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It probably deserves critical notice when, despite their disagreements on other fundamental matters, the modern editors of the A-Version of Plowman essentially agree about how to end the poem.  In the last lines of A XI, as David C. Fowler has noted, there is the "brilliance" of an "emphatic conclusion"1; and George Kane, [p. 212]

while acknowledging the tendency of scribes to consider the text incomplete in one way or another, himself grants "a sense of ending" in these final lines of a "distinctive. . . . first form of Piers Plowman, authorially sanctioned for copying" and consisting of a prologue and eleven passus.2  Both editions, furthermore, print in an Appendix the problematical passus XII witnessed by three related manuscripts of the A-Version.  Nevertheless, John Alford is quite correct when he states that "[m]ost scholars agree that the first version of Piers Plowman remained unfinished.  The poet had reached an impasse"--an impasse signalled by the fact that "only two dreams are complete."3  This general consensus, however, rests on fundamental uncertainties, and recent discussion has tended to reflect them.4  Nevertheless, Father Dunning stands almost alone among critics of Piers A in reading it as a complete artistic whole5--a view that Professor Fowler forcefully endorses.  The editorial agreement about the end of A XI and placement of A XII implies, I believe, a substantive agreement with regard to the text of Piers A not easily reconciled with the critical consensus.  My purpose in this essay is to assess these implications further and to articulate something of the continual uncertainty that has accompanied readings of Piers A--and such uncertainty should, perhaps, motivate some of our own.


The minimal consideration accorded the A-Version by most students of Piers may in part account for the dismissive quality inherent in the scholarly consensus identified by Alford:  critics really want to [p. 213] get on with discussing the B- or C-Version.6  Yet their dissonance with the A-Version's editors deserves attention.  When, despite divergent (even antithetical) views regarding authorship and other textual matters, Professors Fowler and Kane agree on a fundamental feature of the A-Version--the shape of its text--then we should accord such agreement serious acknowledgment.  The modern editorial consensus, indeed, has for almost forty years obviated the need for further sustained attention to the text of the A-Version.  However, given the radical disagreement between the two editors with regard to the place of the A-Version in the history of the Piers Plowman tradition, we ought perhaps re-examine this editorial consensus about the ending of the A-Version and its significance for critical reading of the poem.


Two major considerations present themselves.  First, elements in the established text complicate any simple view of its conclusiveness; and, second, the manuscripts of the A-Version indicate that the reception of this poem by its earliest readers, its scribes, is quite mixed.  Despite "all the brilliancy of A" and the "imaginative lucidity" of its final lines,"7 despite its "emphatic conclusion" and "sense of ending," one major difficulty with this conclusion of the A-Version has lessened satisfaction with it as the ending of a completed poem:  the Dreamer is not said explicitly to wake from his dream.8  While we may readily grant that lines 250-303 of passus XI are marked by "exact parallelism" (Fowler, Literary Relations 217, n. 46) with those of VIII.127-81--a parallelism that gains unavoidable importance once our attention is drawn to it9--yet that same attention also reveals the inconsistency about the Dreamer's awakening.  Although they specifically take note of this discrepancy, both of the modern editions of [p. 214] the A-Version substantially agree about the text and form of the ending, and we may well inquire whether the absence of a declared awakening should be so determinative of critical reception--or rejection--of the A- Version.  As we shall see, some scribes and later readers were quite willing to accept this as the poem's conclusion without any such awakening.


In the absence of any clear indication that the Dreamer awakes, modern editors have been moved to punctuate the A-Version at A XI.250 to indicate (and support) their readings of the text before them.  Even before finally adopting passus XII as for the most part authorial, Skeat assigned A XI.250-303 to Will- the-Dreamer and, placing these lines within quotation marks, so ended the poem.10  The absence of the Dreamer's awakening did not concern him, and he gave no sure indication--before he adopted the view that passus XII, itself apparently incomplete, continued the A-Version--that he had any suspicion that the poem which ended at A XI was incomplete or unfinished.11  So if we go back to Skeat's earlier views of the [p. 215] shape of the A-Version--before he adopted A XII as authorial--we can adduce them as support for A XI's conclusiveness:  to him the ending of XI had sufficient marks of closure to conclude the poem.  Even this firm believer in single authorship did not need to hypothesize the fragmentary incompleteness of A.  And Father Dunning, who in 1937 was still very much "inclined to think that B was written by someone other than the A poet," was quite forceful in proclaiming A XI the conclusion of a completed poem.12  These two scholars, fundamentally in disagreement on substantial matters in Piers studies, could also meet upon this significant common ground.


In presenting the ending of A XI, Skeat, like the more recent editors, follows the Trinity manuscript since his favored Vernon manuscript has here lost the folio containing the end of the poem: 


". . .  For, Michi vindictam, et ego retribuam;


I shal punnisshen in purcatory or in the put of helle


Eche man for his misdede but mercy it make."


    "3et am I neuere the ner for nou3t I haue walkid


To wyte what is Do-wel witterly in herte; . . . ."  (247a-51)

[p. 216] Skeat concludes this speech, in Will's voice (presumably), at 303a with the Latin line from C (XI.298a), which for him concludes A XI:  Breuis oracio penetrat celum.13

In addition to rejecting Skeat's quotation marks surrounding 250-303a (and his borrowing of the Latin verse), Knott-Fowler and Kane relegate to Appendices the twelfth passus Skeat appends as an authorial continuation of his A-Version.  However, though Knott and Fowler forcefully argue the formal completion of the A-Version and Kane (at about the time of his edition) holds the "impartial view" that A was unfinished, their texts at this point are remarkably congruent.  Even their approaches to punctuating A XI.250 are similar.  Knott-Fowler's version of XI.247a-51 is: 


". . .  For, Michi vindictam, et ego retribuam.


'I shal punisshen in purcatory, or in the put of helle,


Eche man for his misdede, but mercy it make.'"







  (two-line blank)



Yet am I nevere the ner, for nought I have walkid,


To wyte what is Do-wel witterly in herte; . . . .

In Kane's text, these lines (255-59 in his version) read: 


". . .  For Michi vindictam et ego retribuam.


I shal punisshen in purcatory or in þe put of helle


Eche man for his misdede but mercy it make."


--3et am I neuere þe ner for nou3t I haue walkid


To wyte what is dowel witterly in herte, . . . .

Though their methods of marking the break differ, the effects are quite similar-- and quite different from Skeat's.  Knott and Fowler explain their blank lines and indentation at line 250 as follows:  "Although nothing specific is said about an end to the dream (which began at 9.58), we can assume that the dreamer awakens at this [p. 217] point.  In the remainder of this passus he sums up his thinking concerning the search for Do-wel, etc." (169).


Kane has nowhere articulated the rationale for his punctuation in such detail, nor is it easy to identify his assumptions, but the force of his dash is consistent with attributing the following words to a speaker other than the dreamed "I"--which may be identified as either the waking Dreamer in the narrated past or the present Narrator.  The present-tense verb of XI.250 may suggest the latter, and so a reading of Kane's punctuation produces an attribution not substantially different from that specifically articulated by Knott and Fowler.  The ambiguous nature of the dash and its unspecified significance may, of course, allow it other (though to my mind less likely) interpretations.  It may well be that the indefinite quality of the dash recommended itself to Kane, since it allowed him to leave the voicing of these words unspecified, subject to interpretative rather than editorial determination.  Despite his own more definitely expressed later views, he did not alter the punctuation of this line in his revised edition of the text--even though "repunctuation" is one of the few revisions he allowed himself in the 1988 edition (ix)14.  We may safely infer, then, that Kane's dash marks an unspecified break in the dreamed dialogue. Whether the "I" of 250 is the Dreamer (still sleeping or awake) or the Narrator is indeterminate--and probably should remain so.  This voice exists somewhere in or between Skeat's still-dreamed Will and Knott and Fowler's decisively awakened Dreamer/Narrator.


The nuances of such editorial disagreements may clarify a fundamental problem with these lines:  given the expected closure and the apparent need for some authoritative position to end the continuing argument over the importance of learning--absent the lack of any decisive narrative or syntactic markings--the text cries out for some form of punctuation to mark what the words themselves cannot on their own make clear.  And this is true whether one takes the remaining lines of XI as part of a dreamed discussion which continues in another passus, or as the conclusive summing-up of the Vita's second dream.  Some sort of editorial intervention is required to mark the [p.218] shift to an authoritative speaker.15  It is, perhaps, finally indifferent whether the punctuation takes the form of quotation marks, a dash, or a visual break in lineation:  all are similarly intrusive and dependent on interpretation.  Skeat's choice of punctuation well articulates his view of the text's meaning; Knott and Fowler have explicated the interpretation signalled by theirs.  Since it remains arguable in which voice, ultimately, authority may reside, it may be that Kane's dash, in not being either fully determinate or accompanied by explanation of its significance, is an attractive editorial intrusion:  its unspecified significance forces readers themselves to make the necessary choice among competing possibilities.  And, absent their accompanying footnote, the Knott-Fowler text would have similar effect.


Similar concerns as these clearly exercised scribes and early readers of the A-Version, and they were no more unanimous in their views than the most recent editors.  Some took it as a completed poem; others supplemented it in various ways.  However, since "it is known that scribes corrupted texts"16, it would seem foolhardy for scholars to align themselves too easily with even a majority of those scribes.  The very arguments that Kane makes in support of minor details of his text can as justly be adduced regarding larger matters, such as that text's state of completeness.  Simply because many (or even most) scribes felt the poem was unfinished ought not to force us to agree.  Perhaps we should credit those few scribes who were willing to offer a "complete" short text as much as we credit those who sought deliberately to extend or supplement one they considered partial, incomplete, or even superseded by a revised edition.[p. 219]

The scribes of the extant texts of the A-Version are indeed more evenly divided on the question of its being a whole, complete poem than are modern critics.  It remains to determine whether the inconsistencies among the manuscripts are relatively insignificant, perhaps attributable to scribal error.  Or are they more significant than that, details to which a careful reader should give further serious attention?  Minor divergences may be easily dismissed or ignored, but they may also direct our attention to more fundamental matters, and cause us to examine textual and interpretative issues we have for more than a generation left resting quietly.  Since we presently may find it difficult to separate the text of the A-Version from those of the other versions, and since hypotheses about authorship will directly implicate one's definition and expectations regarding any one of these texts, we should reflect on our own assumptions as we examine this textual geography.  If, for instance, we accept the theory of single authorship, then we will expect consistencies and compatibilities among the texts and will give them priority over any noted inconsistencies.  On the other hand, if we remain open to the possibility of multiple texts--or even multiple authors--then we will realize that even the very same words can be spoken by different voices and articulate quite differently intended meanings.


I do not expect to deal directly and fully with these larger issues here; rather, I wish to locate a place for discussing the text of Piers A, a place where we might concentrate as much as possible on the manuscript record of the poem's reception by its earliest readers and copyists.  Does the text of the A- Version of Piers warrant modern scholars' accepting or endorsing the views of those who "in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries . . . regarded" the A-Version as "incomplete" or who believed its "incompleteness . . . was evident" (Kane, Evidence 47, 48)?  Or should we take more seriously the integrity of the text as recent editors have given it to us?  Matured theses (about authorship or texts or completeness) attract, and deserve, periodic reconsideration:  that is one of the principles by which our knowledge and understanding advance.  When a seemingly insignificant loose thread shows itself at the end of a finely worked tapestry, a simple tug may reveal it to be truly insignificant; alternatively, such a slight effort may begin to unravel a fundamentally flawed or incomplete structure and reveal the work as less finished than it previously appeared.

[p. 220] II


Whether we hold the view that the various versions of Piers are elements in a literary "tradition" or stages in a single author's poem, the ending of the A- Version must challenge our understanding of the differing meanings (in addition to the differing texts, of course) that mark the three (or more) versions; and even a brief examination of Skeat's parallel edition of the three versions will begin to reveal the substantial nature of the revisions that the B- and C- Versions make of A XI.  What (in the texts of both Knott-Fowler and Kane) seems to be the voice of the awakened narrator (or poet) in lines XI.250-303 is presented clearly in the B-Version as a speech of Will within the dream of B X; in the C-Version we stand at one further step from the poet/narrator:  the lines are delivered there by Rechelesnesse, spoken within the (relocated) inner dream in C XII.


Rechelesnesse, a minor character with only three (or at most eight) lines at the beginning of B XI (34-36/41), takes over C XI.196-305 (which is, to take the ordinary critical view, C's rewriting of B's version of A's ending), and continues to play a significant role up to C XIII.127.17  Because of these reassignments, what may appear in modern editions as the narrator's final, waking comments in A, and as Will-the-Dreamer's argument with Scripture within the analogous dream in B (and in Skeat's A), becomes in C the substance of a speech assigned to a character with the very untrustworthy name of Rechelesnesse.  All three of these characters and their fictional levels in the poems are radically different and offer substantially differing claims as authorities.  Their positions do not, further, easily concord with a single consistent view.  When words that may be taken at one point by editors and readers as presented in the voice of the author--in propria persona more or less--become specifically enunciated in the voice of a personified dream-character [p. 221] named Rechelesnesse, we must acknowledge ourselves in the presence of something closer to revolution rather than to merely modest adjustments of textual attribution.  Such a revolution demands more sophisticated justification and interpretation than can be accomplished by adding quotation marks or other punctuation.  Are the ideas expressed in these virtually unchanged words in three versions of the poem so fluid that we can take them as both the author's own authoritative conclusion to his poem and the dismissed ravings of an intermediate, and dreamed, Rechelesnesse?


The B-Version, for all its divergences from A earlier in this passus, follows (as we shall see) the pattern of certain other readers of the earlier version and introduces "quod I" at X.372 (its equivalent to A XI.250), thereby marking the speaker as the disputatious Will.  And at the beginning of its next passus, B XI--in a situation parallel to that found in the appendicular A XII (which begins with direct address to the dreamer:  "'Crist wot,' quod Clergie, 'knowe hit yif the lyke, / I have do my dever the Do-wel to teche; . . .'")--we find further corroboration that the B-Version assumes Will speaks until the end of B X: 


Thanne Scripture scorned me and a skile tolde,


And lakked me in latyn and li3t by me sette,


And seide "Multi multa sciunt et seipsos nesciunt."  (B XI.1-3)


Other, seemingly minor discrepancies in detail--such as where one passus ends and another begins--tend to confuse the rhythm and structure of this stage of the debate, and obscure relationships with the earlier and later versions of these passages.  To take one instance:  the final line of A (XI.303) parallels B X.469-70 and C XI.298; B ends its passus X at 481 and the first 36 lines of B XI parallel C XI.163-198; the subsequent lines of B (XI.37-43) have their parallels in the final lines of C XI (306-315); and the opening lines of C XII then reproduce B XI.44ff.  As these details suggest, there are major formal reconsiderations or revisions occurring at this point, the immediate successor to A's conclusion; they suggest a wrestling with A's ending that may be evidenced already at earlier points in this text of that ending.  All of this could reinforce a view of the A-Version as unconcluded, or poorly concluded, or unacceptably [p. 222] concluded.  When we add in the reattribution of texts to newly identified speakers--such as Rechelesnesse--we can readily agree that B and C do not simply provide a previously elided full stop, or supply a half-line notice of the Dreamer's awakening (such as we find in the concluding lines of B and C).  Rather, we find ourselves considering substantial revision and argumentative alteration of the A-Version, not modest correction or emendation.  But thoroughgoing analyses of the revisions of A XI in B and C, important as they would be, will not detain us here; their relevance to larger questions about the status and reception of A XI, however, should be evident.  What we probably need-- and what neither Fowler nor Kane could safely claim has already occurred--is more sustained comparison of these passus in A, B, and C, both as textual and conceptual constructs; the closest we have come to explaining these changes is probably that offered by Donaldson (70-75), now more than forty years ago.


The competing hypotheses regarding authorship can at best be characterized as "not proven," Kane's widely quoted monograph notwithstanding.  Any real advances in that discussion, upon which subsequent literary analysis should rightly depend, can only come from careful attention to the sorts of questions I am touching upon here.  Perhaps others will be stimulated to do more than touch upon them, and such examination will ultimately affect the larger contexts of discussion of Piers Plowman.  Whatever we might finally say of the shape given the end of the A-Version in B and C, such revisions do not necessitate our reading lines 250-303 of A XI as emphatically inconclusive; and, furthermore, they cannot easily be adduced as evidence that the authors of B and C thought A unfinished, "at an impasse," or incomplete.  Nor, on the other hand, is it logically necessary that one who harbors doubts about the existence of some ideal, unitary poem called Piers Plowman, or about its being the work of a single author, must take A's ending as firmly concluded:  the assertion in A XII that Wille--the author of what "here is wryten, and other werkes bothe, / Of Peres the plowman" (101-2)--is dead and buried, offers at least one genuine option.  In other words, critical views regarding the integrity of the poem--or the lack thereof--do not automatically implicate us in literary-historical or interpretative conclusions.  Text and reading are separable.


In the face of textual, interpretative, or other uncertainties, the absence of explicit waking at the end of the A-Version might signify [p. 223] either some uncertainty about that text--on the part of its author, its scribes, or its early readers; or alternatively, the fragmentariness of the surviving text; or even the arguable hypothesis that A XI.250-303 (or even XI.250-XII.98) is a sketch of a conclusion, one produced by the author before he died (as reported at the end of A XII) or by one particularly astute early reader who felt the poem did not otherwise conclude satisfactorily.  Does the lack of exactness in the parallels with VIII.127-81 point to authorial inconsistency or lack of finish, or does it point to an editorial attempt at concluding "in the style of" the original?18  Of course, the surviving manuscripts will dictate no clear or certain answers to these difficult questions, and we may have further reason to lament the loss of the folio containing the poem's ending in the Vernon manuscript; but the multiple, though not exhaustive, possibilities given above should stimulate thoughts about our modern reception of the A-Version.  Even if the last lines of A XI as they now stand were demonstrably their author's conclusion, the question would remain whether they provide readers with convincing closure to the poem they are reading.  The strength of Professor Fowler's remarks about an "emphatic conclusion" attests to his clear sense of the questions (and answers) provided by earlier critics; and these critics must include, as we know, the scribes to whom we owe the survival of the poem in its various versions.19

Some of our critical difficulties issue from our confusing the written text with its varied reception.  Does a subsequent view that an earlier conclusion is problematic or unsatisfying necessitate its having been originally a recognized "impasse"?  I think not.  Is the reassignment (if that is what occurs) of A's concluding lines in B--and again in C--compatible with ordinary adjustments in a single author's mind?  Do they demand an hypothesis of conversion or [p. 224] revolution in that author's thinking?  Or do they warrant an hypothesis of multiple authors?  If they signal a moment of crisis on the part of the author, an "impasse" sufficient to cause the abandonment of the A-Version, they may as easily support a claim for another person's being involved in rewriting.  And we must consider the doubleness of this revision:  the solution of the "impasse" in B is itself only partial and temporary since the C-Version even more fundamentally alters this crucial passage in the poem.  Consistency, then, might demand we abandon any further independent consideration of B, in favor of C's revision--and carry it out with something like the alacrity (and near irreversibility) that has in recent years greeted the A-Version.  But those of us who have now put away the things of a child will have little difficulty conceiving how one might subsequently grow uncertain about earlier certainties.  It follows, then, that to read the text of A as concluded does not necessarily prevent its being subsequently revised--nor that revision's being itself later substantially reworked.  If we resist personifying the versions and treat them as independent texts, these matters will begin to appear differently.  An author's change of mind or heart may not effect a similar change in his audience's--especially if his earlier versions are not systematically suppressed or corrected.  There is an important principle behind the New Criticism's insistence that we read the poem in itself, freed from biography, history, and intention.  If the text of Piers A has been received and circulated in its own independent form, then (no matter what we conclude about the author) we owe that text a considered analysis and understanding--in and of itself.  Perhaps too many of us have simply avoided doing this for too long.


To re-open discussion of these issues, then, let us go behind the nearly unanimous judgment of present critics of Piers and concentrate on the less unanimous opinions and uncertainties we find among the earliest known readers of the A-Version, and particularly on those details that bear upon the text's conclusion.  Though the most recent editors may substantially agree upon the shape and significant details of the text, there is considerably less consensus among the manuscripts. The manuscript endings for A XI warrant fuller consideration, not least for the help they can give us in determining how the A- Version was received and understood by some of its earliest readers. 

[p. 225] III


Study of the A-Version of Piers Plowman as a poem with its own integrity and appeal continues to be retarded by the general critical consensus that the A- Version is an abandoned early fragment of a work carried to conclusion by its author in the B- and C-Versions.  This is not, of course, a view shared by Professor Fowler, who reveals himself thereby an heir of two doubting Thomases:  Thomas A. Knott and Thomas P. Dunning.  And while I found myself earlier giving full assent to the more widely held view, I now confess myself more doubtful, unpersuaded that there is sufficient evidence for me to accept the view fully and without question.  The conjunction of Knott-Fowler and Kane on the matter of the authoritative shape of the text of the A-Version reinforces me in withholding my assent.  But regardless (I hope) of my own convictions, or lack thereof, I find that, no matter what view one holds on the difficult matter of authorship, the textual record surrounding the end of the A-Version may be adduced to support either hypothesis--or neither of them.  The manuscript record is divided and does not unambiguously resolve the matter of the A-Version's integrity.


Examining the extant A-Version manuscripts, however, helps refine these questions and their implications and, by doing so, makes clear which questions might reward further attention.  There are, after all, a number of possible solutions to the "problem" of the ending of the A-Version, and early readers of the text may be found to have dealt with it as modern editors have--or, alternatively, produced other reasonable solutions that we might ourselves consider.  If we exclude the four manuscripts that are structurally incomplete (T2[E], L, V, H) and a fifth (N), which ends at the conclusion of passus VIII and is continued from that point with a C text, and if we likewise exclude the problematic Z-Text (Bodley 851),20 then there remain four distinct types of conclusions for Piers Plowman A.  Since important manuscripts such as V and H are among those structurally incomplete, we unfortunately cannot consult or reconstruct the original endings for a crucial branch of the text.  Indeed, aside from [p. 226] V, none of the five incomplete manuscripts takes us past the end of the Visio:  three of them conclude at (N) or very near (L and H) the end of passus VIII.21

Classified with respect to their types of ending, the remaining twelve manuscripts of the A-Version of Piers Plowman may be arranged as follows 22: 


 I.  Completed at A XI.303:  A and (originally) Di[K].

II.  Completed (essentially at A XI.303) with some individual scribal lines:  

H3, D, and M.

III.  Continued after A XI.303 by the "John But" passus:  U, I[J], and R.

IV.  Continued after A XI.303 by C-Version (usually beginning with C XI.299):  


T, Ch, H2, W, and (as an afterthought) Di[K].


In what follows, our attention will rest primarily on various features of A XI.250-303, even though these lines prove in many important respects to be quite the least substantially revised section of this much-altered passus as it passes from A into B and C.  When we leave behind the revisions of these fifty-plus lines (and of those preceding them) in the B- and C-Versions, we can easily detect in the A-Version manuscripts efforts by many of the scribes to supply a more satisfactory, more conclusive ending to this version of Piers Plowman [p. 227] that ends at A XI.303--and, concomitantly, a more forceful marking of those lines as being the conclusion of that poem.


If manuscripts of a "complete" A-Version circulated independently--and for a considerable period--as the manuscripts in my first two groups would suggest, many other manuscripts offer evidence of its early having attracted either of two alternative endings:  a C-Supplement or an additional, twelfth passus for the A- Version (which subsequently plays no part in the evolution of B and C).  In all, three manuscripts (Group III above) contain the added twelfth passus, while five (Group IV) provide a continuation from the C-Version.  If the manuscripts in my groups I and II--whatever importance one might assign their minor differences-- may confirm the completeness of the A-Version and their scribes' satisfaction with its ending, these other two groups raise fundamental questions about its contemporary reception as a complete poem in anything like that form.  And can we, by looking at these, determine what there was about the A-Version ending that invited, at a relatively early stage, new attempts at closure, attempts that generated substantial additions or supplements beyond the end of XI.303?  And if we acknowledge these as substantial changes to the original, can we remain altogether confident that the A-Version really warranted independent circulation as a coherent, concluded whole?  Do the four manuscripts that actually conclude the poem in the vicinity of XI.303 deserve the textual authority they have in attesting to an independent A-Version of Piers Plowman?  What can we learn from those that continue the poem beyond this point?


Three manuscripts follow A XI.303 with a twelfth passus, rubricated as "Passus tercius de dowel 7c'" in U (likewise in I and R, absent the "7c'").  In R, the only "complete" manuscript, the new passus opens: 



Crist wot quod clergie knowe hit 3if þe lyke



 I haue do my deuer þe Dowel to teche . . . . 

The imprecation "Crist wot," and the following "quod clergie" mark this as the beginning of a new speech.  The double direct address ("yif the lyke / . . . the . . . to teche") suggests that Clergie (a speaker who appeared earlier) is now responding to another speaker within the format of a continuing, dreamed debate. This would seem to deny [p. 228] the immediately preceding lines any status as narratorial or authorial summation; rather, the twelfth passus implies that these lines are "in character."  Like Skeat, who introduced quotation marks, or those A manuscripts that insert "quod I" at 250 (discussed below, pp.000), the author of this twelfth passus takes the concluding words of A XI as enunciated still in the world of dreamed debate, with their speaker being Will, the dreamed persona of the Dreamer/Narrator.  The twelfth passus, in this regard, conforms to a view held by manuscripts in my three other groups:  namely M, W, and Di[K], the three manuscripts that have "quod I" in XI.250.  It is, therefore, hardly surprising that Skeat, when he included passus XII in his edition of the A-Version (or all but its final twelve lines), retained the quotation marks he had previously introduced at 250. 


The manuscripts in my Group IV resolve the apparent openness of A XI in a different way:  by appending a "supplement" from the C-Version.  While I do not propose here to extend the brief remarks above regarding the C-Version's revising what it inherited from the ending of the A-Version--with its concomitant reassignment of the concluding lines to Rechelesnesse--a substantially different solution (even one inconsistent with the revision of A XI in the C-Version) is offered by these five manuscripts.  They do not engage in any substantial revision of A XI, but close it with a addendum from the C-Version, often quite awkwardly connected to the the preceding text.  Four of these manuscripts follow A XI.303 with a passus break, and commence a new passus with the equivalent the last 18 lines of C XI (lines 298a-315).  In MS T, for instance, the passage reads: 


Passus tercius de dowel  Breuis oracio penetrat celum


Selde falliþ þe seruaunt so depe in arerage


As doþ þe reue 7 þe countrollour þat rekne mote 7 acompte


Of alle þat þei han had of hym þat is here maister

Ac lewide laboureris of litel vndirstonde


Selde falliþ so foule 7 so depe in synne


As clerkis of holy chirche þat kepe shulde 7 saue


Lewide men in good beleue 7 lene hem at here wille


Homo proponit quod a poete þo and plato he hi3te 


Et deus disponit quod he let god do his wille


Alle þat treuþe techiþ 7 testifieþ for goode


þei3 þei folewe þat fortune no foly ich it holde [p. 229]

Ne concupiscencia carnis 7cetera


Ne shal not greue þe gretly ne begile þe but þou wille


Tho fare wel fippe quod fauntelot and forþ gan me drawe


Til concupiscencia carnis accordite til al my werkis


Of Dowel ne of Dobet no deynte me ne thouhte


Ne Clergie ne his conseile y counted hit ful litel.23
The parallels among the four manuscripts that do this are not exact, and there is one obvious difficulty with T's weaving together of the two versions.  At the end of the above passage the following occurs:  Passus secundus de dobet / Allas ey quod elde 7 holynesse boþe (i.e., C XII.1).  Clearly this rubric is unexpected, both in regard to its place--an eighteen-line passus is unusual--and in its denomination of the passus as "de dobet."24

Two other manuscripts (Ch and H2) correspond with T in beginning "Passus tercius de dowel" at C XI.298a (Ch after the Latin tag; H2 before); however, unlike T they do not begin another passus at C XII.1.  A fourth manuscript, Di[K], offers additional complications.  In its present, final form it does not begin a new passus after A XI.303; instead it emulates the pattern of most C- Version manuscripts and postpones the break until after C XI.315, when it writes "finis."  However, this was not the original shape of the manuscript.  The scribe first wrote "Amen" at the end of XI.303; subsequently this was crossed through in the same ink and a following, marginal "ffinis de dowell" was erased.25  Only after (presumably) both these "corrections" were made did the scribe continue (with what appears to be a [p. 230] slightly different, darker, ink); the text starts, like the others we have just been considering, with C XI.298a.


My final witness to the C-Supplement, W, provides a further variation in grafting C to A:  it begins a new passus (with C XII.1) here, omitting entirely the last eighteen lines of C XI.26  In doing so, it sustains the possibility that Elde and Holynesse's "Allas" at the beginning of C XII reacts to the preceding words as an expression issuing from a "Wil" who "hath al his wille." In the context of A XI the "me" comforted by "Couetyse-of-yes" (at C XII.3) must here be identified with the past Dreamer (as it will be in B), not with the C-Version's Rechelesnesse.  In the manuscripts that provide a C-Supplement, whether they heard in the last lines of A XI the words of Will asleep or the Dreamer (or Narrator) awake, the scribes--aside from Di[K], of course--were confident with marking a firm passus break, and avoided any explicit marking of a change in voice.  This may suggest the scribes' mechanical transcription of their exemplars, or their unwillingness to employ any critical judgment in the face of ambiguity or lack of clarity.  (And the eighteen-line passus of T is certainly consistent with a quite mechanical copying of its exemplar[s].)  It may be unfair to generalize on the basis of the little evidence I have provided regarding these manuscripts, but (with the possible exception of T, whose double passus marking may suggest he is adding the supplement on his own) we can infer very little from these manuscripts about their scribes' reception of A XI as a conclusion.  Their awareness of a "continuation" is patent, and to that extent their manuscripts will invite less consciousness of any ending at this point; it will also have the corollary that their involvement with that ending will be unlikely to be marked by direct intervention of an editorial sort.  In other words, these manuscripts could be taken as confirming the original shape and quality of the A ending, a view [p. 231] consistent with both Knott-Fowler and Kane, who trusted one of these, T, as their base manuscript.


While the manuscripts in my groups III and IV, then, may suggest some scribal dissatisfaction with the ending of the A-Version, consistent with reacting to the absence of waking, that dissatisfaction is moderated by their knowledge of a continuation of the text--in the form of the longer C-Version or of the briefer passus XII.  In any event, these scribes would, in light of their knowledge of a longer poem, be unlikely to emend the ending of A XI in any substantial way so as to effect closure.  Among them, MSS W and Di[K] supply "quod I" at XI.250 and thereby reinforce the attribution of the following lines to the dreamed Will.  All eight manuscripts in these groups, however, because of their confidence about the poem's continuing, do not provoke any serious challenge to accepting XI.250-303 as the end of an independent version of Piers Plowman.  For them, any closural tendencies are simply temporary, marking the end of a stage or episode in a continuing debate, a continuing poem.


Like W and Di[K], MS M also reads "quod I" in XI.250, a reading that modern editors have rejected, even though it parallels the B-Version's "solution" to the absence of any awakening:  that is, the dream does not end here and the remaining lines continue as part of the dreamed debate.  M, however, unlike the other manuscripts (or versions) we have been considering so far, does not continue the poem beyond the end of A XI.  This scribe's accepting such an ending leaves us with an important question:  Is the Dreamer's awaking formally required at the end of a literary dream vision?


In MS M, lines 247-51 (at the very top of p. 548) read: 


No vindicabis quia mihi vindictam 7 ego retribuam


I schal punischin in purgatorie or in the pet of helle


Ich man for his misdede but 3if mercy lette


3it am I quod I neuere ner for nouth þat I haue walkyd


to wetin what is dowel witterly in herte.27 [p. 232] 

The modern editors' typographical markings to indicate a shift of voice are, to my mind, no less intrusive as MWDi[K]'s "quod I."  Though the latter may conflict with metrical patterns, it is hardly more intrusive.  The various location of "quod I" in these manuscripts may further attest to its being introduced independently by these scribal editors (or their ancestors) for punctuation--much as Knott-Fowler and Kane mark their texts.  The texts of these three manuscripts record one readily available solution to the passage's perceived ambiguities.  Along with the B-Version, which also has "quod I" in its rewriting of the analogous line, these manuscripts attest to relatively early attempts to identify the speaker of the received text.  Independently, perhaps, they present one mildly intrusive emendation to resolve that difficulty, to indicate the speaker, and to define the text's local shape.  We may, however, be no closer to determining what they felt with respect to the poem's conclusion:  the beginning of a quotation necessitates our locating its end.  But even the conclusion of this dreamed dialogue need not automatically close the dream or the poem.


Though rejected by Knott-Fowler and by Kane, the texts of these three manuscripts at A XI.250 are congruent with that of Skeat, who, as we saw above, introduced quotation marks to accommodate the lack of any verbal (or other) marker in his exemplar.  (And he, also, appears not to have been unduly concerned by the omitted awakening of the Dreamer.)  Though different, the solution of our more recent editors is no less intrusive:  their interruptive punctuation is more intent on marking the dream's (and the poem's) closure.  But can so much be left to depend on what modern conventions of [p. 233] punctuation may be induced to make clear?  To concentrate on deciding which of these editorial intrusions is correct, or even acceptable, may distract us from more important questions.  Do these two options, indeed, exhaust the possibilities?  Do any of the other manuscripts point toward better, or different, readings?


If these (and other) insertions of "quod I" stand as examples of early scribal attempts to give greater clarity to, or remedy difficulties they perceived in, their texts of the A-Version--and modern editors' unanimous rejection of most of these attempts would point toward such a judgment--we might usefully examine the work of other scribes to determine if the difficulties are accurately perceived (and remedied) by their colleagues in MWDi[K].  Are there alternative readings of the text, other responses to the same perceived difficulties?  Nothing that I have seen directly signals a break or shift of speaker at XI.250, except perhaps the unusual line inserted in MS H3 immediately before it:  "Reddam vnicuique iuxta opera sua."28  But it might be going too far to take this as a sophisticated act of punctuation.


However, another significantly different solution to the difficulty raised in these lines may perhaps be detected in the Ashmole manuscript.  This scribe introduces a preliminary "And" at the beginning of 250:  "And 3it am I neuyr þe ner for out I haue walkyd."  Far from emphasizing a break in the narrative level of the text, this instead erases any potential ambiguity about who is speaking by insisting on continuity: the conjunction presumably implies assignment of 250ff. to Scripture.29  Its equivalent of line 267 offers a likely candidate for the conclusion of Scripture's speech, with an unmarked shift of voice in the next line:  here, the omission of a conjunctive "And" (which appears in all but MSS A and W) could sustain a reading of XI.268 [p.234] as Will's reaction to the immediately preceding advice from Scripture: 


". . . Was neuyr in þis [werld] to wysere clerkis;


ffor alle connyng clerkis syn god went on erde

    265


Takyn example of here sawis in sermonys þat þei makyn,


Be here werkis and wordis wyssyn vs to do wel."


"3if I schal werche here werkis [to] wynne me heuyn,
   268


And I with here werkis 7 witte wynne me pyne,


Than wrouth I vnwysely with alle þe wittis þat I lere. . . ."30
The sentiments of the subsequent lines are strongly opposed to "clergie" and the benefits of learning, as Will has shown himself earlier.  He cites the counter- authority of the gospels ("A Good Friday, I fynde, a feloun was saved" [271]) against Dame Scripture; and his invocation of "austyn þe elde" as the "doutiest doctor" may be read ironically, since the text he authorizes--"Ecce ipsi indocti rapiunt celum vbi nos / sapientes in infernum margimur" (295a--lowers the status of "nos sapientes" below that of "indocti," such as the Dreamer.  The ironic color subtly reminds us of the Dreamer's more overt clerkly "Contra," earlier delivered against both the two friars (IX.16) and Scripture (XI.228).


Although I am not aware of anyone arguing that lines 250-67 continue Scripture's speech--the sense of these lines in the modern critical editions would make it difficult to sustain such a view--there is, certainly, an acceptably "scriptural" cast to the points raised here, with their emphasis on biblical characters and events, as well as other examples of book-learning.  And other variants in this passage of MS A (for example, the reading of 256: "leue it wel be oure lord no lettere betere") might further support such an attribution.  The scribe-editor of Ashmole, at least, may have read the lines in Scripture's voice.  But such speculations with regard to a scribe's interpretations and intentions do not easily admit of persuasive demonstra- [p. 235] tion; at best they can be suggestive, perhaps plausible, justifications of the logic behind a single manuscript's variant readings.  But then any argument of this sort is an attempt to reveal and explain patterns and coherences in a text; whether one grants priority to local textual details or to larger ideal structures will of course affect the kind of coherence one perceives.  Any certain and easy access to such ideal structures must remain in doubt when the complexities of local textual matters are less well understood.  If we could deny scribes any editorial interests, or skills, life might be much easier for modern readers.  Luckily for us we cannot.


In any case, even when we grant lines XI.250-303 the authority of the A- Version poet, we find that a number of early, not demonstrably unintelligent readers of this ending have evidenced difficulties akin to those many of us, including the poem's modern editors, have felt at this point:  who is speaking these words, and if this is the poem's end why does the text not explicitly mark the Dreamer's waking?  Other, less crucial shifts of speakers have been more clearly marked.  Where does Scripture stop speaking and another begin?  And who is that other?  In the absence of clear marking, through narrative or syntax, what does (or can) the text mean?  Previous critics have been able to overlook or downplay these matters, to accept as decisive a reasonable editorial solution to the problems, and to get on with their reading.  Perhaps they were correct in this, emulating as they did the solutions evidenced in the work of their ancestors, the early scribal editors.


But the difficulties these manuscripts raise are not limited to matters of word choice and phrasing in and around lines 250 and 285, and they are, arguably, symptomatic of substantial and unresolved problems in the A-Version's ending.  When we examine such difficulties, we repeatedly discover the long history behind our own modern uncertainties.  And while these uncertainties are not, of course, necessarily the author's, being only demonstrably those of the early readers and transmitters of the text, yet since we are constrained to discover the author's text through theirs, we should give more attention to their difficulties and uncertainties.  For instance, the Ashmole manuscript--whose intention and interpretation of the voices in this ending we have just been speculating about-- alone of the surviving manuscripts of the A-Version of Piers Plowman, actually ends its text of the poem with lines closely parallelling those at which modern [p. 236] editors have printed as the end of theirs.  Following the equivalent of A XI.303-- I with oute penauns at here partyng into þe blisse of heuyn--the Ashmole scribe writes "Amen" (at the beginning of the next line).  Though the text lacks a colophon more firmly indicating closure, this conclusive Amen provides sufficient warrant of this text's ending.  The warrant is further confirmed by the blank remainder of this verso page (378), which is subsequently filled with Latin texts, culled for the most part from the preceding text of Piers.  Support for this reception of the A-Version as a complete text and of this being its ending is, of course, to be found elsewhere--though in no case is that support uncomplicated by other editorial interventions by the scribe.  As we saw above, Di[K] at one time also concluded with a scribal "Amen" at the same point as MS A, but it was subsequently cancelled and supplanted by a C-Supplement.


Like A and Di[K], the three manuscripts in my Group II (H3, D, and M) also punctuate the ending in the vicinity of XI.303, and so sustain the modern editors' views that one self-contained version of Piers Plowman comes to an end at this point.  However individual they may be in their treatment of the ending, these three manuscripts confirm their scribes' confidence in a conclusion of the A-Version at XI.303.  Their various treatments of this A-Version ending are worth at least brief examination here.  In their probable order of composition, they conclude as follows.31

MS H3 (Knott-Fowler 24:  "About 1420"; Kane 8:  "third quarter of the fifteenth century.  Doyle prefers 1425-1450") closes with: 


Sawerys 7 sowerys 7 sweche leude Iottys



(= XI.301)


ffor þei leuyn as þei be leryd 7 oþer wyse nouth [p.237] 

Musyn in no materes but holdyn þe ryth be leue.


He þat redyth þis book 7 ryth haue it in mende.


Preyit for pers þe plowmans soule.


With a pater noster to þe paleys of heuene.


 (= XI.302)


With outyn gret penans at hys partyng to comyn to blys.    (= XI.303)


Explicit tractus de perys plowman. quod . herun.


Qui cum patre 7 spiritu sancto viuit 7 regnat per omnia secula seculorum Amen.32

The ending of MS M (Knott-Fowler 24:  "End of fifteenth century (?)"; Kane 12:  "about 1425") reads: 


Wit outyn penaunce at here partynge in to þe heye blisse


ffor þey I rede alle men þat on crist be leuyn


Asken mercy of god for here misdedes


And coueiten non clergie ne catel on þis erþe


But alwey to seruen god 7 hendyn in hise werkys


And þat he graunte vs þe Ioie þat euere schal lastyn


With pers þe plowman to wonyn in his blysse Amen Amen


Explicit prologus de dowel dobet 7 dobest33

MS D (Knott-Fowler 23:  "second half of fifteenth century"; Kane 3:  "late fifteenth century") concludes as follows: 


with oute penaunce at here partyng in to heye blysse


Now of þis litel book y haue makyd an ende


Goddis blessyng mote he haue þat drinke wil me sende




 Explicit li




 ber petri pl




 ouman ꭍ [p. 238]

Together with MS A and (presumably) the lost exemplar of the A-Version for Di[K]34 (which has no particular affiliation with MS A), these manuscripts attest to the poem's having ended at XI.303 in the version they were copying.  Each is followed originally by blank space on the remainder of the folio.  All, in other words, are comfortable with the poem's ending here.  Their comfort perhaps should prompt us to question our own.


The changes and additions in D, M, and H3 are, effectively, little more than extended, free-form but determinately conclusive scribal punctuation.  In the case of H3 and M, the additional lines may have been inspired by the completion of their commissions:  the "tractus de perys plowman" ends H3, and the end of this "prologus" concludes the work of the main scribe of M (what follows is in a different hand).  The fact that in both these cases the text of Piers concludes the scribes' work on these manuscripts may account for the expansiveness of these two conclusions, and of both the general similarities and the specific divergences between them.  But while they differ from one another, neither evidences any dissatisfaction with the poem's ending; their added lines essentially confirm and reinforce their exemplar's version of this ending.  In the case of M, the finality of the ending may be in some doubt:  his terming the completed text as "prologus" certainly leaves us with questions about the original plan of the work, and of this scribe's enterprise:  Can the denominated end of a "prologue" be taken as the ending of an entire work?  But this scribe, at least, did not proceed further.  To him, either the duty of following his exemplar was paramount, or else the "ending" of the A-Version at A XI.303 suggested that its author, for all his brilliance and emphasis, has not yet concluded; this is but prologue.35 [p.239]


All in all, however, these manuscripts confirm the end (of something) by way of pious closings.  Thus they parallel in spirit, if not in exact detail, the "Amen" of MS A.  In the case of D, admittedly, the piety is mixed with a highly secular request for drink (instigated, perhaps, by the prospect of his now having to copy The Charter of the Abbey of the Holy Ghost).  To emphasize the closure of the prologue, M offers a fairly simple and straightforward addition of six lines, while H3 ends his "tractus" by inserting four lines between 301 and 302, thereby instigating more intrusive syntactic and phrasal changes in his version of 302-3.  Two of the manuscripts (H3 and D) confirm that the poem ("tractus" or "liber") at some point ended here and that their scribes were satisfied with that completeness; with the possible exception of M, they evidence no consciousness of continuation, alternative ending, or other version of Piers Plowman.36  And we are left in the dark as to the character of the work to which M has concluded a "prologus."  None of this group, further, shows much concern with the lack of waking by the dreamer/narrator:  of the three, M again is odd-man-out and (as we have already seen) inserted "quod I" at A XI.250.  In view of his text's being rubricated as "prologus" we may assume that the lack of clearly marked closure can be accepted because its need is postponed.  To the scribes of H3 and D, the absence of "quod I" marking the last lines as Will's in a dream, or of any overt signal of waking, appears of little moment; they are satisfied the poem is ended, and their scribal additions and firm explicits confirm that.


We can now recognize in the above four groups of A-Version manuscripts signs of various receptions of this poem; it would be an oversimplification to say that their treatments of the latter stages of the A-Version produce anything like a consistent response, or that they attest to unambiguous closure.  Some scribes, conscious of continuations of one sort or another, behaved accordingly at the end of A XI; others, thinking this the end of a complete poem, accepted the fact and marked it in diverse fashions.  That in all these cases the text remains essentially the same ought perhaps to stimulate us to reflect more fully on and attempt to clarify more completely the various [p. 240] options it makes available to its readers.  It oversimplifies matters to insist on the Dreamer's waking up, or to assume the work incomplete because he does not.


How we choose to regard the ending of the A-Version--completed or fragmentary--depends primarily on how we read and make sense (or fail to) of the text, and on how prominent is our awareness of longer versions of the poem--and on the degree to which we have come to accept those longer versions as later in evolutionary progress.  Such awareness cannot help but affect our reception of an earlier, shorter text, as it did that of earlier scribes.  But it ought not to lead us to reject the A-Version as some lower form of poem unworthy of careful attention and preservation: it did not lead earlier scribes to such a conclusion.  In any event we ought not to assert uncritically that the shorter version is in itself incomplete since other readers have accepted it as complete.  Rather, we should be willing to consider the distinct possibility that it was complete, that it achieved closure in its own terms; and we ought to make it our duty to recover those terms rather than insist on our own.  We would not be by any means the first to address these problems: the scribes of the A-Version give ample, and substantially varied, evidence of alternative understandings of the form and meaning of this text, and it ought to challenge our easy acceptance of any modern editorial or critical consensus regarding the voicing of the words that make up the ending of this poem.


My remarks above will reveal continuing uncertainties about the closure of the A-Version--and at this point I depart from Professor Fowler's confidently expressed views--but it is past time that, from the broad consensus of those who hold the poem unconcluded and incomplete, someone as confidently offer as sustained argument in favor of that view.  It is one that needs fuller argument and defense if it deserves to retain its place as the almost-universal view of critics and scholars.  In the absence of any clear certainty in the manuscripts and versions, let me register one voice calling for fuller examination of concerns that have been passed over in our haste to resolve ideological conflicts about matters external to the text of Piers A, such as authorship and unity.  After all, the George Kane "[m]ost scholars" appeal to in support of their facile consensus regarding the unfinished state of the A-Version has in his own writings shown himself to be of two minds about the "ending" of that poem, and we ought to take seriously his honest, and instructive, vacillation.  It is [p. 241] the product of a long-standing and widely shared uncertainty that deserves better critical progeny than being relegated to serve as an ideological Shibboleth, or being filed away with other uninteresting questions we don't need to think about any more.  The widespread critical consensus for single authorship is a useful, and plausible, fiction, but it cannot pass for established, demonstrable fact.  Even if it were to, it could not obscure the individuality and integrity of the three (or four) versions of that poem "qui vocatur Perys ploughman."37  These versions of Piers Plowman deserve better, and if we set aside authorship and authorial intention as primary concerns about which we are willing to make large assumptions we will discover that David Fowler's vision of the literary relations between the two versions he has so carefully examined deserves more engaged response than it has received heretofore.  The challenges he has raised transcend debates about the poet's identity; they speak eloquently to the distinctiveness of a number of great Middle English poems, which we call Piers Plowman.
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13 I quote the text from the 1886 Parallel Texts.  In his 1867 edition he frankly admits the Latin verse "does not strictly belong to the A-class of manuscripts, but to the C-Class. But I have introduced it for two reasons:  (1) because it is very appropriate and makes an excellent concluding line, and is closely connected with the sense of the lines before it. . ." (154).


14 See Kathleen M. Hewett-Smith, "Revisions in the Athlone Editions of the A and B Versions of Piers Plowman," Yearbook of Langland Studies 4 (1990): 151-54.


15 The poem evidences a number of unmarked changes of speech, but in most cases context makes the choice of speaker quite clear.  There are, basically, three main ways of signalling change of speaker in Piers:  1) an introductory formula (e.g., running from a simple "N seide" to a more extended syntactic pattern which implies introduction); 2) an intrusive (or concluding) formula (predominantly "quod N"); and 3) a change unmarked by other than subject/point- of-view (e.g., a question followed by an answer, or a reactive remark).  Of the 197 instances I have inventoried in A (Pro-XI), 76 (or 39.5%) are in the first group; by far the largest number (104 or 54%) are in the second; and only 12 (7%) are unmarked.  These do not include cases where there is a shift from dramatized speaker to narrator, which would all fit in my category III; I have, however, included instances of quotation within other speeches, instances where a speaker directly invokes an authority.  In A XII the ratios are roughly comparable:  1) 4 (25%); 2) 10 (62.5%); and 3) 2 (12.5%).


16 Kane, "The Text" 189.


17 Skeat holds off the close of his speech to 309 [=Pearsall's 311].  Pearsall supplies very useful comments on these matters in his notes:  especially at XI.196, 306, XII.87, 98, and XIII.128.


There are useful discussions of these and related issues in Donaldson 170- 75; in C. David Benson, "An Augustinian Irony in 'Piers Plowman'," Notes and Queries 221 (1976): 51-54; and in David F. Johnson, " 'Persen with a Pater-Noster Paradys Oþer Hevene': Piers Plowman C.11.296-98a," Yearbook of Langland Studies 5 (1991): 77-89.


18 Similar questions could be raised about the bulk of A XII, which even a cautious scholar like Kane states "may be wholly or partly authentic, representing wholly or partly an imperfect or abortive continuation of the poem by the author" (A-Version 51).  For recent, very stimulating discussion of the attribution of this text, see Middleton.


19 See Kane, Evidence 48:  "those who concerned themselves with the poem in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries . . . distinguished between a short and a fuller form of the poem, that is to say between A and the other versions, because the incompleteness of the former was evident to them."


20 See A. G. Rigg and Charlotte Brewer, eds.  Piers Plowman:  The Z Version (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1983); and George Kane, "The 'Z Version' of Piers Plowman," Speculum 60 (1985): 910-30.


21 L breaks off at VIII.152, and H at VIII.139; T2[E] ends at VII.44, with a misplaced VII.70-213.  Knott and Fowler take it that N continues as A up to IX.13, but since the first thirteen lines of IX offer little to differentiate A from B/C, the point remains arguable.  Kane concludes that N ceases to be an A text with the end of passus VIII (Kane's VIII.184 equals Knott-Fowler's VIII.181).  Nevertheless, in his remarks on the possible length of the text in H, L, and T2[E] he makes no reference to N.  This is perhaps a little surprising, since its concluding (by his account) at the passus division may put it forward as offering something very close to the missing "perfect specimen of a form of the poem ending with VIII" (40).  He had earlier (36) referred to "N's very faithful attestation of distinctive A lines and passages to the end of A VIII. . . ."  And one might also factor in N's curious (and unique) rubric that provides the transition from A to C: "Passus nonus de visione & vltimus & hic desinit / Et decetero tangit auctor de inquisicionibus de Dowel / Do bettre & Dobest sicut patebit speculantibus.  Inquisicio prima" (Knott-Fowler 240).


22 My groups, because of their emphasis on the shape of the endings, will be found to differ from the eight groups identified by Kane, in his discussion of the "shape" of the A-Version (A-Version 20-21, 42ff).  The most noticeable variation appears in my rearranging manuscripts in his groups 4 and 5 into my groups I and II.


23 I provide these transcriptions, as I do others, from photographic copies of the A-Version's manuscripts available in David Fowler's papers in the University of Washington's Archives.  I have not supplied punctuation from the manuscript.  (The text of the last two lines, not available in the photographs, is borrowed from Pearsall's edition.)


24 Subsequent passus (C XV, XVII, XVIII) revert to "de dowel."  I have not been able to determine if any other C-Version manuscripts have this same variant.


25 The text here erased, it should be noted, is not the simple "finis" found at the end of its other passus: in all cases, indeed, except the "Explicit visio" at the end of A VIII, and the "finis totaliter" at the end of C XXII.  For other details, see Knott-Fowler 252; Kane 10, 42.  Di[K] begins the next passus with "Passus quartus de dowell," a numbering which is consistent only with that of the rubricator's guide at this point in MS W (Kane, A-Version 18).  The competing numbering systems of A and C show up quite clearly in these manuscripts with the C-Supplement:  C XII is in other C manuscripts usually "Passus secundus"; in these A manuscripts the earlier system of the A-Version clearly dominates: see Kane, A-Version 40-42


26 We can only guess whether the blank line at the bottom of its fol. 31r would have been filled by the passus-title alone, as the marginal rubricator's guide would suggest, or accompanied by the Latin tag.  The regular presence of such guides and the absence of supplied rubrics from the spaces provided for them in the C-Version portion of this manuscript would suggest that some significant delay interposed after the completion of the A-Version, which is consistently supplied with rubrics, and free of such marginal guides.  This is further suggested by the fact that fol. 31 would be the seventh folio of a quire of eight, and presumably such rubrication was, minimally, carried out by quires.


27 At line 250 MS Di[K] reads "Yett ame I neuer the nere quod I though I haue Iwalked" and W has "3it am neuere þe nere quod I for oght I hawed."  Though the two manuscripts are in frequent agreement, Kane was perhaps correct to ignore this as a point of correspondence (A-Version 76, 113).


M, along with the B-Version and certain other manuscripts of the A-Version, intrudes a similarly definitive "quod sche" at A I.83.  Closer to the text at hand, while A, Di[K] and W add "quod I" at A XI.216, M agrees with the majority which omits it; in this case the similarity with the B-Version is obscured by the substantial revision of the lines involved:  B X.328 does contain "quod I" in the analogous line.  But none emulates the B-Version (X.158) by inserting "quod I" at A XI.112.


For comparative purposes, these are the cases I have noted in which "quod I" (or other "quod N" variant) appeared in A-Version manuscripts, but has been rejected by Knott-Fowler and Kane: I.59: H and V; I.83: H, H2, M, R, and W; II.5: H, H2, I[J], U, V, and W; V.70: H; VII.9: W; VIII.116: H, W; XI.216: A, Di[K], W; XI.250: Di[K], M, and W.  In only two cases have I found Knott-Fowler and Kane disagreeing:  the former includes "quath she" (witnessed in MSS H, H2, M, and V) at II.16, and "quod I" (favoring the reading of I[J] over that of R) at XII.67.  (At XII.88, both editions omit the "quod he" in the last extant line of I[J].)


28 This text (in which I am unable to detect Kane's "extra minim" [A-Version 48] in the "vnicuique") conflates a number of Biblical phrases (for example, Prov. 24:29; Ps. 61[62]:13; Matt. 16:27; Rev. 22:12; etc.), and does not appear in the A-Version anywhere else.  Neither does it show up in B or C at this point, though with slightly different wording it does appear at B XII.216a, C V.32a, and C XIV.152a.


29 The insertion of "And" at 250 may gain particular weight when one notices how many times the scribe of MS A omits an initial "And":  see, for instance, 256, 264, 267, 268, 273, 283, 288, 296--but retained, significantly perhaps, at 285:  another "And 3it. . . ."


30 I have punctuated the Ashmole text to reflect the hypothetical shift of speakers at this point; likewise, I have supplied "werld," omitted from 264, and substituted "to" for the manuscript's "7" in 268.  Kane (A-Version 144) speaks of "the generally slovenly character of the copy in a manuscript like A." 


The intensive rewriting that occurs in the B-Version does not substantially change 250-70, but extensive interpolations appear in what follows, after lines 270, 284, and 293. 


31 Transcriptions of H3 and M are printed in Kane, A-Version 48-49; while providing the text of the Latin explicit in D, he does not record the English couplet.  The textual notes in Knott-Fowler do not record the added lines in M and H3 but do provide their rubrics and the two additional lines in D (252).


I omit from consideration the "seven closing lines to the A text in the Westminster manuscript" discussed by Middleton (245-46); Kane's discussion of these lines ("The Text" 182) cites these lines as those supplied by a "marginal commentator" who is adding "a pious ending in the poet's voice."  However, he does not state that it is the A-Version that is being so ended, and Middleton's attribution may be incorrect.  (The lines do not appear in the photographs of A-Version folios of MS W in the Fowler papers, and I have not yet been able to consult the conclusion of the ending of C--which is where I presently suspect these lines appear.)


32 This apparently ends the manuscript:  the remaining two-thirds of this verso is blank--except for the later British Museum stamp.  There is what appears to be a pious three lines in the same scribe's hand in the middle of the next recto [= fo. 124], some marginal rulings, and, in a later hand, a version of the last line above, written in a narrow column.


33 The text ends at the bottom of the recto--the explicit takes the scribe one line further into the lower margin than on other pages.  (The rubrics are in the main scribe's hand.)  Two sets of wavy lines run across the bottom of the page, marking it presumably as completing the work of the manuscript's main scribe; the verso is blank except for three lines at top, repeating (a later hand imitating?) IV.15-17, which are at the top of 495, the beginning of an earlier quire, # xxii.


34 Kane is right, I believe, in his view regarding the composition of Digby (A-Version 41-42):  its C-Supplement is decidedly an afterthought, and a single exemplar for the two parts is extremely unlikely.


35 Only W, aside from M, titles the beginning of passus IX "prologus" of Dowel, Dobet and Dobest; M, furthermore, provides no breaks or rubrics for the concluding two passus, which his explicit suggests he took as a single prologue, begun at A IX.  (The rubrics of M are in the hand of the main scribe.)  Other manuscripts introduce passus IX with the title "vita," or simply (as V does) "Incipit hic Dowel Dobet and Dobest."  N, uniquely, titles it "Inquisicio prima [de Dowel]"; what follows, however, is C X--not A IX--and C XI is titled "Primus Passus de Dowel."  Transcriptions of all the rubrics can be consulted in Knott- Fowler (171ff), and in Kane (1-18).


36 H3 is, of course, B-Version before V.106, and in the remainder of passus V (and in a few cases in later passus) shares a number of B-Version insertions with M.  D shows almost no sign of contamination from either the B- or C-Version.


37 From the "Memorandum" in Trinity College, Dublin, MS D.4.1., fol. 89v.

