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The Early Reception of Chaucer and Langland 

A.S.G. Edwards 

T o compare the available evidence for the early reception of Chaucer and Langland 
is not without its challenges. On the one hand, for Chaucer there is a plethora of 
material that testifies to the swift, varied and widespread responses to Chaucer's 
works.1 On the other lie (in proportion to Chaucer) a few scattered, often rather ten-
uous, indications of the influence of Langland's poem.2 Even at such a crudely quan-
titative level we are conscious of the fundamental differences between the two rather 
than of any similarities in their reception histories, differences that relate to the very 
different biographical and literary patterns of their lives. In what follows, I want 
briefly to explore some of the more significant of these differences as they emerge in 
the earlier history of the reception of Chaucer and Langland, and to show something 
of the factors that shaped the ways they were first understood and the responses their 
works evoked. I will also try to suggest that reception history does reveal some con-
nections between poets who never had a great deal in common, albeit connections 
largely of a somewhat curious and late-developing kind. 

Perhaps inevitably one begins with the biographical and geographical conjunc-
tion. Chaucer and Langland were contemporaries and lived in the same city, circum-
stances that more than one critic has felt to be of absorbing significance but which 
have produced no insights of any real value. Where London was of crucial relevance 
was in the reception of the works of both poets. It was a nexus for the production 
and dissemination of both Chaucerian texts and those of alliterative poetry, from 
both west and north, including, of course, the Β-text of Piers Plomnan, the majority 
of the manuscripts of which can be linked dialectally to the London area. Piers itself 
was associated with the crucial initial environment for the commercial production of 
manuscripts of Chaucer's works. The famous metropolitan scribe, Scribe D, copied a 
manuscript of it (London University V. 88—the llchester' manuscript) in the early 

Florilegium 15 (1998) 



2 Chaucer and Langland 

fifteenth century as well as a number of the Canterbury Tales and Gower's Confessio 
Amantis, which the fundamental work of Ian Doyle and Malcolm Parkes has demon-
strated.3 John Bowers sees an ideological shift in this scribe's movement from Lang-
land to the more politically correct Chaucer and Go wer, particularly through his 
association with Hoccleve in the copying of the Trinity Gower manuscript. But 
other manuscripts οΐ Piers, some of them quite handsome, survive, a number of 
which can be circumstantially connected with the metropolis, and this scribe's inter-
est in Langland was probably wholly commercial.5 

It is also evident that scribal activity such as this was representative of the 
broader links between the transmission of alliterative verse and the circulation of 
Chaucer manuscripts during the fifteenth century in London. Alliterative verse 
romances were being copied there during this period, often by copyists who can also 
be linked to Chaucer's works. For example, a manuscript containing The Sie/je of 
Jerusalem and the Awntyrs of Arthur, Lambeth 491, was copied by a London scribe, 
one who also copied a manuscript οfTroilus.6 Another scribe, the so-called "Multon" 
or "Hammond" scribe, working in London, copied a text of Piers the Ploughman's 
Crede, as well as manuscripts of the Canterbury Tales and other works by Chaucer, 
Lydgate and Hoccleve.7 A southern scribe with connections to courdy circles, Rich-
ard Frampton also made a copy of the Sie/je (now C.U.L. Mm. v. 14), very probably 
in London; he in addition copied de luxe manuscripts of Lydgate and Gower among 
others.8 The alliterative poem, "The Crowned King," appears in a manuscript, Douce 
95, with pronounced Westminster connections.9 Most curious of all, perhaps, is the 
alliterative conclusion appended to the Cook's Tale in one manuscript, most proba-
bly of London origin, of the Canterbury Tales.10 While there seems nothing in the 
passage to link it to Piers Plowman, the grafting of alliterative verse onto Chaucer's 
corpus provides an odd testimony to metropolitan proficiency in this mode of com-
position. 

There are other, more specifically textual, links between the composition and 
circulation of alliterative verse within the metropolis and Piers. We have the evidence 
of the recendy discovered poem "A Bird in Bishops wood," in unrhymed alliterative 
verse, drafted on a rent-roll from St Paul's Cathedral, set in London and written in 
South East Midlands dialect,11 the opening line of which clearly echoes the opening 
line of Piers ("In a sesone of somere J>at souerayne ys of alle"). Such links proved sur-
prisingly durable. For example, a late medieval alliterative poem, the opening line of 
which again clearly echoes Piers Plowman (it begins "In soumer seson, as soune as the 
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sonne") occurs in the Β läge manuscript (TCD D.2.7), a manuscript otherwise 
known to posterity as an anthology of early sixteenth-century courtly verse, mainly 
of poems by Wyatt and his circle.12 

These facts suggest something of the evident metropolitan popularity of allitera-
tive poetry. The popularity of Chaucer's own poetry within this environment needs, 
I take it, no further demonstration. The evidence suggests that London was not sim-
ply the earliest centre for production of copies of Chaucer's works, but that it its pri-
macy endured throughout the fifteenth century. 

The link in sites of production is not, however, supported by much evidence of 
early literary interconnection between the two poets. Chaucer almost certainly knew 
Piers Plowman (most probably in the Α-text as Helen Cooper has recendy argued)13 

and this knowledge seems to have been reflected most immediately in his roncern 
with estates satire and the pilgrimage form in the Canterbury Tales, which has many 
points of contact with Langland. Nevill Coghill14 and, more recendy, Jill Mann have 
demonstrated this indebtedness.15 But there is not much evidence of the influence of 
Chaucer and Langland in the same literary contexts. With a couple of rather incon-
clusive exceptions the early history of their reception tends to insist on the separation 
of the two poets. The earliest of these exceptions is the most intriguing. Thomas 
Usk's Testament of Lope was completed in die mid-1380Y (Usk himself waspxecuted 
in 1388.) Set in the form of a prose allegory, it demonstrates the range of its author's 
reading, particularly of Chaucer, whose translation of Boethius is quoted extensively, 
as are, although less frequendy, Troilus and the House of Fame. Usk's knowledge of 
these works perhaps makes more convincing the more tenuous evidence of his read-
ing of the C-text of Piers Plomnan that has been adduced by Skeat.16 The parallels are 
scattered throughout the work and are occasionally quite striking, as in the "perfect 
alliterative line" (to quote Skeat) "For he is worthy no welthe, that may no wo suffer" 
(18/153-4) quite close to the Langlandian "For no wiht woet what wele is J)at neuere 
wo soffrede" (C, XX. 211). Other echoes suggest some form of memorial recollec-
tion,17 or some general acquaintance with the ideas in Pirn18 expressed in formula-
tions too diffuse to be more than suggestive. Usk's unusually retentive ear does, 
however, make it seem likely that he had at least a passing acquaintance with Lang-
land's poem to set alongside his more intimate acquaintance with Chaucer, an 
acquaintance that once again confirms the London circulation of the two poets. 

Matters are scarcely more conclusive in the other early instance where the joint 
influence of Chaucer and Langland can be discerned, the fifteenth-century romance, 
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The Sowdone ofBabylone.19 This contains several insistent echoes of Chaucer, particu-
larly in its opening lines, which at times recall the opening of Chaucer's General Pro-
logue (lines 42,45), but there are also echoes elsewhere of the Knight's Tale. At the 
beginning of the second part of the romance we have yet another reminiscence of the 
opening of Piers: "In the semely seson of the yere, / Of softenesse of the sonne" 
(963-4), and, though less compelling, some echoes from Passus XI. The parallels are 
again suggestive of the diffusion of Chaucer and Langland within the same environ-
ment. One is tempted to suppose the work was composed within die sort of metro-
politan milieu in which manuscripts of both authors were circulating—certainly the 
only manuscript that survives seems of East Midland origin. 

At the very least one can perhaps say that such allusions or echoes confirm the 
evidence of manuscript production and provide some sense that Chaucer and Lang-
land were capable of evoking responses within the same work, at least if that work 
was circulating in London. But such indications seem atypical. 

Beyond this, it is hard to point to manuscript contexts in which the two authors 
were brought together in ways which suggest a meaningful conjunction. It seems 
noteworthy that virtually no surviving manuscript includes works of both authors 
within the same covers. The sole exception is a manuscript of Piers in the Hunting-
ton Library (HM 114) which also contains TroÜus.20 Nor is there much evidence to 
suggest that they found the same readership. I have found only two medieval wills or 
early book-lists that record copies of both Chaucer's works and Piers together. The 
Canterbury Tales and Piers occur together in the library of a m id-fifteenth-century 
lawyer, Thomas Stotevyle,21 and in a list of books belonging to Sir Thomas Charl-
ton, Speaker of the House of Commons (d, 1465) who owned "an engelysche boke 
die whiche was called Troles ... j of perse plowman, a nodr of Cauntrbury tales."22 It 
may be again suggestive that both instances are, again, metropolitan. 

The history of their respective receptions in their earlier stages suggests that 
Chaucer and Langland found responses in markedly different ways and forms. The 
Chaucer tradition of reception is both more voluminous and more explicit about the 
terms of its indebtedness to the master. Chaucer was to posterity, as his first disciple 
Thomas Hoccleve has it, "the firste fyndere of our fair langage" or, in the words of 
Lydgate, "Among the Englische that made first to reyne / the gold dewe dropis of 
rethoryke so fyne / Oure rude langage only tenlwmyne." In Caxton's words he was 
"the first foundeur & embelissher of ornate eloquence in our englissh."23 
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This recognition of Chaucer as the historical mile zero, the point of departure 
for real English poetic activity, is linked to a sense of the particular, sophisticated 
form of that activity which he embodies. In the generation after his death, John Wal-
ton (one of the first to borrow from Chaucer) acclaims him as "floure of rethoryk / 
In englisshe tong;" for Hoccleve he is "flour of eloquence / Mirour of fructuous 
entendement." The fifteenth-century scribe John Shirley puts the same idea rather 
worse, "Geffrey Chaucier / Which in oure volgare had neuere ys pere / Of eloquency-
ale Retoryke / In Englisshe was neuer noon him lyke," while Skelton invokes him as 
one who "nobly enterprysed / How that our englysshe myght fresshely be amende," 
and as "noble Chaucer, whos pullishyd eloquence / Oure englyscshe rude so fresshely 
hath set out."24 

This sense of Chaucer's importance in initiating a tradition of literary history is 
reflected in the range of appropriation from his works in the century after tus death. 
Unlike Langland, whose literary progeny—as we shall see—seem singularly uniform 
in their controversial shape, Chaucerian influence suggests a consolidation and cau-
tious expansion of the various literary forms and modes he established in English, 
ranging from dream vision, to historical epic, to de easibus tragedy, to the courdy 
lyric, as well as in more specific forms of indebtedness in the various continuations of 
the Canterbury Tales evidenced by Lydgate's Siejje of Thebes, the "Tale of Beryn" and 
the adaptation of Hoccleve's "Miracle of die Virgin" to form a Plowman's^Tale (in 
the Christchurch manuscript), or in the clear intertextual relationship of Henryson's 
Testament of Cresseid to Troilus, or in the conscious awareness of the potentialities of 
Chaucerian styl is tics as evidenced in the development of aureate diction or the imita-
tion of his syntactical and rhetorical forms, as well as more straightforward forms of 
simple plagiarism. It is the replication and elaboration of such forms and modes that 
marks the early growth of the Chaucer tradition in a predominantly stylistic debt that 
was strengthened through the subsequent conjoining of Gower and Lydgate into 
that tradition. As George Ashby has it, writing around 1470: "Maisters Gower, 
Chaucer & Lydgate, / Primier poetes of this nacion, / Embelysshing oure englisshe 
tendure algate / Firste finders to our consolacion / Off ffresshe douce englisshe and 
formacion / Of newe balades, not vsed betöre."25 

This formation of what we might very loosely term the "literary" Chaucer, the 
writer's friend, sets Chaucer at some remove from Langland. Langland has no equiv-
alent "literary" traditions to which he can be related. The Piers Plomnan tradition, as 
defined recendy in the admirable collection of poems under this rubric by Helen 
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Barr,26 reflects very different forms of appropriation from those evidenced by Chau-
cer's early followers. It is a tradition which locates Langland in contexts where the 
ideological rather than the aesthetic predominates.27 The poems the tradition 
encompasses arc few in number—Piers the Ploughman's Crede, Richard the Redeless, 
Mum and the Sothsyyjer and The Crowned Kinff—and indicate a tradition more nar-
rowly and more clearly channelled, more sharply defined, more insistendy social than 
literary in its emphases. The central modes here are complaint and satire deployed in 
forms of admonition either to or against those perceived to be in positions of author-
ity; these modes are foreshadowed in those of John Ball's letters that circulated dur-
ing the Peasant's Revolt of 1381 with their references to Teres the Ploughman" and 
their various explicit borrowings from the poem.28 These letters must have been a 
significant factor in the famous identification of Piers Plowman as one of the leaders 
of the Peasant's Revolt in the Chronicle of Dieuealcres Abbey.29 From these earliest 
stages in its reception history the poem was seen as embodying tenets that could be 
summarily appropriated by those seeking reparation for particular forms of social 
injustice. The forms of address these works employ often locate their concerns in 
quite specific social, political or doctrinal issues: for instance, the anti-fraternal satire 
in Piers the Ptouqhmaris Crede or the exhortations to the king in Richard the Redeless. 
It is such specificity of reference that perhaps limits the force of the Piers tradition in 
the fifteenth and earlier sixteenth centuries: the issues it raises tend to have a limited 
temporal applicability in ways that contrast with La η gland's own far wider allegorical 
vision. And the circulation of the works associated with this tradition, which gener-
ally survive in unique copies, suggests its audience lay among coteries—with conse-
quent limitations on circulation, probably within the West Country. It is worth 
noting that Piers itself, by contrast, continued to be copied, in whole or in part, into 
the middle of the sixteenth century. 

What is not so clear (to me) is the exact nature of the influence of the work Piers 
Plowman upon the Piers Plowman tradition. All the poems that are a part of this tra-
dition are written in the alliterative long line and, as Helen Barr notes, "their literary 
indebtedness to Piers is shown in the recall of key words and phrases and in the rem-
iniscence of important episodes."30 However, the evidence for these stylistic and ver-
bal debts often seems rather limited, although Alcuin Β la m ires has worked hard to 
establish the Langlandian idiom of Mum and the Sothsgyfer.sl Indeed, in a work like 
Piers the Ploughman's Crede (the most widely circulated of these poems) the verbal 
echoes of Chaucer are far greater than those of Langland, a fact that suggests there is 
not much to be gained by attempting to identify the influence of Piers through the 
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pursuit of verbal parallels. Langland was never viewed as a source of "eloquenciall 
Rethorik," as a literary role model like Chaucer. 

As hard to define with any precision is the question of the ideological appropri-
ation of Piers and/or this narrow literary tradition during the fifteenth century, par-
ticularly by the Lollard movement The extent of Langland's knowledge of and 
sympathy with Wycliffite thought is a complex issue that has been helpfully assessed 
recendy by Christina von Nolcken and John Bowers.32 There is a natural predisposi-
tion to look for Lollard connections to any literature of protest in the fifteenth cen-
tury. But it is not easy to be confident about the security of such association. Anne 
Hudson, for example, in a survey of the Piers Plomnan tradition finds rather meagre 
evidence of the impact of the poem on the Lollards. The strongest evidence she finds 
is in Piers the Ploughman's Crede which she identifies as a Lollard work "even if a Lol-
lard not on the extreme wing of the party,"33 following David Lawton who has 
given the best and the most detailed discussion of the poem.34 But it is hard to paral-
lel such ideological indebtedness, and even in this instance it may be worth noting 
that the poem's Lollard sympathies did not preclude its being perceived as a work 
sufficiendy respectable that it could be copied within mainstream scribal traditions 
by the Multon or Hammond scribe in London. Perhaps the subject matter and the 
form of die Crede were broadly based enough to make it sufficiendy accessible to 
invite wider circulation, even if not respectable. 

The earliest evidence of Langland's reception, then, tends to confirm the dis-
tinctness of the ways he was perceived in terms of the linking of Piers with forms of 
social and political protest and action. For Langland, we can posit a tradition of 
explicit protest and social grievance linked to the economic concerns of an emergent 
artisan class significandy, but not exclusively, rural in origin. Indeed, the audience for 
Piers to some degree confirms the connection of the manuscripts to metropolitan 
centres of production. Two manuscripts were evidendy owned by Londoners, one 
by Thomas Roos, a mercer, the other by a parish priest, William Palmere. But in 
other respects this audience differs markedly from the audience for Chaucer. Evi-
dence locates the ownership of Piers manuscripts largely within religious circles, 
often provincial, as the researches of John Burrow and R. A. Wood have con-
firmed.35 In addition to Palmere's manuscript, two copies were owned by Yorkshire 
clerics and one, Rawlinson poet. 137, by a religious house—the Franciscan convent 
at Canterbury, of which it is the only surviving vernacular book.30 Harley 6041, an 
Α-text, was apparendy also in the possession of a Canterbury religious "at an early 
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date.1*37 Bodley 851 may have been owned by John Welles, a monk of Ramsey. And, 
of course, one of the earliest surviving manuscripts of the Α-text is the one in the 
massive anthology, the Vernon manuscript (originally over four hundred leaves) 
possibly written for a Cistercian house in the Worcester/Warwickshire area, an area 
proximate to Langland's own putative Malvern origins. 

In addition, the works with which Piers was collocated often confirm these "cler-
ical" associations. It appears, for example, with the Prick of Conscience in two manu-
scripts,38 and with other religious works in Pierpont Morgan 818 (including the 
PistiU of Susan and the Form of Living), and in Trinity B. 15. 17 (the Lay Folk's Mass 
Book). It may seem hard to link such associations to the most recurrent pattern of col-
location of Piers, the five manuscripts in which it appears with versions of Mandev-
ille's Travels . 3 9 It seems, perhaps, that the idea of the pilgrimage or journey of 
exploration, whether literal or metaphoric, was seen as a point of contact between 
the two works by early compilers. Only occasionally are the associations more obvi-
ously secular, as in Lincoln's Inn MS 150 where Piers occurs with Middle English 
romances. 

T h e early association of Piers with forms of social and political protest stands in con-
trast to the reception of Chaucer's works, a reception marked, most obviously, by a 
lack of any direct reference to contemporary events beyond, of course, the famous 
allusion to the Peasant's Revolt in the "Nun's Priest's Tale." Such inferences as we can 
make about die contemporary or near-contemporary circulation of his works suggest 
forms of coterie circulation in circles very different from those of the Piers tradition, 
circles urban and urbane (the casual reference in the Envoy to Bukton to "The Wyf of 
Bathe I pray yow that ye rede" is an indicator), among readers sufficiendy experi-
enced in the realities of courtly life to respond to the adroitness and obliquity that 
seems to characterise his relationship to the contemporary world in his poetry. 

It would be nice, if only because it would be pleasingly clear-cut, to set up the 
dichotomy of courtly, urbane Chaucer and the uncouth, in-your-face Langland. But 
this was not the only way of looking at them that posterity found. Such immediate 
points of contrast should not obscure more striking interrelationships and parallels. I 
have already noted the direct influence of Langlandian models on Chaucer's estates 
satire. And, it seems clear that Chaucer became linked to other, more didactic, mod-
els. In addition to the courtly Chaucer, the moral Chaucer also became a literary 
entity in the fifteenth century. 
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One dimension of this identity is the evidence of the selections from the Canter-
bury Tales. More than a quarter of the extant manuscripts comprise such selections 
and they almost invariably testify to a predilection for Chaucer's religious and didac-
tic tales: the Prioress's, Clerk's and Melibee (each extant separately in five manu-
scripts);40 and the Monk's, Second Nun's, Man of Law's and Parson's (each in two). 
The Chetham's manuscript, which contains two of the excerpted Canterbury Tales, 
the Second Nun's and the Prioress's, was actually cooied by one William Cotson 
"canon icus" towards the end of the fifteenth century.41 To such excerpts of whole 
narratives can be added the unique occurrence of an extract from the General Pro-
logue, part of the portrait of the parson, added with his lyric "Truth" to a manuscript 
of Chaucer's Boece in B.L. Add. 10340 to provide some sort of individualised moral 
compilation of Chaucer's works. In addition to these kinds of evidence, wejbave the 
appropriation of a stanza from Troilus in the very early fifteenth-century didactic 
treatise, Disce Mori.42 The context of these borrowings points to the existence of 
audiences and forms of transmission that enabled the swift assimilation and appro-
priation of Chaucer's poem into a variety of pious environments.43 They seem also 
to testify to die conservativeness and orthodoxy of the religious interest in the Can-
terbury Tales^ a circumstance which makes it particularly ironic that it should have 
been used as evidence in a heresy trial in 1464, a fate, as Christina von Nolcken has 
pointed out, that never befell Piers,44 

But, except in such excerpted forms, few of Chaucer's major works (I disregard 
here his translation of Boece for obvious reasons) seem to have found their way into 
the hands of religious. The clearest instance of such clerical engagement is B.L. MS 
Harley 7333, a very large collection, chiefly of Middie English verse and prose, 
seemingly written for a house of Augustinian canons in Leicestershire.45 The manu-
script includes a copy of the Canterbury Tales that seems to have been intermittendy 
edited to accord with the sensibilities of its clerical audience. This audience found no 
objection to Chaucerian fabliau: the Miller's and Merchant's Tales survive intact. But 
it did apparendy object to the institutional implications of some of Chaucer's repre-
sentations: in the Reeve's Tale, the fact that the miller's wife is the daughter of a par-
son is changed; she becomes the daughter of a "swanneherde;" and she is "yfostrcd" 
not in a "nonnerye" but in a "dayrye." 

The chief audience for Chaucer's full works in the fifteenth century seems to 
have been primarily a secular mercantile or gentry one, if the existing evidence of 
provenance and relative lack of elaborate decoration provide valid indicators. The 
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ownership of the Pierpont Morgan or Corpus copies of Trvilus by the future Henry 
V and possibly Charles d'Orléans respectively, or Henry VTFs mother, Margaret 
Beaufort's, possession of a copy of the Canterbury Tales, seems atypical of the general 
range of Chaucer's early readers. In this respect, his early readership seems different 
from that of Gower or Lydgate, of whose works a number of de luxe copies survive, 
manifesdy intended for noble owners. In this lack of an evident audience among the 
great, Chaucer has a point of contact with Langland, without, however, being able 
to share with him an audience of the (professionally) good. 

Another aspect of this audience that differentiates Chaucer from Langland 
seems to concern gender.There are not many indications that Piers was read by 
women. The only manuscripts I am aware of that contain any certain indications of 
female readership, if not ownership, are Liverpool University F. 4. 8, which has the 
name "isabell poniell" in a sixteenth-century hand and C.U.L Dd 1.17, which has the 
name "Jane Stafford." A London priest bequeathed, in the late fourteenth century, 
"librum meum vocatum peres plowman" to one Agnes Eggesfield.46 Finally, Felicity 
Riddy has speculated on the female readership of the former Clopton manuscript, 
now London University MS V 1747—but the evidence is not convincing. 

It is clear that Chaucer's early readers—and documented owners of his works— 
included numbers of women and that others can confidendy be inferred. The evi-
dence for such readers ranges from such de luxe manuscripts of Trvilus as Cam-
bridge, Corpus 61, owned by Anne Neville, to such provincial anthologies as C.U.L. 
Ff. 1. 6, the Findern Anthology, containing extracts from Chaucer's Leqcnd of Good 
Women as well as from other of his shorter poems and which may have been copied, 
at least in part, by women, and to a number of early owners/readers of the Canter-
bury Tales. Some of these indications of female ownership have recently been dis-
cussed by Carol Meale.48 This is hardly surprising in a poet whose works often 
demonstrate a consciousness that his audience included "he and she," but the extent 
of such female interest, in contrast to the lack of evidence for it in Langland's work, 
suggests, once again, the separate spheres of reception the two poets enjoyed. 

But how did these different readerships read these very different works? One 
important body of evidence is the forms of annotation their respective works 
received from posterity, a body of material that is extensive and which constitutes the 
first forms of commentary on both authors. This material has, however, been litde 
studied. The only work of substance in this respect so far published on Piers Plowman 
is George Russell's study of selected C-text manuscripts;49 he concludes that the 
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annotations reveal "an intense interest in the institutions and personnel of the church 
in their strengths and weaknesses, and they display a parallel interest in what we 
might broadly describe as ethical questions ... and they have a firm faith in the 
authorities that sustain this" (pp. 283-4). It remains to be seen whether the publica-
tion of Marie-Clair Uharfs 1988 dissertation on "The Early Reception of Piere Plow-
man,"50 which contains a detailed record of all manuscript commentary, will confirm 
these interpretations and conclusions. 

We have no equivalent systematic record for the annotation in the manuscripts 
of most of Chaucer's works, apart from Troilus where the various glosses have been 
recorded by Benson and Windeatt51 and astutely examined by Julia Boffey.52 A full 
study of the Canterbury Tales glosses by Stephen Partridge is forthcoming*l>ased on 
his Harvard dissertation.53 The potential significance of this material has already 
been demonstrated in Susan SchibanofPs important study of the marginalia to the 
"Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale" in the Ellesmere and Egerton manuscripts.54 

These records tell us a certain amount which is of value concerning the responses of 
both scribes and readers to Chaucer's verse, responses which, as die manuscripts sug-
gest, range from those of the antiquarian to other more complex literary forms of 
interest. Julia Boffey, for example, notes in her study of Troilus annotation the emer-
gence of "certain critical perspectives on the poem, concerned with its structure and 
its subde welding together of distinct rhetorical set pieces, in which lyrics and letters 
play an important role."55 

These indications of reader involvement extend from the margins, as it were, 
into the text itself. Indeed, one of the ways in which Chaucer and Langland can be 
compared—and differentiated from other major Middle English poets—is in this 
sense of the active engagement of the scribes themselves in the texts they were tran-
scribing. Professor Kane has discussed this in the case of the Α-text of Piers, for he 
describes the scribe as "re-enacting the composition of the poem in his own per-
son,"56 changing, for example, names and occupations in the poem to reflect his own 
experiences, reacting to the poem's politics, or increasing its emphases. Barry Winde-
att has traced similar, probably related, tendencies in the scribes of Troilus.57 The 
Canterbury Tales have not been extensively or systematically studied in this way, but 
Seth Lerer's recent analysis of two manuscripts, Hm 140 and the former Helming-
ham (now Princeton University Library 100) points fruitfully to what can be done in 
this regard.58 

But the reception of both poets was not limited to the contemplation of and 
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commentary on received materials, nor to die forms of imitation I have described. As 
time increasingly separates them from their original historical situations, they can be 
reinvented in ways which permit ideological expediency conveniently to triumph 
over historical fact and literary sensibility. Hence in the sixteenth century Piers 
achieves a new identity, albeit one oddly related to his earlier one as Lollard spokes-
man, in Purs the Ploughman's Crede. The identity is as Piers the Ploughman, a figure 
who appears in a number of sixteenth-century works as spokesman of anti-Catholic 
satire: A floodly dyalo/fue & dysputacion betweene Pyers plomnan and a popysh preest; I 
playne Piers who cannot flatter; Piers Plomnans exhortation vnto the lordes, kniqhtes and 
butyfoyses of the parlyamenthousey all printed circa 1550; and the printing of Piers the 
Ploughman's Crede in 1553 all testify to the sudden emergence of Piers as a spokes-
man for a new Protestant orthodoxy in the early 1550's. At a bibliographical level 
this flurry of polemic may be related to the identification in 1548 by Bishop John 
Bale (himself a noted anti-Catholic controversialist) of the work he terms "Petrum 
Agricolam" as one of the writings of John Wycliffe.59 (Bale, a great bibliographer, 
subsequently changed his mind, perhaps after first-hand examination of the text: one 
manuscript, Huntington Hm 128, contains a note in his hand identifying the author 
as "Robertus Langlande.") 

Langland and Wycliffe are explicidy linked in this Reformation polemic through 
the publication in 1550 of three different versions of Langland's poem by Robert 
Crowley, a tireless anti-Catholic controversialist. Crowley's preface sets the poem in 
the reign of Edward III, a time when many were moved "to open their mouthes and 
crye oute agaynste the worckes of darcknes, as did John Wicklefe."60 His career and 
his edition of Piers have been examined in detail by John King, who links the print-
ing of Piers to contemporary anti-Catholicism and anti-monasticism: "there is no 
maner of vice that reygneth in any estate of men, whyche thys writer hath not 
goodly, learnedlye and wittilye rebuked;"61 Langland's reformist zeal becomes linked 
to a millennial vision in which Edward VI appears as the harbinger of the Last Judg-
ment and particular passages in Piers are annotated as prophecies of Henrician 
attacks on the monasteries. The currency of Crowley's views has been recendy con-
firmed by Sharon Jansen's discovery of a Tudor manuscript version of part of Piers in 
which the poem is similarly glossed as a contemporary political prophecy.62 Also, it 
has been suggested that Hugh Latimer in the 1550's may in his sermons reflect the 
influence of Piers63 

But this sudden emergence of a fiercely orthodox Catholic poet as a spokesman 
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for Protestant policy is more readily documented than explained. A partial cause can 
be found in the increasingly revisionist tendencies of anti-Catholic apologists as they 
sought historical validation for the overthrow of papal authority. But this process, 
insofar as it relates to Langland, has links to earlier Reformation literary occasions, 
and in particular to the publication of Chaucer. 

The appearance of William Thynne's 1532 edition of Chaucer's Works marks 
Chaucer's assumption of his own new identity with the Renaissance canonisation of 
him in printed form. He is the first English poet to achieve die status of a collected 
works, a status confirmed by the inclusion of the first biography, together with por-
trait and genealogical table. The very comprehensiveness of Thynne's editorial vision 
becomes something of a drawback beyond a certain point, not least in his rather 
optimistic sense of the actual canon of Chaucer's works, for he seems to fiâve been 
animated by a desire to include everything that either might be by Chaucer or which 
can be associated with his work. As a result, the Chaucer canon merges into the 
Chaucerian tradition, accommodating such contemporaries and followers as Usk, 
Clanvowe, Hoccleve, Lydgate, Roos, and Henryson.64 

Among die works that Thynne optimistically accommodates into the Chaucer 
canon is the Plowman's Tale. This does not actually find a place in the 1532 edition. 
Thynne apparendy wished to include it in his first printing, but was prevented by the 
fact that Cardinal Wolsey "caused the kinge so much to myslyke the of thaf iale, that 
Chaucer must be newe printed, and that discourse of the pilgrymes tale lefte oute."65 

Godfrey (who printed the 1532 Chaucer) did bring out a separate publication of it at 
about the same time as the Chaucer.66 The Plowman's Tale was added to subsequent 
reprints of Thynne's Chaucer, after Wolsey's death, beginning with the 1542 as well 
as in the later sixteenth-century editions by Stow and Speght. In all of them it is 
placed either immediately before or immediately after the Parson's Tale. 

The Plowman's Tale is among the most unChaucerian of the works Thynne was 
disposed to include among Chaucer's. Chiefly in Monk's Tale stanzas (never a form 
in which Chaucer is at his most attractive), it offers a series of attacks on priesdy 
abuses and corruption, divided into three books. Its tedium is to some degree offset 
by its timeliness. It presages the full brunt of Henrician religious reforms in its wide-
ranging critique of the clergy. It climaxes with a dialogue between the Griffon 
(Catholic orthodoxy) and the Pelican (emergent Anglicanism), which concludes 
with the intellectual and martial victory of the Pelican. The extent of the poem's cri-
tique makes it uncertain whether all of the poem is a medieval composition: its most 
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recent student has suggested that it is a contemporary reworking of an earlier 
poem.67 (Speght, however, in his edition of Chaucer claimed to have seen a manu-
script of it in Stew's possession "in a booke of such antiquity, as seemeth to have 
been written neare to Chaucer's time.") In any case, its publication in these various 
editions of the first half of the sixteenth century provides an important link between 
the reception of Langland and Chaucer. 

Two factors are of obvious relevance. The first is the tide, with its joining of the 
figure of the Plowman to the literature of complaint, a link that (as I have already 
noted) becomes specifically associated with Piers in later print literature. The second 
is stylistic: the opening lines of the Plowman's Tale are alliterative verse and the form 
is employed with varying degrees of emphasis: 

A sterne stryfe is sterede newe 
In many stedes in a stounde 
Of sondry sedes that ben se we 
It semeth that som ben unsounde 
For some be grete growen ungrownde, 
Some bee souble, simple and small 
Whether of hem is falser founde 
The falser foule mote him befalle ( 1-8)68 

It is interesting that these lines (1-52) are among those it has been argued were 
added to the Plowman's Tale specifically in the sixteenth century.69 The fact is note-
worthy if only because of the paucity of printed alliterative verse in the sixteenth cen-
tury. Indeed, before Crowley's editions of Piers in 1550, only one verse alliterative 
work was printed.70 

The conjunction of style (for want of a better term) and subject in the Plowman's 
Tale, together with the obvious Langlandian (as well as Chaucerian) implications of 
its title, indicate a curious merging of the reception of the two traditions in associa-
tion with forms of explicit protest in the sixteenth century. They suggest an obvious 
attempt to associate Chaucer with the language and preoccupations of contemporary 
ideology through the figure of die plowman and the alliterative mode of Piers. And, 
with the merging of the vestigial Piers Plomnan tradition with die dominant Chauce-
rian one, as confirmed in subsequent editions of Chaucer's Works, we get a virtual 
end to the significant reception of Langland's poem. The urgency of the association 
between the two lessened with Elizabeth's more pragmatic religious policies. Piers 
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was only reprinted once, in 1561, before disappearing from print until the nine-
teenth century. Awareness of it from the 1550's is intermittent and not particularly 
informed. The Mirror for Magistrates (1559) includes an approving reference to "the 
sentence of the Rat of renoune, / Which Pierce the plowman describes in his 
dreame."71 But thirty years later Puttenham placed it in a way that is more represen-
tative of its lack of later reception when he observes that "he that wrote the satire of 
Piers Plowman seemed to have been a malcontent of that time, and therefore bent 
himself to tax the disorders of that age and specially the pride of the Roman clergy, 
of whose fall he seemeth to be a very true prophet." Langland is still a prophet, but 
the interest in his prophecies has been lessened by their evident fulfilment.72 Only 
Spenser, whose sympathy with all forms of medieval allegory was so capacious, pro-
vides evidence of any serious late-sixteenth-century interest in Piers.73 The rest is very 
largely silence.74 

Chaucer's fate was, of course, completely different, and can be much more 
extensively documented. In effect, the editorial tradition ends in 1602 (not to begin 
again until 1721), with Speght's second edition, an edition accompanied, signifi-
candy enough, by the first glossary, emphasising the growing linguistic distance that 
separated audience from work. Chaucer continued to be read though, and to influ-
ence a range of writers even as his textual tradition decayed throughout the seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries. Dryden's famous preface to Fables Ancient and 
Modern (1700) does not simply articulate the enduring appeal of Chaucer even while 
the rest of medieval English literature was being ignored; it also implicidy establishes 
the fundamental aesthetic differences between Chaucer and Langland, to the disad-
vantage of the latter. His insistence on Chaucer as the founder of die English poetic 
tradition ("the father of English poetry") and his characterisation of the distinctive 
Chaucerian qualities of "simplicity" and adherence to "Nature,"75 as well as his 
attempts to produce "harmonious" verse, define the very qualities that Langland 
couid never be shown to possess, and hence explains retrospectively why he had 
already passed from critical and scholarly view. This divergence in the traditions is, of 
course, the final illustration of difference: the triumph of the smiling public Chaucer, 
always accessible to his readers and always capable of drawing an admiring response, 
over the elusive, cryptic, aggressive Langland, marginalised by posterity. Only in the 
later twentieth century, with its critical, historical and textual recuperation of Lang-
land's work, has he been permitted to stand as a figure of comparable significance to 
Chaucer, to redress the balance of earlier traditions of reception.76 

University of Victoria 
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