration particularly (but not exclusively) of the current ending(s) of the A Version, that A did descend from B.
 The attraction of the B-to-A ordering is largely derived from rather local, and selected, passages of the poems, not from a full consideration of their larger structures and emphases.  

Reading A from the perspective of B (as most do), however, significantly devalues the A version as itself a coherent text worthy of serious attention. Whether seen as the superseded first draft, or as a later revised text for a different audience than its original, Piers A has been lodged in a markedly subordinate place by modern criticism.  This is unfair to its achievement as one of the earlier works of the Alliterative Revival: it is, after all, virtually the only one from that fourteenth-century ‘movement’ that survives in a large number of copies, which attest to its popularity and its wide influence.  And the variety of those copies itself attests to the poem’s continued appeal and diverse reception during the century following its ‘publication.’  Piers A provides not only an important witness to the political and social unrest in the middle of the fourteenth century, but also a standard against which to assess the continuing unrest which would produce such serious divisions during the reign of Richard II, and beyond. 

To approach A, therefore, only as an antecedent (or derivative) of B inevitably generates various forms of misprision: it really is necessary (as David Fowler repeatedly insisted for decades) to read A on its own terms, as a distinctly different versions of Piers the Plowman.
  And while my own view of those terms may differ from my late colleague’s, I nonetheless wholeheartedly agree with his underlying principles:  the A Version of Piers is a worthy and distinctive poem, a witness to a poet of powerful social vision and moral judgment, who inaugurates a distinctive literary tradition of political and social critique that continues in a number of strands down (at least) to the sixteenth century.
 

On the basis of historical references in the text, the dates suggested for the composition of Piers A run from 1362 to 1374. This means that this the A Version should be located in the last two decades of Edward III’s fifty-year reign, at an important stage in England’s Hundred Years’ War with France: the truce concluded in 1360 was in many respects the pinnacle of England’s good fortune; a decade later the tide had turned and England’s gains were being overturned.   The economic and institutional (both secular and ecclesiastical) effects of the Black Death still affected major facets in English society.  The dotage of King Edward and the machinations of his mistress Alice Perrers (possibly a suggestive exemplar for Lady Mede) were generating unrest and uncertainty among the lords and the people; and (after the production of the A Version) the death of Edward’s heir Edward, the Black Prince (in 1376), and the coronation of his young son Richard when King Edward died in 1377 did little to settle the internecine squabbles of powerful princes and magnates. (The latter concerns clearly affected a number of B’s  revisions of A’s opening dreams.)

But even if Piers A turns out not to be the earliest surviving version of the poem (and the tradition of Piers Plowman), there remain a number of attractive reasons for considering its use in the contemporary undergraduate classroom.  Its compact size and clear literary structure, combined with the energy and variety of its socio-political engagement, will enhance the poem’s appeal for relative newcomers to medieval English literature; on the other hand, its accomplished use of personification allegory, its complicated sense(s) of ending, its well articulated (and dialectical) points of view, and even the textual issues raised by the continuation in Passus 12: all these provide occasions for literary, historical, moral, and textual questions that will sustain the interest of more advanced readers.  (And this is to leave aside entirely the contested matter of authorship.)  

Many of these elements in the A Version, some of them quite distinctive and ‘original,’ get buried in discussions of the more capacious, and less easily digestible, longer versions.  The center of interest in B and C is elsewhere than in their opening dreams.  Even their extended length militates against readers’ giving the earlier parts of their Piers Plowman the attention they deserve: their public concerns can be marginalized as setting the stage for the more interior, personal journey of the Narrator-Dreamer that takes up the bulk of the B-Continuation.
 Furthermore, nothing essential is lost by first reading Piers in the A version: its form and content is easily digested by newcomers, and its appeal might even attract more readers to take up B and/or C for serious study at a later date.  After an attentive reading of A, such students might be more ready to compare closely not only how the B-Continuation redefines and redirects its Vita, but also to undertake a subtler, more careful analysis of the effects of B’s changes to A’s three dreams.  

As interesting as the dreams and debates in the B-Continuation (and C’s revision of it) are, their distinctively personal, psycho-spiritual inwardness and conceptual complexity are (I have found) neither as accessible nor as stirring as the more public, outward and institutional concerns raised by A (and vitally extended in B’s revisions of A’s actions in its opening dreams).  In the earlier poem, problems with secular and ecclesiastical institutions, if not always in black and white, at least appear in primary colors.  Lovers of the later versions may lament the absence of the lively fable of the Rat Parliament at the end of B’s Prologue, and miss the narrator’s penitent apologia at the beginning of C 5.  But fewer would seriously feel the loss of the subtle difficulties of the ‘inward journey’ involving Imaginatif and Anima; or the scholastic hair-splitting found in terminological distinctions (such as those involving mede and mercede) and in disputes about the salvation of the heathen; or the lengthy, liturgically-grounded journey into Biblical history in the later passūs.  Important as these are for the revised visions and versions of Piers, they do not as readily engage most beginning students—if indeed they can be said to hold the attention even of every advanced reader.  

To begin with the practical matter of the A Version’s compact size: the 2600 or so lines of A (including Passus 12) allows it to fit—more easily than the 7200-plus lines in B/C—into a survey course without unbalancing the syllabus.  Piers A is no longer than Sir Gawain and the Green Knight or (allowing for Chaucer’s shorter lines) than the Canterbury Tales ‘General Prologue’ and ‘Knight’s Tale.’  Furthermore, none of the three dreams in Piers A is much longer than the ‘Miller’s Tale’ and ‘Reeve’s Tale’ combined:  Dream 1 (~900 lines), 2 (~950), 3 (~635 + 117).  And the relatively manageable length of A does not drive students and teachers to push on to ‘get through’ the poem at the expense of closer, more careful reading of the opening dreams.  An instructor can discuss an entire text rather than depend on excerpts or an otherwise truncated text of B. And Piers A rewards such attention, which allows its rich array of lively characters and word-play and humor to be appreciated more fully than is likely to occur when they serve as the threshold of the more extensive geography found in the longer versions.

The overall structure of A is clear, considerably clearer than that found in the B-Continuation (or its C revision).  The dreams of A present three quite distinct actions, each with its own coherent, if episodic, structure.  Each takes up its own compact set of concerns and presents them by means of its own distinctive dramatis personae.  While there are narratorial commentaries and transitional narratives to join the dreams, in A the insistence on following the development of the central dreamer-narrator is less prominent than in the B-continuation.  The dreamer’s world itself and his maturing appreciation of its complexities are the main concern; the internal faculties of understanding and their limits become the important focus of the B-Continuation, which redirects the journey inward, toward epistemological, psychological, and spiritual considerations relatively unexamined in the first two dreams in A, and only initiated at a fairly elementary (even elementary-school) level in the A Vita.  In discussing the B poet’s ‘process of reorienting the A Vita,’ Elizabeth D. Kirk has well characterized it as carrying out ‘the B poet’s modulation from A’s story of private defeat to his own universal drama.’
 
A couple of the literary and textual features of Piers A may also be invoked as inducements for selecting it for the undergraduate classroom. The dream vision is a well established literary form, going back to Biblical and classical times, but Piers is extraordinary in combining a sequence of separate dreams in a work involving (ostensibly at least) a single narrator.  This sequence should invite readers to consider issues involving point of view, and to distinguish among the Dreamer, Narrator, and Author of Piers Plowman.

For example, while it is common to refer to the Dreamer-Narrator, ‘I’ of Piers Plowman, as ‘Will,’ that name is not in fact explicitly attributed to the him in A until Thought does so when he (ostensibly) addresses Wyt in the last line of Passus 9: ‘Here is Wil wolde wyte, yif Wit couthe hym teche’ (118).
  All the references to a ‘character’ named Will (including this one) are to a third person; and only in Thought’s does it require the person referred to is the poem’s Dreamer-Narrator.  The three earlier references in the Visio (5.43-44; 6.73-74; 8.42-44) may refer to the Dreamer, but the do so in a strangely oblique fashion: when he unambiguously refers to himself, the Dreamer-Narrator regularly uses the first person. So it would be highly unusual to shift point of view in his own narrative and speak of himself in the third person. Consequently, it is only after Thought’s remark that readers are explicitly invited make that connection—unless, of course, they were to take the colophon that connects the Visio and the Vita in a few A MSS as authorial: the Trinity College, Dublin, MS (on which Knott-Fowler and Kane base their editions) reads: Explicit hic Visio Willelmi de Petro de Ploughman (similar wording appears in five other A MSS: H2 Ch Ra U and I). 

There are three further references to Wil/Wille in Passus 12 (89, 99, 109) and the latter two may been taken (as they indeed have been) to refer to the author by that name; but it is at least arguable that these, too, refer simply to the Dreamer-Narrator. In other words, aside from the last two instances in Passus 12, there is nothing in A that requires us to take the name of the author as Will (or William Langland), which is prominently raised by the ‘signature’ in B (see B 15.151-52?).  Indeed, there is nothing in the Visio even to require that it be the name assigned to the Narrator-Dreamer, nor is his identification with the Author crucial to the meaning of various episodes in Piers A.  Giving students the opportunity to consider these relations, and even the status (authorial, scribal, multi-scribal) of Passus 12, may not prove unwelcome in these days when their familiarity with the world of digital texts encourages them to reflect on what exact ‘authority’ texts on the Internet have—or ought to have.  And considering Passus 12 as an addition (by whomever) can introduce the long-lasting Piers Plowman tradition—and what appears to be a late-medieval fondness for continuations and sequels—not dissimilar from current patterns of Hollywood movie production.

Even more immediately, perhaps, the status of Passus 12 introduces the issue whether what we call Piers A is a complete text, whether there is at the end of Passus 11 a ‘sense of an ending.’  While it has become commonplace to talk of the A Version as unfinished or incomplete, this is arguably the result of readers’ and critics’ familiarity with the longer versions.  There were, no doubt, some similar views of the poem’s ending with Passus 11 in the fourteenth century.  Otherwise, we would probably not have seen the addition of Passus 12 in (at least) three MSS. Nor would we have four MSS in which Passus 11 of A is followed by Passus 11 (beginning a line 295 or 296) through Passus 22 of C.  Nor would we have had a B-Continuation.  All of these sequels to Piers A attest to at least some contemporaries’ sense of the poem’s open-endedness and the absence of satisfying closure at the end of Passus 11.  Yet it is also a fact that some scribes/readers did not consider the work incomplete, and were satisfied to close it at the end of Passus 11.  Admittedly, a few scribes of A reinforced the sense of an ending at the close of Passus 11. 
  But they can hardly be said to have created an ending for something that was not otherwise concluded.  A comparison of the ending of the A Vita with that of the A Visio attests to there being an acceptably formal attempt at closure. The ending of A is no more (or less) open than is that found at the conclusion of B/C.  We accept the closure of B/C at least in part because there is nothing more offered by contemporary witnesses.  In the case of A, however, we do not have the luxury of such silence: because the poet (or others) continued the series of dreams which comprise A, we surmise that A is unfinished, incomplete, broken off.  But a reader of Piers A who is neither committed to a presumption of unitary authorship nor burdened by familiarity with the longer versions—in other words, a fresh reader of Piers Plowman—may well, even after investigating the issues raised by point of view and Passus 12, agree that ‘[t]here is a sense of ending in the last lines of A.11….’
 After all, in the surviving MSS of Piers A no scribe chose to supply a line like that found in the margin of the Hengwrt MS at the end of Chaucer’s ‘Cook’s Tale’: ‘Of this Cokes tale maked Chaucer na moore.’

For those with historical, or new historical, leanings, Piers A provides a veritable treasure-trove.
  One of the A Version’s issues that perhaps gets lost in B/C is the degree to which the disagreement between Theology and HolyChurch over the genealogy and character of Lady Mede points to a core ambiguity in the poem’s view of authorities.  While we hear the Dreamer (at the end of Passus 8: 162ff., for example) echoing the views of Lady HolyChurch earlier (e.g., at the end of Passus 1: 149ff.), in the waking scene that follows at the beginning of Passus 9 (the prologue to the Vita, which significantly echoes the wandering, uncertain condition of the Narrator-Dreamer of the beginning of the Visio) he engages in formal disputation with the two ‘menours’ he meets.  Where does ‘truth’ (or Truth) reside in these moments of debate?  When the Dreamer (at the end of Passus 11) rejects learning, has he earned again HolyChurch’s earlier sobriquet ‘dotide daffe’ (1.129)—or have we arrived at a crucial realization that neither the Dreamer nor his dreamed (or waking) interlocutors have a clear answer to his many questions?  Does this, in turn, make us return to the disagreement between HolyChurch and Theology with fresh eyes, eyes which may less quickly accede to the unquestionable authority of a figure called HolyChurch?

To ask such questions is not necessarily disingenuous (or heretical), nor are they the product of an ideological stance grounded on skepticism about single-authorship.  Even if complete and ‘finished,’ Piers A challenges easy interpretation.  That is the mark of an important literary work, an importance validated in its own era by the influence it demonstrated in the many continuations and revisions of its text.  The attractions of Piers A do not of course derive entirely from what was produced later in the tradition it initiated; but that reception provides unambiguous testimony to its importance to contemporaries.  It is time that the vibrant modern critical tradition of Langland studies took a careful look at its attractions and challenges.  A very good place to begin re-reading the many poems we call Piers Plowman would be to take up in our undergraduate classrooms the study of the A (or A-plus) Version.
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