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The l a s t decades o f the f o u r t e e n t h ce ntury i n England w i t n e s s e d an 
upsurge o f c r e a t i v e ^ w r i t i n g o f e x c e p t i o n a l q u a l i t y . The works o f the 
p o e t s , among them Chaucer, Langland, and the unknown author o f Pearl, 

and the w r i t i n g s o f the m y s t i c s , J u l i a n o f Norwich, Walter H i l t o n , and 
the anonymous author o f the Cloud of Unknowing, were a l l brought t o l i f e 
i n those y e a r s . The w o r l d out o f which they sprang was one o f o r d i n a r y 
t h i n g s , o f the commonplace and the c r u e l l y unexpected, of b o i l e d peas 
and P e r p e n d i c u l a r churches, o f plague and Peasants' R e v o l t . Yet these 
t h i n g s were t o become woven i n t o the v e r y f a b r i c o f t h e i r v i s i o n a r y 
e x p e r i e n c e . For the poet, e s p e c i a l l y the mediaeval one, and the m y s t i c , 
the very s m a l l e s t t h i n g s were f r a u g h t w i t h s i g n i f i c a n c e , were metaphor. 
The p o e t , the maker o f metaphor, stood as one endowed w i t h the r a r e g i f t 
o f a c c o m p l i s h i n g the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f the o r d i n a r y i n t o new and poignant 
shapes and forms. H i s task was the a r t i c u l a t i o n o f the hidden s i g n i f i ­
cances o f t h i n g s , the j o i n i n g o f two w o r l d s : o f t a n g i b l e and i n t a n g i b l e , 
o f sense and s p i r i t . 1 

By the time the P e a r i - p o e t was w r i t i n g , g l a s s had been made i n 
2 

England f o r some two hundred y e a r s . Church windows had been g l a z e d 
even e a r l i e r . 3 But i t was i n o r around h i s own l i f e t i m e t h a t the a r t o f 
s t a i n e d g l a s s underwent f a r - r e a c h i n g changes which were t o t r a n s f o r m the 
appearance o f those windows. During the f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y the number 
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4 o f E n g l i s h g l a s s p a i n t e r s and g l a z i e r s i n c r e a s e d r a p i d l y . The g r e a t e s t 
c o n c e n t r a t i o n appears to have been i n London, where around the middle 
o f t h a t c e n t u r y the g l a s s p a i n t e r s had t h e i r own g u i l d and s e t o f o r d i ­
n a n c e s . 5 Outside o f London they seem t o have gathered at York, i n E a s t 
A n g l i a a t Norwich, King's Lynn, Ipswich, and C o l c h e s t e r , i n L i n c o l n s h i r e 
and Cambridgeshire, and i n the South-West around W e l l s , Tewkesbury, 
B r i s t o l , G l o u c e s t e r , and E x e t e r . 6 

While the g l a z i e r s and g l a s s p a i n t e r s o f England i n c r e a s e d r a p i d l y 
i n number, t h e i r t e c h n o l o g i c a l s k i l l s underwent g r e a t advances. The 
most s i g n i f i c a n t s i n g l e development was undoubtedly the i n v e n t i o n o f 
s i l v e r s t a i n . I n the making of a s t a i n e d g l a s s window p i e c e s o f g l a s s 
a l r e a d y c o l o u r e d (a separate p i e c e o f g l a s s f o r each shade o f c o l o u r ) 
were cu t to shape. The d e t a i l e d p a t t e r n was then p a i n t e d on each p i e c e 
i n "enamel" and f i r e d and the separate p i e c e s were f i t t e d t o g e t h e r w i t h 
grooved s t r i p s o f l e a d and s o l d e r e d . Around 1306 i t was d i s c o v e r e d t h a t 
s i l v e r compounds — u s u a l l y s i l v e r c h l o r i d e o r s i l v e r o x i d e — a p p l i e d 
i n s o l u t i o n t o white g l a s s (at the same time as the p a i n t ) , then f i r e d 
i n the k i l n , would produce an i n d e l i b l e y e l l o w s t a i n r a n g i n g from p a l e 
lemon-yellow t o deep orange a c c o r d i n g t o the s t r e n g t h o f the s o l u t i o n 
and the temperature o f the k i l n . 7 The new p r o c e s s was to r e v o l u t i o n i z e 
the appearance o f the p a i n t e d g l a s s window. Since y e l l o w c o u l d now be 
p a i n t e d on to white g l a s s , separate p i e c e s o f y e l l o w g l a s s were not 
needed. Less l e a d i n g was thus r e q u i r e d . Furthermore, y e l l o w s t a i n 
showed t o b e s t advantage on a white background, b r i n g i n g about the 

g 
i n c r e a s e d use o f white g l a s s . By 1320 the new p r o c e s s was widespread. 
I t s use around 1350-52 i n the g l a z i n g o f K i n g Edward I l l ' s new c h a p e l 
a t S t Stephens, Westminster, and i n S t George's Chapel a t Windsor 

9 
p r o b a b l y a c c e l e r a t e d i t s spread a l l over England. By the f i f t e e n t h 
c e n t u r y the use of y e l l o w s t a i n had assumed a m u l t i t u d e of s u b t l e t i e s 
and had come t o dominate the whole technique o f g l a s s p a i n t i n g . 

I n the c o l o u r schemes o f mediaeval s t a i n e d g l a s s a t r a n s i t i o n can 
be observed over s e v e r a l c e n t u r i e s . The windows o f the t h i r t e e n t h 
c e n t u r y have been d e s c r i b e d as p a t t e r n s o f c o l o u r e d g l a s s ( l a r g e l y ruby 
and blue) i n t o which a s m a l l amount of white was i n t r o d u c e d . Those o f 
the f o u r t e e n t h century saw the p r o p o r t i o n o f white g l a s s g r e a t l y i n ­
creased. Red and b l u e were now d i s t r i b u t e d a g a i n s t a s i l v e r y w h ite 
ground. The c o l o u r s themselves were subdued i n favour o f lower t o n e s . 
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Reds and b l u e s , the preponderant c o l o u r s o f e a r l y g l a s s , now made way f o r 
greens and y e l l o w s . By the f i f t e e n t h c e n t u r y many windows were l i t t l e 
e l s e b u t white g l a s s w i t h some dominating spots of c o l o u r e d g l a s s p a t ­
t e r n e d upon it.*° While the c o l o u r s were l e s s v a r i e d i n hue, the g e n e r a l 
e f f e c t was one o f s p a r k l i n g b r i l l i a n c e , o f spacious expanses o f s l v e r 
g leaming w i t h b l u e and g o l d . 1 1 

Improvement i n the t e x t u r e of the g l a s s had much t o do w i t h the new 
l u m i n o s i t y o f these windows. Where the g l a s s o f the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y 
had been t h i c k e r and more deeply c o l o u r e d — r a t h e r l i k e a b r i l l i a n t 
mosaic o f t i n y j e w e l s — t h a t o f the f o u r t e e n t h , though s t i l l o f uneven 
t h i c k n e s s , was smoother, t h i n n e r , and l i g h t e r i n c o l o u r than a n y t h i n g 

12 
p r e v i o u s l y made. White g l a s s , a t f i r s t g r e e n i s h , became w h i t e r towards 
the end o f the f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y , and much more o f i t was used than b e f o r e , 
p a r t l y , perhaps, because of a shortage o f c o l o u r e d g l a s s due t o the B l a c k 

13 
Death i n 1348-49, which k i l l e d many s k i l l e d a r t i s a n s . 

I n the l a t t e r h a l f o f .the f o u r t e e n t h century the l i n e - w o r k o f p a i n t e d 
g l a s s became f i n e r and more t r a n s p a r e n t , due p a r t l y t o the i n t r o d u c t i o n 
o f a new technique o f p r o d u c i n g shadows by the use o f a s t i p p l e d , more 

14 
luminous coat o f enamel brown, p a r t l y to a change i n the f u n c t i o n o f 
the l e a d work: where p r e v i o u s l y the a r t i s t drew i n l e a d (every form 
surrounded by lead) and simply added t o t h i s d e s i g n w i t h f i n e r p a i n t e d 
l i n e s , now the l e a d s began t o be p l a c e d so as not t o i n t e r f e r e w i t h the 
drawing. L a r g e r p i e c e s o f g l a s s were now used and fewer l e a d s . 1 5 The 
g l a s s p r e s e n t e d a s u r f a c e on which to draw, a c l e a r luminous p i c t o r i a l 
medium; and the t e c h n i c a l s k i l l of the p a i n t e r (using enamel and s i l v e r 
s t a i n ) assumed new dimensions. In the e a r l y years o f the f o u r t e e n t h 
c e n t u r y the windows were designed by the a r c h i t e c t and the g l a s s 
p a i n t e r ' s t a s k was t o f i l l them as b e s t he c o u l d . By the middle o f t h a t 
c e n t u r y i t was the g l a s s which determined the window d e s i g n , as f o r ex­
ample, i n the g r e a t e a s t window of G l o u c e s t e r , the f i r s t i n the new 

16 
P e r p e n d i c u l a r s t y l e . 

C e r t a i n a r c h i t e c t u r a l changes were a l s o r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h i s develop­
ment. I n the new P e r p e n d i c u l a r churches the r e l a t i v e l y i s o l a t e d u n i t s 
o f the c l a s s i c G o t h i c c a t h e d r a l , w i t h c l e a r d i v i d i n g l i n e s between nave, 
a i s l e s , t r a n s e p t s , and c h o i r , gave way t o a more homogeneous space, 
where the eye was now a l l o w e d to wander i n t o v a s t d i s t a n c e s . 1 7 A r c h i ­
t e c t u r a l l y , the r e s u l t was an enormous i n c r e a s e i n window s i z e . T h i s 
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development, t o g e t h e r w i t h the use o f white g l a s s , produced w i t h i n the 
P e r p e n d i c u l a r b u i l d i n g s o f l a t e f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y England the new l i g h t -

18 
ness of the s o - c a l l e d glasshouse-church. 

The cumulative e f f e c t o f a l l these changes was t h a t i n the whole 
scheme o f the new b u i l d i n g s the p a i n t e d g l a s s o f the windows became f a r 
more a r r e s t i n g than ever b e f o r e . Three examples w i l l s u f f i c e . The 
g r e a t e a s t window o f G l o u c e s t e r (erected p r o b a b l y between 1350-60), a 
huge expanse o f g l a s s 78 f e e t h i g h by 38 f e e t wide, was q u i t e u n l i k e 
a n y t h i n g which had gone before i t . The whole e a s t w a l l o f the church 
opened i n t o one g r e a t window, c o n s i s t i n g , except f o r the heavy m u l l i o n s 
by which i t was p a r t i t i o n e d , o f a s e r i e s o f g l a z e d p a n e l s . The f i e l d s 
o f the columns o f l i g h t s are r e d and b l u e , and the o v e r a l l i m p r e s s i o n 
c r e a t e d by t h i s window, which p o r t r a y s the c o r o n a t i o n o f the V i r g i n w i t h 
the A p o s t l e s , s a i n t s , and a n g e l s , i s one o f a white p a t t e r n over a back-

19 
ground o f v e r t i c a l red and blue s t r i p e s . Such an e x t e n s i v e use o f 
white g l a s s was, i n i t s own day, an enormous n o v e l t y . So was the 
s t a r t l i n g e f f e c t o f pure c r y s t a l l i n e r a d i a n c e i n which i t r e s u l t e d . 

A s i m i l a r luminous b r i l l i a n c e i s to be found i n the a n t e c h a p e l o f 
New C o l l e g e , Oxford, c o n s t r u c t e d between 1379-86; i t i s the l a r g e s t 
e x t a n t s i n g l e c o l l e c t i o n o f l a t e f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y E n g l i s h g l a s s . 
Though these windows are occupied by f i g u r e s who r a d i a t e an exuberance 
o f many c o l o u r s s t a n d i n g a g a i n s t a background blue and r e d i n a l t e r n a t e 
l i g h t s , t h ere i s over a l l , from the l a r g e amount o f space devoted t o the 
y e l l o w s t a i n e d white canopy work, a p e r v a s i v e sense o f d e l i c a t e w h i t e n e s s : 
g r e e n i s h , y e l l o w i s h , and pure w h i t e . 2 0 

The f i n e s t example of a l l E n g l i s h P e r p e n d i c u l a r g l a s s i s g e n e r a l l y 
h e l d t o be t h a t i n the g r e a t e a s t window o f York M i n s t e r . The c h o i r o f 
the M i n s t e r , the l a r g e s t o f any E n g l i s h c a t h e d r a l , a v a s t t r a n s l u c e n t 
s t r u c t u r e simply r i b b e d and braced w i t h s t o n e , dates from 1405-08. The 
e a s t window, alt h o u g h not q u i t e so l a r g e o v e r a l l (78 by 32 f e e t ) as t h a t 
o f G l o u c e s t e r , i s unbroken by heavy m u l l i o n s and c o n t a i n s a b i g g e r 
a r e a o f g l a s s : a s i n g l e expanse w i t h three " g r e a t l i g h t s " s u b d i v i d e d 
by two r e t i c u l a t i o n s i n t o n i n e l i g h t s , d i v i d e d i n t o 117 r o u g h l y square 

21 
p a n e l s , the m a j o r i t y o f which d e p i c t scenes from the Book o f R e v e l a t i o n . 

Whether t h i s window was ever seen by the P e a r l - p o e t , whose work i s 
g e n e r a l l y h e l d t o date from the end o f the f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y o r the v e r y 

22 
b e g i n n i n g o f the f i f t e e n t h , cannot now be known, a l t h o u g h the r e a d e r 
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o f Pearl who sees t h i s window cannot f a i l t o n o t i c e the obvious c o r r e s p o n ­
dence between the two works o f a r t , i n s u b j e c t matter (both d e p i c t scenes 
d e s c r i b e d i n the Book o f R e v e l a t i o n ) and i n v i s u a l impact: i n sheer 
l u m i n o s i t y and e x p r e s s i v e use o f pure c o l o u r . While the whole scheme 
c o n s i s t s o f a l a r g e amount o f white g l a s s w i t h l e s s e r p r o p o r t i o n s o f 
ruby and b l u e p a t t e r n e d upon i t , e v e r y l i t t l e scene has i t s own a p p r o p r i ­
ate scheme, r a n g i n g from the s p r i n g - l i k e greens of the garden o f Eden 
to the b r i l l i a n t y e l l o w s and golds o f the c e l e s t i a l J erusalem and the 
Lamb o f the Apocalypse. The window as a whole, w i t h i t s many l i t t l e 

b r i g h t f i g u r e s thrown i n t o r e l i e f a g a i n s t the p a l e background, p r e s e n t s 
23 

a j e w e l l e d and t w i n k l i n g mass o f c o l o u r . "At t h e i r b e s t , " i t has been 
s a i d , "the windows o f the c h o i r remind one o f patches o f c o l o u r e d sun­
l i g h t on r u n n i n g w a t e r . " Standing a t a p o i n t midway between the two 
t r a n s e p t s and i n f r o n t o f the a l t a r , " g l i t t e r i n g screens o f g l a s s and 
s o a r i n g s h a f t s o f stone are t o be seen on a l l s i d e s ; the whole e f f e c t i s 

24 
one o f triumphant l i g h t and space and c o l o u r . " Such i m p r e s s i o n s are 
o f more than a l i t t l e i n t e r e s t t o the reader of Pearl, f o r they c a l l t o 
mind some o f the poem's most v i v i d and unusual images, such as the 
t r a n s l u c e n t c r y s t a l c l i f f s o f l i n e 74 and the glimmering p o o l o f l i n e 
117. 

Outside o f churches, g l a s s windows were r e l a t i v e l y uncommon. I n 
the houses o f the w e l l - t o - d o they were not unknown, as Chaucer's des­
c r i p t i o n o f the chamber i n The Book of the Duchess suggests ("Ful wel 

25 
depeynted, and w i t h g l a s / Were a l the wyndowes wel y g l a s e d " ) . The 
scene i s one o f o p u l e n t warmth and l i g h t . But among the o r d i n a r y f o l k , 
g l a s s windows were s t i l l regarded as a l u x u r y . Even u n t i l around 1700 
the windows o f t h e i r houses were u s u a l l y covered w i t h greased paper o r 
l i n e n . 2 6 As one h i s t o r i a n observes, i t i s very probable t h a t a v i s i t o r 
to England about the time of the B l a c k Death would have found, as d i d a 
s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y t r a v e l l e r i n I r e l a n d , t h a t a t h i r d o f the houses 
were "wretched n a s t y cabbins w i t h o u t chimney, window o r d o r e - s h u t t , and 

27 
worse than those o f the savage Americans." Viewed a g a i n s t the back­
ground o f the s q u a l o r and t r a n s i e n c e o f day-to-day l i f e , "poor, n a s t y , 
b r u t i s h , and s h o r t , " the b r i l l i a n c e and permanence o f the g r e a t c a t h e d r a l s 
i s something which we today can never f u l l y a p p r e c i a t e . To the common 
f o l k , unaccustomed i n t h e i r o r d i n a r y surroundings t o the presence o f 
l a r g e windows a t a l l , l e t alone g l a z e d ones, the s i g h t o f v a s t expanses 
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o f t h i s j e w e l l e d p e a r l y substance i n the windows o f churches and cathe­
d r a l s must ind e e d have give n cause f o r wonder. 

The dream v i s i o n l i t e r a t u r e o f the l a t e f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y t o which 
P e a r l belongs h i n t s a t t h e - i m p r e s s i o n made by these b u i l d i n g s on the 
people o f t h a t age. S p l e n d i d g l a s s houses occur i n at l e a s t two p l a c e s . 
The scene i n the f i r s t book o f Chaucer's House of Fame i s s e t i n a g l a s s 
temple. I n the opening l i n e s of John Lydgate's Temple of Clas (1400-
0 3 ) , the dreamer i s t r a n s p o r t e d t o a g l a s s b u i l d i n g o f b r e a t h - t a k i n g 
s p l e n d o u r , i t s p a i n t e d w a l l s covered w i t h b r i g h t l y c o l o u r e d images, a 
wondrous p l a c e which s h i n e s w i t h l i g h t o f b l i n d i n g c r y s t a l l i n e c l a r i t y : 

Me d i d oppresse a sodein dedel i s l e p e , 
Wib-in be which me pou3t[e] bat I was 

28 
Rauysshid in s p i r i t In (a) temple of g l a s -

The resemblance between t h i s and l i n e 1088 o f Pearl, where the dreamer 
o f t h a t poem stands i n awe before the v i s i o n o f the g l a s s y c i t y , i s 
s t r i k i n g : 

I s t o d as s t y l l e as dased quayle 
For f e r l y of bat f r e l ich f y g u r e , 
Pat f e l d e I nawber r e s t e ne t r a u a y l e . 
So wat3 I rauyste wyth glymme pure. (1085-88) 

I t i s not onl y c o n c e i v a b l e but a l t o g e t h e r probable t h a t n e i t h e r the 
Temple of Glas nor Pearl c o u l d have been w r i t t e n as i t was had the authors 
o f these works never e x p e r i e n c e d the awed u p l i f t i n g , o r " r a v i s h i n g , " 
o f s p i r i t t h a t must have been f e l t by the people o f t h a t age as they 
stepped w i t h i n the doors o f the g r e a t P e r p e n d i c u l a r c a t h e d r a l s w i t h 
t h e i r p a i n t e d w a l l s and b r i l l i a n t expanses o f g l a s s . 

One o f the most s t r i k i n g t h i n g s about Pearl i s i t s imagery. S i g h t s 
p e r c e i v e d i n v i v i d c o l o u r and d e t a i l meet the reader on page a f t e r page. 

29 
T h i s imagery has been a n a l y z e d , and i t s p o s s i b l e o r i g i n s have r e c e i v e d 
c o n s i d e r a b l e a t t e n t i o n . Some o f the poet's i n s p i r a t i o n f o r h i s v i s i o n a r y 
landscape may have d e r i v e d from l i t e r a r y s o u r c e s , such as the c o n v e n t i o n a l 
s e t t i n g o f mediaeval dream v i s i o n l i t e r a t u r e stemming from the Roman de 

30 
la Rose, o r from contemporary d e s c r i p t i o n s o f the e a r t h l y P a r a d i s e . 
As f o r the heavenly Jerusalem o f i t s c o n c l u s i o n , the s c r i p t u r a l source i s 
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clear enough, and, as has been pointed out, i t s d e t a i l may even have 
derived from such objects as the b r i l l i a n t l y illuminated Apocalypse 
books of the later Middle Ages 3 1 or the great jewelled chandeliers that 

32 
hung from the vault of mediaeval churches. But there may yet be more. 
Much of the powerful impact of Pearl derives from the presence of images 
of l i g h t gleaming through glass. These images are found throughout, some 
very e x p l i c i t , others less obvious and carefully woven into the texture 
of the poem. They occur with particular intensity at a l l the emotional 
peaks of the narrative. 

The development of the poem's glass imagery closely p a r a l l e l s that 
of the narrative i t s e l f ; although at f i r s t indiscernible, i t i s present 
from the very beginning. The narrator, desolate, grief-stricken, pained 
by the memory of past joy mourns, i n a garden, the loss of his precious 
pearl, the seeming ground of a l l his b l i s s . Yet that very earth i n which 
the pearl l i e s buried " i n molde3 dunne," " h i r c o l o r so c l a d in c l o t , " 
i s unexpectedly f i l l e d with a profusion of l i f e and colour. The image 
i s a s t r i k i n g one: 

Blome3 bl a y k e and blwe and rede 
Per schyne* f u l s c h y r agayn pe sunne. (27-28) 

Four lines i n the following stanza f i l l in the details' 

On huyle per p e r l e h i t t r e n d e l e d doun 
Schadowed p i s worte3 f u l schyre and schene, 
G i l o f r e , gyngure and gromylyoun, 
And pyonys powdered ay bytwene. (41-44) 

Situated on or around a small h i l l which they overshadow, these resplen­
dent flowers (gillyflowers, ginger, gromwell, and peonies) shine brightly 
i n the sun: a yellowish or whitish brightness, 3 3 blue and red. 

The imagery of stanza group one holds within i t s e l f the mysterious 
contradiction of b r i l l i a n c e and l i f e amidst death and decay which l i e s at 
the heart of Pearl. The paradox i s stated in words vibrant with over-
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tones of the gospel: 

For vch gresse mot grow of grayne3 dede; 
No whete were e l l e 3 t o wone3 wonne. (31-32) 
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The statement, p o i n t i n g as i t does, to the emotional core o f the poem 
— an e x p e r i e n c e o f death and s p i r i t u a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n — i s h e r e , on 
i t s v e r y f i r s t appearance, l i n k e d t o a v i s u a l image of b r i l l i a n t v i t r e o u s 
q u a l i t y . 

The theme i s developed by means o f an unusual s t y l i s t i c d e v i c e 
p e c u l i a r t o the P e a r l - p o e t , and one which he employs w i t h what has been 
d e s c r i b e d as an almost "compulsive" fondness: the echoing o f key words 
and e x p r e s s i o n s . 3 5 Across a measured background space, as homogeneous 
as the i n t e r i o r expanses o f the g r e a t P e r p e n d i c u l a r c a t h e d r a l s — twenty 
s t a n z a groups s u b d i v i d e d i n t o f i v e stanzas o f twelve f o u r - b e a t l i n e s — 
there runs an i n t r i c a t e p l a y o f resonance and a l l u s i o n . 3 6 Some o f these 
a l l u s i o n s , echoes o f words and e x p r e s s i o n s so d e l i c a t e as t o be a l l but 
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i n v i s i b l e , have o n l y r e c e n t l y been n o t i c e d . Others yet more s u b t l e and 
e l u s i v e , echoes o f sounds and o f sequences o f sounds, and a s e r i e s o f 
v i s u a l resemblances, have not, perhaps, been a p p r e c i a t e d . 

Exhausted by h i s g r i e f , the n a r r a t o r f a l l s i n t o a sudden deep s l e e p 
i n which the dark mound and r e s p l e n d e n t f l o w e r s of the garden are s i l e n t l y 
assumed i n t o the v i s i o n a r y landscape o f h i s dream. C r y s t a l c l i f f s 
encompass a f o r e s t o f d a z z l i n g splendour, w i t h gleaming r o c k s and p e a r l y 
g r a v e l , s i l v e r - l e a v e d t r e e s and m u l t i - c o l o u r e d b i r d s . G l i t t e r i n g , 
shimmering, and s h i n i n g , the whole scene b u r s t s w i t h a f a n t a s t i c j e w e l l e d 
b r i l l i a n c e . By comparison even the sunbeams seem "bot b i o and b l y n d e . " 
The e f f e c t i s now no l o n g e r one o f n a t u r a l s u n l i g h t but o f an i n t e n s e 
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r e f l e c t e d b r i l l i a n c e . 

The c r y s t a l c l i f f s e n c l o s e the whole scene p r o v i d i n g a frame w i t h i n 
which the d e s c r i p t i o n moves, u s i n g a technique employed a l s o i n S i r Gawain 

and the Green Knight, from g e n e r a l i m p r e s s i o n to d e t a i l , c a r e f u l l y 
r e n d e r i n g the n a t u r a l movement o f the human eye i n an u n f a m i l i a r s i t u a t i o n . 
I n i t i a l l y the dreamer f i n d s h i m s e l f d i s o r i e n t e d . As he becomes aware o f 
h i s surroundings h i s eye i s drawn f i r s t t o the c l i f f s (65-66) , then 
caught by a d a z z l i n g b u r s t of l i g h t i n the f o r e s t beneath, i t s r o c k s 
gleaming w i t h u n b e l i e v a b l e l i g h t . The dreamer's gaze passes back t o the 
c l i f f s (73-74). H i s eye then moves t o focus on the i n d i v i d u a l t r e e s , 
on t h e i r t r u n k s and then l e a v e s , w i t h the p e c u l i a r d e t a i l o f t h e i r 
s l i d i n g movement (77-78), the d a z z l i n g b r i l l i a n c e o f r e f l e c t e d l i g h t 
caught by the a l l i t e r a t i o n o f s i b i l a n t "sch" sounds: 
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Quen glem of glode3 agayn3 hem g l y d e 3 , 
Wyth schymeryng schene f u l s c h r y l l e pay schynde (79-80) 

To the ear of the attentive reader lines 79-80 carry an echo of the 
flower image at lines 27-28. The pattern of sound i s similar, the 
sequence "gl"-"sch" re c a l l i n g "bl"-"sch" in that i n i t i a l burst of b r i l ­
l i a n t l i g h t . F i n a l l y the dreamer's attention passes down to the t i n i e s t 
fragments of the landscape, the pearly gravel underfoot (81-82). The 
movement of the eye i s thus from a general view of the whole scene within 
the enclosing frame of the c l i f f s to a close-up of the tiny constituent 
part. This procedure i s repeated at several key points i n the poem. 

After the intensity of this i n i t i a l burst of b r i l l i a n t imagery the 
description continues i n quieter, more l y r i c a l tones as the dreamer moves 
forward viewing the wonders of the landscape from different directions. 
His progress halts at the river banks ("of b e r y l b r y 3 t " ) , and the closing 
image of the second stanza group i s one of ethereal purity. The r i v e r 
glances with l i g h t , i t s swishing sweep and swirl caught i n repeated " s " 
and " r " sounds. As he gazes into i t s depths the dreamer catches sight 
of glistening stones which are described by means of two similes: the 
image of l i g h t gleaming through glass, i n t e n s i f i e d by a vision of the 
height and radiance of the stars in a dark wintry sky while mortals sleep. 
The unusual evocative power of this group of images hinges largely on 
their simple contrast of otherworldly height, b r i l l i a n c e , and c l a r i t y 
with lowness, darkness, earthliness, and mortality. Glass i s now un­
mistakably present. Again the a l l i t e r a t i o n of " g l " - " s " sounds: 

The dubbemente of po derworth depe 
Wern bonke3 bene of b e r y l b r y 3 t . 
Swangeande swete pe water con swepe, 
Wyth a rownande rourde raykande a r y 3 t . 
In pe founce ber stonden stone3 stepe, 
As g l e n t e pur$ g l a s pat glowed and g l y 3 t , 
As stremande s t e r n e 3 , quen strobe-men s l e p e , 
S t a r e n in welkyn in wynter ny3t. (109-16) 

As before, the sequence of description moves from general impression 
to p articular d e t a i l : 



204 

For vche a pobbel in pole per py3t 
Wat3 emerad, s a f f e r , oper gemme gente, 
Pat a l l e pe lo3e lemed of I y 3 t , 
So dere wat3 h i t adubbement. (117-20) 

Thus the s i g h t o f a mass o f water framed by i t s banks o f b e r y l , s l i g h t l y 
r u f f l e d by i t s sweep and s w i r l , g l i t t e r i n g l i k e l i g h t through g l a s s , 
r e s o l v e s i t s e l f i n t o a myriad of l i t t l e gems, every pebble i n the p o o l 
an emerald, s a p p h i r e , o r o t h e r p r e c i o u s stone. The b r i l l i a n c e o f a l a r g e r 
space w i t h i n a frame i s focused down i n t o the sharp d e t a i l o f the i n d i v i d ­
u a l j e w e l . The sequence o f v i s u a l i m p r e s s i o n s c l o s e l y resembles the 
n a t u r a l movement o f the human eye over the s u r f a c e o f a s t a i n e d g l a s s 
window, as i t takes i n f i r s t the whole w i t h i n a frame i n a b l u r r y b r i l l i a n c e 
(109-16) , then narrows i t s gaze t o focus s h a r p l y on the s m a l l i n d i v i d u a l 
p i e c e s of g l a s s (117-18), then moves again t o a g e n e r a l view o f the whole 
— the p o o l o f water gleaming w i t h l i g h t (119-20). I f one were t o seek 
f o r a s i n g l e s i m i l e to d e s c r i b e the v i s u a l e f f e c t o f a s t a i n e d g l a s s 
window i n s u n l i g h t , what c o u l d be more apt than t h a t o f a sheet o f d a n c i n g 
water t w i n k l i n g w i t h a myriad o f l i t t l e l i g h t s . 

The dreamer's g r i e f drops away. The g a t h e r i n g momentum o f h i s p r o ­
gress and the accompanying f l o o d o f " b l y s , " "wele," "gladne3" and "myrpe" 
mingled w i t h l o n g i n g i n the repeated r e f r a i n , "more and more," r i s e s 
i n s i s t e n t l y , u n t i l f i n a l l y he i s c o n f r o n t e d a c r o s s the stream by the most 
s t a r t l i n g s i g h t o f a l l : a r a d i a n t c r y s t a l c l i f f a t whose f o o t s i t s a 
wondrous b e i n g , a " f a u n t " o r "mayden" w i t h a l l the q u a l i t i e s of a c h i l d . 
Once ag a i n i t i s the c r y s t a l c l i f f by which h i s eye i s caught. A t f i r s t 
the maiden seems t o be an a d j u n c t t o the c l i f f : 

More meruayle con my dom adaunt: 
I se3 by3onde bat myry mere 
A c r y s t a l c l y f f e f u l r e l u s a u n t ; 
Mony r y a l ray con f r o h i t r e r e . 
A t be f o t e berof ber s e t e a f a u n t , 
A mayden of menske, f u l debonere. (157-62) 

The s p a t i a l arrangement here, o f the maiden a t the f o o t o f the r e s p l e n d e n t 
g l a s s y c l i f f , r e c a l l s t h a t o f the garden scene i n s t a n z a group one, where 
the p e a r l l a y b u r i e d i n the e a r t h a t the f o o t o f b r i l l i a n t f l o w e r s s h i n i n g 
i n the sun. 
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As the dreamer's a t t e n t i o n i s drawn t o the maiden a t the f o o t o f the 
c l i f f and he r e c o g n i z e s h i s l o s t p e a r l , h i s i n i t i a l i m p r e s s i o n s are o f 
sudden d a z z l i n g l i g h t and c o l o u r . L i n e s 163-72 h o l d w i t h i n themselves a 
sequence o f v i s u a l i m p r e s s i o n s a l t e r n a t i n g w i t h e x p r e s s i o n s o f s u r p r i s e d 
r e c o g n i t i o n , c u l m i n a t i n g i n a pun: 

Blysnande whyt watj hyr b l e a u n t . 
I knew hyr wel, I hade sen hyr e r e . 
As glysnande golde pat man con schere. 
So schon pat schene an-vnder shore. 
On lenghe I loked t o hyr pere; 
Pe l e n g e r , I knew hyr more and more. 

The more I f r a y s t e hyr f a y r e f a c e , 
Her fygure fyn quen I had f o n t e , 
Suche gladande g l o r y con t o me g l a c e 
As l y t t e l b yfore p e r t o wat3 wonte. 

The dreamer's f i r s t i m p r e s s i o n i s o f the b u r s t i n g whiteness o f the maiden's 
garment (163), f o l l o w e d by e q u a l l y sudden r e c o g n i t i o n (164) and a f l o o d 
o f g l i s t e n i n g , golden l i g h t (165) caught i n repeated "sch" sounds (166); 
h i s gaze i n t e n s i f i e s (167), h i s r e c o g n i t i o n deepens (168), h i s eyes 
s e a r c h her face (169) and her f i g u r e (170) , and f i n a l l y h i s astonishment 
and j o y b u r s t i n t o e x c l a m a t i o n (171): "Suche gladande g l o r y con t o me 
g l a c e , " w i t h i t s p l a y on the word " g l a c e " — "to g l i d e , " but a l s o the 
verb "to g l a z e , " o r the noun " g l a s s . " 

We have seen a l r e a d y how i n the f o u r t e e n t h c e n t u r y mediaeval g l a s s -
making and a r c h i t e c t u r a l techniques underwent advances which brought about 
f a r - r e a c h i n g changes i n the appearance o f s t a i n e d g l a s s windows. In 
P e r p e n d i c u l a r b u i l d i n g s a l l over England, t h e r e appeared g r e a t expanses 
o f c l e a r , p e a r l y - w h i t e g l a s s s t a i n e d i n y e l l o w s o f v a r y i n g i n t e n s i t i e s , 
whose v i s u a l e f f e c t was one of b r i l l i a n c e and splendour on a s c a l e p r e v i ­
o u s l y unknown. Perhaps, then, i t i s no c o i n c i d e n c e t h a t the d e s c r i p t i v e 
passages o f Pearl which are f i l l e d w i t h the g r e a t e s t sense o f wonder and 
d e l i g h t are those i n which the imagery o f l i g h t on g l a s s i s unmistakably 
p r e s e n t , and whose predominant c o l o u r s are g o l d and a b r i l l i a n t , b u r s t i n g 
s i l v e r y w h i t e n e s s . 
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Again the d e s c r i p t i o n moves from general i m p r e s s i o n to c l o s e and 
c a r e f u l o b s e r v a t i o n , the i n i t i a l b u r s t of l i g h t and c o l o u r now r e s o l v i n g 
i t s e l f i n t o a l l the separate d e t a i l s o f the maiden's appearance. Each 
one i s r e v e r e n t l y contemplated: her mantle, her k y r t l e , her crown, and 
the p e e r l e s s p e a r l i n the c e n t r e o f her b r e a s t . The maiden's face s h i n e s 
w i t h a p u r i t y t h a t p i e r c e s the dreamer's h e a r t , the round whiteness o f 
her countenance (white as i v o r y , w h i t e r than whale bone) framed by the 
g o l d o f her h a i r (211-14). The reader's mind i s drawn f l e e t i n g l y back 
t o the opening image o f the poem, " P e r l e , p l e s a u n t e t o prynces paye / To 
c l a n l y c l o s i n golde so c l e r e , " now c l e a r l y r e s o l v e d i n t o the image o f 
the b e l o v e d face w i t h a l l i t s g e n t l e r a d i a n t q u a l i t i e s . 

W i t h i n the mediaeval genre o f dream v i s i o n s P e a r l stands out f o r 
i t s g e n u i n e l y d r e a m - l i k e q u a l i t i e s , those e l u s i v e nuances which evade 
words and q u i c k l y evaporate before the waking c o n s c i o u s n e s s . Thus, as 
here, the images o f Pearl move w i t h a s u b t l e f l u i d i t y through t h e i r 
v a r i o u s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s . Many o f these images are dream-like not o n l y 
i n t h e i r movement but a l s o i n t h e i r very substance. The p e a r l o r j e w e l 
and i t s v a r i a n t s , the c h i l d , the f l o w e r , the c i r c l e , the square, are 
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a r c h e t y p a l human symbols o f h e a l i n g and wholeness. 

J u s t as dream-like and v i s i o n a r y as these a r c h e t y p a l images i s the 
overwhelming f l o o d o f l i g h t which accompanies them. I n N e o p l a t o n i c 
t r a d i t i o n l i g h t had l o n g been the c l a s s i c mediaeval image f o r beauty o f 
the h i g h e s t o r d e r , l i g h t i n g e n e r a l , t h a t i s . In P e a r l , however, t h e r e 
i s almost no such t h i n g as l i g h t i n g e n e r a l . L i g h t i s p r e s e n t . But 
the word " l y 3 t " appears f a r more o f t e n as a verb, a d j e c t i v e o r adverb, 
than as a noun, as here f o r example at l i n e 214: "On s c h y l d e r e 3 pat 
leghe vn lapped Iy3te," o r l i n e 238: "And hay Ised me wyth a l o t e I y 3 t e . " 
T h i s p l a y on l i g h t begins w i t h the maiden's appearance and reaches i t s 
c l i m a x i n the repeated " d e l y t " o f the f i n a l s t a n z a s . On the whole, the 
m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f l i g h t , k a l e i d o s c o p i c i n t h e i r p r o f u s i o n , tend t o be 
p r e c i s e l y d e s c r i b e d : "glysnande," "blysnande," "glemande," "stremande," 
"schymeryng," " s c h r y l l e " and " s c h y r , " not l i g h t i n g e n e r a l , but l i g h t as 
seen, and seen i n i t s most luminous and s p e c t a c u l a r form, r e f l e c t e d from 
s h i n y t r a n s p a r e n t s u r f a c e s , above a l l , g l a s s . In i t s v i s u a l impact g l a s s 
i s unique. I n sheer t r a n s l u c e n c e i t s t r i k e s the eye as no o t h e r substance. 
So i t must have seemed t o the people o f the Middle Ages, f o r g l a s s was 
u n i v e r s a l l y r e c o g n i z e d as the symbol o f t r a n s p a r e n t human p u r i t y , the 
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Virgin Mary. And so in Pearl the play of light on glass i s inseparable 
from the c l a r i t y and purity which dawn upon the dreamer in the presence 
of the "mayden." 

In the long dialogue between maiden and dreamer which occupies the 
centre of the poem (stanza groups five to sixteen) l i g h t , glass, and pearl 
images disappear, and the paradoxes stated visually in stanza group one 
— of beauty and l i f e amidst death and decay — are now verbally developed. 
The progress of the maiden's discourse through Gospel precept and parable 
holds within i t s e l f an almost imperceptible play on the flower and garden 
imagery of stanza group one. The dreamer unthinkingly assumes that he can 
cross the stream (283-84) . The maiden reprimands him: i f he wishes to 
cross over he must f i r s t submit to other counsel: "Py c o r s e in c l o t mot 
calder keue" (320). The fleeting reappearance of the word "cl o t " r e c a l l s 
the image o f the buried pearl at line 22, "hir color so clad i n c l o t . " 
As the dreamer, standing outside the transcendent realm into which he 
cannot cross, l i s t e n s to the maiden's instruction, he moves gradually to 
a dawning realiza t i o n o f the distance that separates her from him. He 
begins to perceive something o f the courtesy, purity, simplicity, and grace 
of the heavenly kingdom to which he aspires, and the play on l i g h t begins 
once more (682). At line 789 ("pe hyl of Syon, bat semly c l o t " ) h i l l 
and "c l o t " are b r i e f l y linked. The maiden's discourse begins to centre 
on the Lamb and his whiteness (841-44) and a paradox appears which r e c a l l s 
that o f stanza group one ( l i f e and joy amidst death and decay): "A I ĥ a 3 
oure corses in c l o t t e 3 clynge, . . . pe Lombe vus g l a d e 3 , oure c a r e is 
k e s t " (857-61). Fina l l y , i n open acknowledgement o f his own l a c k o f 
purity the dreamer now i d e n t i f i e s himself with the clod (911) and the 
clod-encrusted pearl. His eyes are opened, and what he sees i s the 
flower, archetypal symbol o f wholeness: 

I am bot mokke and mul among. 
And bou so ryche a reken r o s e . (905-06) 

This delicate, almost indiscernible play on the flower and garden 
imagery o f stanza group one becomes clear and unmistakable as the f i n a l 
vision unfolds. The maiden explains that although he cannot cross over 
unless he be clean, he has, by great favour, been granted a sight o f the 
heavenly kingdom. She then directs the dreamer to bend upwards toward 



208 

the r i v e r ' s head, w h i l e she f o l l o w s on the o p p o s i t e bank. The dreamer, 
l i k e the A p o s t l e John, f i n d s h i m s e l f on a h i l l . The t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f 
the dark mound i n the garden h i n t e d some two hundred l i n e s e a r l i e r ("pe 
hyl of Syon, bat semly c l o t " ) i s now complete. H i s s i g h t i s opened 
( v a r i o u s forms o f "se3" and "sy 3 t " occur r e p e a t e d l y i n these stanzas) and 
what he sees i s the c i t y i n a b u r s t o f l i g h t . The image o f the c i t y , 

By30nde be brok f r o me warde keued, 
Pat s c h y r r e r ben sunne wyth s c h a f t e 3 schon, (981-82) 

ho l d s w i t h i n i t s e l f , i n the presence o f s u n l i g h t and a l l i t e r a t i v e sequence 
o f "b"-"sch" sounds, the echo o f l i n e s 27-28: 

Blome3 blayke and blwe and rede 
Per schyne3 f u l schyr agayn be sunne. 

The f u l l i m p l i c a t i o n o f the f l o w e r imagery i n s t a n z a group one, w i t h i t s 
m y s t e r i o u s paradox o f l i f e amidst death, i s now apparent. Flower and 
c i t y , i t begins to appear, are i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e images i n P e a r l . 

As i n p r e v i o u s d e s c r i p t i v e passages the i n i t i a l i m p r e s s i o n i s o f a 
s t a r t l i n g b u r s t o f l i g h t , s t r e s s e d by the p l a y on " l y 3 t " i n l i n e 988. 
U n l i k e p r e v i o u s d e s c r i p t i o n s , the v i s i o n which the dreamer now sees i s 
i l l u m i n a t e d no l o n g e r by r e f l e c t e d l i g h t but by an i n n e r l i g h t n e s s , t h a t 
o f h i s own dawning s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n . The change i n d i c a t e s a deep t r a n s ­
f o r m a t i o n w i t h i n the psyche o f the dreamer. So p o w e r f u l l y does the poet 
seem t o have been a f f e c t e d by the s i g h t o f s t a i n e d g l a s s t h a t the image 
by which t h i s deep sense o f i n n e r i l l u m i n a t i o n and wholeness i s r e p e a t e d l y 
expressed i s t h a t o f l i g h t gleaming through b u r n i s h e d golden g l a s s . In 
the c l o s i n g s t a n z a groups o f P e a r l g l a s s images are i n s e p a r a b l e from the 
r i s i n g f l o o d o f wonder and j o y which the dreamer now e x p e r i e n c e s . 

In a d d i t i o n t o the passage o f the eye over the s u r f a c e o f the scene 
42 

from top to bottom to top, there i s a s l i g h t movement i n and out o f f o c u s , 
c l o s e l y r e s e m b l i n g t h a t i n the i n i t i a l image o f the p o o l . As the des­
c r i p t i o n o f the c i t y u n f o l d s through s t a n z a group seventeen, i t a l t e r n a t e s 
almost i m p e r c e p t i b l y between b l u r r e d g l a s s y b r i l l i a n c e i n a l a r g e r space 
framed by the c i t y w a l l , and sharp d e t a i l o f i n d i v i d u a l gems i n a s m a l l e r 
space. A f t e r the i n i t i a l b u r s t o f d a z z l i n g golden l i g h t the dreamer's 
eye moves down t o the f o u n d a t i o n , narrowing i t s gaze t o focus on each 
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s e p a r a t e l y c o l o u r e d b r i l l i a n t stone: 

Jerusalem so nwe and ryaI Iy d y 3 t , 

As h i t was Iy3+ f r o pe heuen adoun. 
Pe b o r 3 w a t 3 a I of brende golde b r y 3 t 

As glemande g l a s b u r n i s t broun, 
Wyth ge n t y l gemme3 an-vnder p y 3 t 

Wyth b a n t e l e 3 twelue on basyng boun, 
Pe f o u n d e m e n t e 3 twelue of r i c h e tenoun. (987-93) 

Each stone i s then l i s t e d f o l l o w i n g the o r d e r o f the s c r i p t u r a l s o u r c e . 
H i s eye moves t o the g l i s t e n i n g g l a s s y w a l l ("O j a s p o r y e , as g l a s bat 
glysnande schon" 1018), from the w a l l t o the s t r e e t s o f golden g l a s s , 
back t o the g l a s s y w a l l , then inwards a g a i n t o the d w e l l i n g s adorned w i t h 
a l l k i n d s o f gems: 

Pe c y t e stod abof f u l sware, 
As longe as brode as h y 3 e f u l f a y r e ; 
Pe s t r e t e 3 of golde as g l a s s e a l bare, 
Pe wal of j a s p e r pat g l e n t as g l a y r e ; 
Pe wone3 wythinne enurned ware 
Wyth a l l e k y n n e 3 perre pat mo3t repayre, (1023-28) 

and f i n a l l y back t o a g e n e r a l view o f the h e i g h t , b r e a d t h , and l e n g t h o f 
the c i t y (1029-32). What the dreamer sees i s an overwhelming f l o o d o f 
l i g h t s t r e a m i n g towards him from a g l a s s y j e w e l l e d o b j e c t whose l u m i n o s i t y 
and t r a n s l u c e n c e are f a r more v i v i d and apparent than t h a t of h i s o s t e n ­
s i b l e model i n the o r i g i n a l s c r i p t u r a l source. 

Perhaps the most sug g e s t i v e p a r t o f the d e s c r i p t i o n i s t h a t near i t s 
c o n c l u s i o n i n l i n e s 1026-28, where h i s eye focuses c l o s e l y on the gems 
of the d w e l l i n g s w i t h i n the w a l l : "Pe wal of j a s p e r pat g l e n t as g l a y r e ; 
/ pe wone3 wythinne enurned ware / Wyth a l l e k y n n e 3 perre, bat mo3t 

r e p a y r e . " In R e v e l a t i o n 21 there i s no mention o f these d w e l l i n g s . The 
o n l y p a r t s o f the c i t y there d e s c r i b e d are the f o u n d a t i o n s , the w a l l , the 
g a t e s , and the s t r e e t s . That the dreamer so d e s c r i b e s the s t r e e t s and 
houses l y i n g b ehind the w a l l i n d i c a t e s e i t h e r an u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c d i s ­
r e g a r d f o r v i s u a l r e a l i t y , o r t h a t he c o u l d see r i g h t through the w a l l . 
T h i s l a t t e r i n f a c t proves to be the case, as he soon t e l l s us (at l i n e 
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1049). What i s d e s c r i b e d , then, i s a facade o f j a s p e r w i t h j e w e l l e d 
o b j e c t s b e h i n d , which thus appear t o the o n l o o k e r t o be w i t h i n the w a l l 
i t s e l f , as are the separate p i e c e s o f c o l o u r e d g l a s s i n a s t a i n e d g l a s s 
window. 

The c e l e s t i a l c i t y and the p o o l , i t would seem, are m a n i f e s t a t i o n s 
o f one and the same t h i n g . W i t h i n the two images the sequence of v i s u a l 
i m p r e s s i o n s i s almost i d e n t i c a l . In s t a n z a group two, the dreamer, g a z i n g 
i n t o the r i v e r , caught s i g h t o f gleaming stones g l i t t e r i n g l i k e l i g h t 
through g l a s s , l i k e s t a r s i n the sky on a w i n t e r ' s n i g h t . T h i s g e n e r a l 
view then moved t o a c l o s e - u p of the i n d i v i d u a l pebbles i n the stream, 
each one an emerald, s a p p h i r e , o r o t h e r gem. The same sequence of move­
ment, from the o v e r a l l b r i l l i a n c e o f a l a r g e r g l a s s y space t o the sharp 
d e t a i l o f i n d i v i d u a l gems i n a more r e s t r i c t e d space, i s h e l d w i t h i n the 
image o f the c i t y . 

With the i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c t r a n s i e n c e o f a dream, the images of Pearl 

move through t h e i r v a r i e d appearances. The g l a s s y w a l l o f the c i t y a g a i n s t 
which i s seen i n the f i n a l v i s i o n the p e a r l y whiteness o f the heavenly 
company, has s t r o n g v i s u a l a s s o c i a t i o n s w i t h the c r y s t a l c l i f f of s t a n z a 
group three a t whose f o o t sat the p e a r l maiden, an image which r e c a l l s 
the gleaming f l o w e r s i n s t a n z a group one, a t whose f o o t l a y the b u r i e d 
p e a r l . The key images o f Pearl, the f l o w e r s , the p o o l , the c i t y , a l l o f 
them c h a r a c t e r i z e d by a v i t r e o u s b r i l l i a n c e , would appear t o be a s e r i e s 
o f reappearances o f one and the same t h i n g , a c o m p e l l i n g image of s i n g u l a r 
l u m i n o s i t y , c l a r i t y , and beauty, a symbol o f i n t e r i o r wholeness, whose 
b r i l l i a n c e and c l a r i t y i n c r e a s e s on each new appearance, and whose 
resemblance to the s t a i n e d - g l a s s window o f a mediaeval c h u r c h i s con­
c e i v a b l y more than c o i n c i d e n c e . 

In s t a n z a group e i g h t e e n the dreamer now becomes aware o f the source 
o f the l i g h t which gleams i n the c i t y ' s s t r e e t s , God h i m s e l f , the "lombe-
l y 3 t . " As the pun i s e l a b o r a t e d i n l i n e 1047 h i s gaze i s drawn t o "Pe 

Lombe her l a n t y r n e , " e n c l o s e d by and s h i n i n g out through the t r a n s p a r e n t 
c i t y . A q u a l i t y o f pure t r a n s l u c e n c e pervades the images o f t h i s passage 
(1045-50), a t r a n s l u c e n c e e x p r e s s i v e of an i n n e r l i m p i d i t y o f s o u l which 
becomes ever more present as the f i n a l v i s i o n u n f o l d s . 

As b e f o r e , the dreamer i s t o t a l l y absorbed by the scene i n f r o n t o f 
him ("rauyste wyth glymme pure," 1088). He s c a r c e l y n o t i c e s the approach­
i n g p r o c e s s i o n u n t i l i t i s r i g h t b e f ore h i s eyes. L i k e the emergence of 
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the f u l l moon i n the evening sky when i t has a l r e a d y r i s e n i n d a y l i g h t , 
the c i t y i s suddenly f i l l e d w ithout summons by the company o f v i r g i n 
b r i d e s , a l l a r r a y e d i n w h i t e , g l i d i n g i n unison over i t s g l a s s y s t r e e t s . 
Led by the Lamb, now the awesome c r e a t u r e o f the Apocalypse, they move 
amidst a f l o o d o f g l a s s y l i g h t towards the throne. The white-robed 
company i s s e t a g a i n s t a b r i l l i a n t background o f golden g l a s s : 

Wyth g r e t d e l y t pay glod in f e r e 
On golden g a t e 3 pat g l e n t as g l a s s e , (1105-06) 

as i s the Lamb h i m s e l f : w i t h seven horns o f c l e a r red g o l d and garments 
white as p r i z e d p e a r l s (1111-12) and now f i n a l l y r e c o g n i z e d as the most 
p r e c i o u s j e w e l o f a l l (1124). 

The dreamer's a t t e n t i o n focuses f u l l y on the Lamb i n a l l h i s sim­
p l i c i t y , l o v e , and g e n t l e n e s s . L o s t i n wonder, what he now p e r c e i v e s i s 
a s i g h t more moving and m y s t e r i o u s than a n y t h i n g he has y e t beheld. In 
the Lamb's white s i d e t h e r e gapes a t e r r i b l e bloody wound which arouses 
i n him a r u s h o f p i t y and astonishment. Yet i n the presence o f p a i n and 
h o r r o r , the wounded c r e a t u r e r a d i a t e s unspeakable d e l i g h t . The poem's 
c o n c l u s i o n g i v e s e x p r e s s i o n t o the deepest paradox o f a l l , anguish and 
j o y s t r a n g e l y one a t the very h e a r t of r e a l i t y . 

The Lombe d e l y t non l y s t e t o wene. 
Pa 3 he were hurt and wounde hade, 
In h i s sembelaunt w a t 3 neuer sene, 
So wern h i s g l e n t e 3 g l o r y o u s glade. (1141-44) 

The dreamer's c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f the Lamb and h i s subsequent awareness o f 
the maiden i n the presence o f the Lamb are the c l i m a x o f the n a r r a t i v e . 
And here, w i t h the p l a y on " g l e n t e 3 " i n l i n e 1144, the g l a s s imagery o f 

43 
Pearl u n o b t r u s i v e l y reaches i t s peak. The sequence of " g l " sounds i n 
"glente3 g l o r y o u s g l a d e , " echoes t h a t a t l i n e 114 i n the image o f the 
p o o l , "As g l e n t e pur3 g l a s pat glowed and g l y 3 t . " The p o o l w i t h i t s 
s w i r l i n g water and gleaming s t o n e s , i t s e t h e r e a l l u m i n o s i t y , and i t s 
e l u s i v e resemblance to a s t a i n e d g l a s s window, i s thus q u i e t l y r e c a l l e d 
i n the presence o f the source o f l i g h t h i m s e l f , the Lamb. S e i z e d by a 
t e r r i b l e " l u f - l o n g y n g " a t the s i g h t o f the maiden i n the presence o f the 
Lamb, the dreamer, i n an unbearable e c s t a s y o f " d e l y t , " p r e p a r e s to 
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l e a p the stream and i s a b r u p t l y wrenched i n t o r e a l i t y , awakening i n 
c o n f u s i o n w i t h h i s head upon the dark mound. 

The g l a s s images of Pearl c o u l d s c a r c e l y be more c e n t r a l t o the 
poem's meaning. C l o s e l y bound up w i t h the f l o w o f the n a r r a t i v e , they 
o c c u r a t a l l the p o i n t s o f g r e a t e s t emotional i n t e n s i t y . As the dreamer 
moves toward a s t a t e o f deep i n n e r i l l u m i n a t i o n the predominant c o l o u r s 
o f the poem become those o f the g r e a t windows o f the f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 
churches and c a t h e d r a l s , golden y e l l o w and a b r i l l i a n t , p e a r l y w h i t e ­
ness. Moreover, the form i n which h i s dawning sense o f wholeness and 
s e l f - i n t e g r a t i o n i s r e p e a t e d l y expressed i s not s i m p l y one o f l i g h t , b u t 
of g l a s s y l i g h t , i n a s e r i e s o f images — the f l o w e r s , the p o o l , the 
c e l e s t i a l c i t y — beneath which may be d i s c e r n e d the presence o f something 
which s t r o n g l y resembles a s t a i n e d - g l a s s window. How c o m p l e t e l y the 
poe t , a man of g r e a t s e n s i t i v i t y t o the v i s u a l , r e a c t e d t o and absorbed 
i n t o h i s n a r r a t i v e what he saw, may be judged from the f a c t t h a t images 
o f g l a s s , f a r more v i v i d and immediate than i n the o r i g i n a l s c r i p t u r a l 
source, are u l t i m a t e l y i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e from the overwhelming f l o o d o f 
i n t e r i o r l i g h t and r e c o g n i t i o n w i t h which the poem c u l m i n a t e s i n the 
presence o f the Lamb. 

Records o f E a r l y E n g l i s h Drama, U n i v e r s i t y of Toronto 
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