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PREFACE 

My aim in this thesis is to examine the nature of 

the Debate Poem and involves detailed study of the 

principal Middle English examples of the genre. My 

investigation is restricted in two ways: first, only the 

bird debates and the devotional debates will be studied, 

but it should be noted that'these~include the most 

important examples of the genre, and second, it is re

stricted to the greatest period of the genre in England -

from the late twelfth to the late fifteenth century. 

The nature of the investigation is threefold: 

First, I wish to examine the nature of debate and 

distinguish bet'\vee!1 it and other poems cast in dialogue 

form. 

Second, the thesis will examine sources for the poems. 

This will entail a general discussion of the origin of the 

genre and the likelihood of independent growth. More 

particularly I will suggest possible sources for the bird 

debates· these include the beast-fable, proverbia~ bird 

lore, the development of the locus amoenus and the changing 

r$le of birds in it, as well as a look at analogous forms 

in Latin and French. The sources of the Middle English 

devotional debates will be exam5.ned in similar detail, but 

because there is a closer relationship here between theme 

and debate structure than is the case with the bird debates, 

it will be more convenient no~ to separate a discussion of 

4. 



sources from a critical examination of the individual 

debates. -

Third, the principal I'i1iddle English bird deba-tes 

and devotional debates will be analysed critically and 

in detail and an endeavour made to assess their place 

in the genre. 

5. 



PART ONE: INTRODUCTION 



1. Dialogue and Debate 

It is important Rt the outset to distinguish between 

dialogue and debate. Obviously they are closely related, but 

they are not synonymous. We need not share the perplexity 

of P.L. Utley \vhen he writes in the introduction to his 

contribution 1':0 A Manual of t.l'e ~'Jritings in Middle English 

(1972) : 

IIOne does not know why one poem is a dialogue and 
another is a debate - if there is supposed to be 
a sharper element of conflict in the debate this 
is not objectively measurable." 

The sharper element of conflict in the debate is a fundamental 

difference, and merely because it is not objectively measur-

able is no reason to have doubts about its existence. lVhat is 

objectively measurable in literature? 

We feel there is a difference between The Lamentation 

of Hary to St Bernard and the debate bet'fleen Jesus and the 

Jewish Doctors, even though Utley includes them under the same 

heading: it is irrelevant if the difference is one of degree 

rather than one of kind. The former is a consolatory dialogue, 

pious in intention, and in which Mary and Bernard are drawn 

close together in their shared grief. The poem develops into 

a meditation on the Passion. There is little conflict. The 

latter poem, on the other hand is a dispute. As in the 

debates between the Good Man and the Devil the purpose is the 

defeat of one's opponent by the sheer superiority of one's 

arguments. 

Debate should be seen as a special form of dialogue. In 

itself the term dialogue is of little use as a criterion for 
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establishing a genre: it is too widespread. Dialogue is 

conversational: it may become consolatory (the Lamentation 

abc~Te), instructive (In dialogues between Alcuin and 

Charlemagne), philosophical, dramatic or argumentative. 

And it is the latter which rms the stuff of debate. 

Strife, dissension, controversy, dispute and contention 

are all suitable synonyms for debate, not conversation or 

dialogue. 

Although a minor poetic form,the debate enjoyed consider-

able popularity in its various forms throughout the Middle 

Ages, so it is strange that so little attention is paid to 

it in mediaeval accounts of poetry_ 

The Etymologiae of Isidore of Sevil , described by 

Curtius as being "a compendium of universal literary historyll, 

examines poetic theory in several chapters but comes well 

before the time of the Carolingian renascence \vhich saw the 

first flowering of the debate poem. He does define the 

pastoral poem, which some would relate to the medieval deba-te, 

but it is the bucolic aspect which is stressed and he makes 

no mention of the song-contest which some later critics have 

seen as a source of the debate. 

More strangely Dante is silent about a genre which he 

must have known in its Provencal form. He acknowledges fE::.v.l 

poetic forms and it is probable that he would have included 

the debate (tens~ and partimen, contrasto) with those "other 

illegi timate and irregular forms It 1 sometimes used by \vri ters 

in the vernacular. 

The writers of the artes poeticae make distinctions 

1. A 'l'ranslation of the Latin Works of Dante Alighieri, 
The Temple Classics (London n.d.) p.3. 
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between various verse forms and use the traditonal division 

into three styles but their treatment of genre is very 

sketchy. Tragoedia, Satira, Comoedia and Elegia appear 

as ladies-in-waiting on Philosophia in Matthew of Vendome's 

Ars versificatoria, and John of Garland includes definitions 

and examples of these in his Poetria Nova, but after these 

there is silence. 

Why this silence? 

manuals on how to 

The artes poeticae are practic 

well .. They give advice on the 

craftsmanship of poetry - on versification, the figurae 

9. 

sententiae and the figurae verborum but unlike other forms .. : 

the debate did not have a particular verse form or stanza 

form. ~mat characterized the genre was the argument leading 

to an appeal for judgement. As will be seen by an examination 

of the debates the genre is a minor one, at least in the 

early period. It was a relaxation from more serious, more 

worthy works. And above all it was a vernacular genre. 

Only in Provencal, where the form of the debate was strict, 

does a description and definition exist, and that is from the 

late period (probably fourteenth century). Provencal writers 

generally show greater interest in poetic matters than their 

other contemporaries, and poetry is a frequent subject 1n 

the poems themselves. There , for example, the famous 

debate on trobar plan and trobar clus between Guiraut de 

Bornelh and Rambaut d'Orange. 

The Leys d'a~ors, a mid-fourteenth century compilation, 

discusses a considerable number of genres and gives instruct

ions on how to write them. Among the forms discussed are 

the chanson, descort, tenso, partimen, pastorela and planh. 



The definitions are drawn from current practice but there 

seems to have been little change from the poems. 

While the definition the tenso is concerned only with 

Provencal practice it also holds true for other debates 

where there is greater formal freedom. 

Tensos es dictatz on tensona 
Cascus per sa part e razona 
Per rnantener 0 dig 0 fag; 
E deu horn r ay tal plag 
De • VI • a • X • coblas al may. 
E pueys torn cascus fay 
En laqual devon elegir 
Jucge per lor plag diffinir'.6 1 

A ten con is a poem which men argue, each 
hiS-part to uphold his opinion or belief. 
men each plead in six to ten coblas at the 
then each makes a tornada in whi~h a judge 
elected to rule on the~r pleading. 

reasons in 
And two 

most. And 
must be 

This, together with the Leys definition of the partimen, 

is the fullest meCiaeval de tion of debate. While 

debates were written in French and English only very shortly 

a r their first appearance in Provencal the influence of 

the Tensos and partimens is on them. The influence on 

the English poems is generally indirect but the Northern 

French de-bats amoureux can only be unde:stood as a northern 

development of the Eartimen. 

In Erglish and French there is no comment about the 

debate. ~ven Deschamps in his Art de D~ctier (1392) makes 

10. 

no mention of the genre although he does define the pastourelle, 

and give details of how to write one. 

For various reasons the mediaeval writers generally kept 

quiet about debates, but we can gain an ~dea of their concep-

tion of the genre by examining the terMS they use to describe 

it. 

1. ed. J. Anglade, Las Leys d'Amors (Toulouse, 1919) Vol.II. 

P 1 My translation. • 82. 
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It will be convenient to list these before discussion. l 

(a) La-tin: 

1. altercatio: 

2. causa: 

3. certamen: 

4. conflictu,s: 

5. contcntio: 

6. disp~tatio: 

7. lis: 

Others include 

dialogus: 

concilium: 

querimonia: 

(b) French: 

1. bataille: 

Altercatio Yemis et Estatis, Altercatio 
Fortunae et PhilosophIae, Altercatio 
carnis et s§lritus: -

Causa regis Francorum contra regem 
Anqi'orum, ·Causa Acis eot Poliphenn, Causa 
pauperIS scolaris et divifIs. -

De Phillide et Flora, De rosae liliigu! 
certamine ." 

Conflictus Hyemis et Estatis, Con ictus 
Mundi et F~renuntiationis, Conflictus 
ouis et .Lini. .. . 
more coromonly in verbal form e.g. 
De Clarevallensibus et Clunaicensibus 

pisputatio inter cor et oculum 

De Mauro et Zoilo, Discussio litis 
Lazari et Marie Magd~lene. 

Dialogus IU.<:'l..ei cum Christiano 

Council of Remiremont 

Hildebert's De auerimonia et 
;;I. • i 

conf~ctu carnlS et splrltus 

Henri d'Andeli's Bataille des VII. Ars, 
De caresme et charnage. 

Widely used term. See Christine de Pisan, 
Machaut, Froissart, Chartier and Molinet's 
debate poems. 

3. desputoison: Rutebeuf's disputationsj Desputoison du 
juyf et du crestien. 

4. jeu-parti: 

5. jugement: 

6. plet: 

7. ten,.con: 

Usually used verbally as partir un gie~1 
to share a question or game. ~\1idespredd. 

Machaut, Christine de Pisan, the bird 
debates. 

Chardri's Petit Plet. The term is borrowed 
from the Provencal plag - pleading. 

Like the above a Provencal borrowing. It 
was widely used in both verbal and sub-
stantive forms. Basic meaning of striviny, 
struggling, fighting. 

8. tournoiement: Tournoiement d 'Enfe:r:,., Tournoiement de 
11 Antecrist 

Also used are estrif and querelle 

1. These terms occur in the text and are not editorial. 



(c) Provencal: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

tenso: 

partimen: 

desbater: 

(d) English: 

Used as a genre name and verbally with 
the meaning of to quarrel, to fight. 
Used like jeu-parti. 

Verb used like the French debatre 
and means to beat, oppose, resist, 
contest. 

1. chide, chiding: The Cuckoo and the Nightingale, 
Harley Body and Soul. 

2. cun-tent (cf. Lat. contentio)! The Thrush and the 
Nightin,9'ak, The Harro~~ing of Hell. 

3. disEutisoun, disputaciou~: H~rley Body and Sou~, 
Laud Body and Soul, The Body and the 
Worms, The Good Nan and the Devil, The 
Christian and the Jew, Jesus and the
Jewish Do·c"tors. 

4. Earliament: The Parliament of fmv Is, The Devils f 

Parliament, The Parlement of Thre Ases. 

5. pleid, plait, pI aiding (cf. OFr. pleti Prov. plag): 
_ The Herle and the NycFit.Tii'gaill, Ti1'eOwl 

and the Nighfingale. 

6. ressonin~p 

7. strif: 

The Ressoninq betuix Aige and Yowth,The 
Ressoning b.etuix Deth and r1an. . -

Harlex: Body and Soul, Parlement of Thre 
Ages, The Thrush and the Nightingale. 

8. tale, taill:The Owl and the Nightinsale, The Merle 
~md the -Nychtingaill. 1 . 

Other terms used only once include comynicacioun, cuntek, 
debate (vh) and threEe (vb.) 

It is obvious that these teLtlS were r.ot restricted in use 

and that most of them could be used to describe any disagreement. 

Their use however in the poems makes it quite clear that we are 

not dealing with dialogues, or, if with dialogues then with 

dialogues of a special kind. 

The most commonly used terms are altercatio, causa, 

conflictus,debat, jugement and disputation in its French and 

English forms. All the terms agree in emphasizing the argument-

ative nature of the debate: it is a quarrel basically and takes 

on a variety of forms ranging from fighting to legal action, 

1. This is a more general term and has the sense of discussion 
or speech and not that of argument. 



from scholastic disputation to the courtly demandes d1amour. 

The above list tells us three things about the debates. 

Firstly that they are conflicts of persons, ideas, and 

opinions. The term contention poem conveys more accurately 

the real nature-of the genre y but as debate poem has become 

accepted it will be retained here. Secondly, the terms 

reveal the legal colouring which is a part of a large number 

of debates. Thirdly, the tendency of contention to become 

. battle. 

The terms 'were used with considerable freedom and 

appear to be almost interchangeable at will. Hanford 

restricts the term conflictus to the debates between person

ifications or abstractions but there is no real evidence 

to suggest that this was medieval practice. 

In the debate poem both sides are given a more or less 

equal chance to put their case. The narrator-poet, if he 

appears at all, is impartial or at the very least tries to 

maintain some pretence of impartiality until the conclusion. 

Usually he plays no part in the proceed~s because it is 

important that the winner of the confrontation is seen to 

win by his mvn merits even if his victory, like that of t!1e 

Good Man, and The Christian in their debates \vith the Devil 

and the Jew, 'is a foregone conclusion. 

Fundamentally the conflict is one of ideas and is 

distinguished in this from the "physical" conflicts of those 

poems derived from the Psychomachia of Prudentius. The 

contestants struggle to prove their superiority and to 

disadvar.tage their. opponent by whatever means, fair or foul, 

are available. The contestants in the debates to be 

discussed are either human or birds, and although debates 
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betweer, abs tractions were written in Middle English they 

were by no means as popular as the former. 

Usually the poem begins with a narrative introduction 

varying in length from three up to two hundred lines in 

which the scene is set for the confron-tation. It is a 

feature of prime importance in the bird debates. 

The poems usually end_with a call for judgment which 

mayor may not be given. Judges are named and the case 

may be heard in the court of love. Extensive use is made 

of naming judges for eUlogistic purposes in French and 

Provencal but there are only two cases of this occurring in 

English - in The Owl and the Nightingale. and ClanvovJe' s 

k d h . h' I I Cue 00 an t e Nlg tlnga e. 

The nuwber of contestants in a contention poem is 

usually no more than t\.,o. Of those that contain more than 

two the number can usually be divided into two opposing 

sides, for example the battles of the vices and virtues, 

De caresme et de charnage and Dunbar's Golden Targe, and 

the debates between the four daughters of God, but the 

majority of these must be excluded from the debate genre 

as they are physical, not verbal, battles. 

Despite the great diversity of form and subject matter 

the contention poems do form a genre. It is a genre cast 

1. The birds in The Owl and the Nightingale name one 
Nicholas (jf Guildford as judge. 

The conclusion to The Cuckoo and the Nightingale 
promises a parliament to be held before the Q~een 
at W00dstock (See below p.98ff.). Although the 
Eagle presides over the assembly the Queen pre
sumably has the last \-lord. The eulogistic 
intention of the device is clear. 

14. 



14(a) 

in dialogue form the main feature of which is a verbal 

conflict between two speakers and a contest for supremacj;'. 

As A tkins \Vrote in the introduction to his edition 

of The Owl and the N.i9:htingale "in every case 1 the essential 

element was the same: there ".,ras ah;rays a spirited contest 

in verse behveen hlO or mo+,e disputants I each of whom 

claimed supremacy for the viet.vs he held". 1 

1. (Cambridge,1922) p.xlvii. 



2. .General Sources and Analogues 

The great diversity of the debates almost guarantees 

that any search for sources will be a complex , and often 

a frustrating exercise. It would be surprising if a genre 

capab of including such widely dif ring forms as the 

insulting tensos, the courtly love debate and the vices and 

virtues debates, did not also,have a wide variety of sources. 

The range of possible sources can include all works 

'ivri tten in dialogue form prior to the appearance of the

mediaeval debate, but \'-lhile it is easy to point out the 

similarities between various forms certainty of a causal 

relationship is in most cases impossible. Because dialogue 

forms are so widespread the question of literary or popular 

origin for the debate is a basic one. Themes can generally 

be traced back to earlier literary works without much difficulty 

but problems arise when the form of the debate is considered. 

Dialogue is a natural means of communication and anthro

pologists have shown the popularity of dialogue or song contest 

in primitive societies. The flytings that occur in the Old 

Norse sagas are undoubtedly a later litera~~ echo of an earlier 

practice. The same is true of the episode in Beowulf in which 

the spokesman of Hroogar's court, Unfero engages in a flyting 

match with Beowulf. The inSUlting match goes back even 

further t.O the vituperati?. found among the fragments of 

Archilechus, a::1d that it is a continuing phenomenum can be seen 

by the developraent of a similar CUS1:0m, !fthe Dozens", among 

the modern American negroes. All these bear a strong family 

likeness to the Provencal insulting tenses in which two other-
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wise courtly troubadours try to outdo each other in throw-

ing abuse. The similarities are obvious but it is just as 

obvious that there is no relationship between them. v-le are 

dealing with a form of expression that is available to all 

men and is not dependent on a learned tradition. 

The considerable difficu~ty in proving relationships 

can be well illustrated by examples from Arabic literature: 

the similarity of the Arabic mQ~afara, to the mediaeval 

debate is striking, but fortuitous~ 

Originally the manafara, like the Greenlandish song 

duel, was a contest in mutual vilification and not infrequently 

the verbal battle must have boiled over into a real one. 

The munafara is primarily a form of contest in 
which the bvo parties dispute their claims to 
honour before a judge or crbitrator: the verb 
from which the \vord is derived has the connot~' 
ations of decision and judgment. A stake is set, 
or a theme for discussion fixed, for instance, who 
is of the noblest descent? - The prize being a 
hundred camels. As in a lawsuit the parties stand 
up and sit down in turn while, to make the proceedings 
more impressive, each is supported by witnesses 
acting under oath. Later, in Islamic times, the 
judges frequently refused to act: the litigious pair I 
were derided as being "two fools desiring evil". 

At this stage the munafara was generally in prose, al-

though later debates '\vere in verse. The essential features 

of the form are strikingly similar to the procedure in the 

song contests of the ecloguffiand in the mediaeval debates. 

In all these cases a dispute between two parties is held, 

a judge is named to decide the matter and frequently he re-

fuses to act. Unlike the eclo~ue and munafara stakes are not 

commonly set in the debates Lut the legal element plays a 

role of some importance. 

1. J. Huizinga, Homo Ludens (London, 1949) p.89. 



With Asadi of Tus,a poet of the eleventh century A.D. 

the munafara moves from a sociologic~l plane to a literary 

one. l He-wrote five munadh3.rat or strife poems in which two 

con-tenders argue and submit their- case to a named judge. The 

most famous is_ the dispute between Day and Night. There are 

only two speeches and the question debated is the cowmon one 

of who is of the noblest birth: each claims superiority for 

herself and attacks the claims of her opponent by using 

arguments based on statemen::s in the I(oran. Finally Day 

calls upon the n\vise and great" poet himself to settle the 

matter. There is a brief narrative introduction to the 

contention and a narrative link when Day begins to speak but 

otherwise the debate is fully dramatic. No iudqment is 

offered. 

Among his other debates are one between a Nos1em and a 

Zoroastrian, one between the Spear and the Bow and between 

Heaven and Earth. Browne (Vo1.2,p.348) also notes that a 

number of similar munadharat (including one between Age and 

Youth) are found in the Maqamat of the Qadi Hamidu'd-Din 

Abu Bakr of Ba1kh. The influence of Asadi spread as far 

as -India where, in the thirteenth century.~Amid Day1ami wrote 

munadharat between hemp and wine, and night and day, svlOrd 

and pen. 
c. 

These i~ter munadharat are quite different from the 

slanging matches that Huizinga talks about, although their 

relationship with them is clear, but they are even more 

similar to the mediaeval debat8s with their narrative intro-

duction,the personifications of Night c:nd Day, S\vord and 

17. 

1. See E.E. Browne, A Literary History of Persia (Caffibridge,1904 
/64)4 vols.Vol.2,p.llb. A.Ethe Uber persischer- Tenzonen 
Berlin 1871. . 

2. tr.L.S.Coste11o, The Rose Garden of Persia {London,1888} 
pp.46ff. _ 



Pen etc., and the contest for supremacy. As in the debates 

the call to j udgrnen t used as an opportunity for praise 

- in the case of Asadi, himself~ (Cf. the much discussed 

question of the identity of the Owl and the Nightingale poet 

and his relationship to the judge of the poem, Nicholas of 

Guildford) . 

I have spent some time on munadharat because they 

crystallise the problems of sources for the debate: the 

munadharat actually bear a closer resemblance to the debates 

than, for example, the eclogues which are frequently supposed 

to be a source. It is quite clear that there can be no 

relationship between the varieties of mediaeval debate and 

the munac~arat despite their similarity: such a relationship 

would be historically out of the question. But an important 

fact is made clear: a causal relationship must depend on 

historical possibility and on something more than just simi 

ity of form. The munaoharat serve as a warning that a 

practically identical form may arise quite independently in 

time and space~ 

Bearing this in mind I now wish to examine in detail a 

number of forms that have been suggested as sources of the 

mediaeval debate. 

Many writers on mediaeval literature have found attract-

tive the idea that a causal relationship exists between the 

18. 

classical eclogue and the mediaeval debate. It was first 

1 
studied in a scholarly manner by J.H. Hanford and subsequent 

wri ters followed his lead without much ques'cioning of his 

1. "C1as~:dcal Eclogue and .Hediaeval Debate" Romanic Revie~y 2 
(1911) pp.16-31, 129-145. H. Walther (DaB St~eitgedich~ in 
der lateinischen Literatur des Mittelalters ~lunich, 1920) 

, .., i J " ,-
pp.17ff, dlscusses the eclogue and lts relatlonshlp to the 
debate, but goes no further than noting formal similarities. 



conclusions dnd often ignored the caution and limitations 

that Han used. For example Hanford restricts his 

argu.men·t to the personi ~ebate but in later writers 

such as Rosemond Tuve this seems to be forgotten: 
I 

I 

"Perhaps the most important literary descendant 
of eclogue was the mediaeval debate by Hay 
of the conflictus."l 

Both and Raby also see the eclogue as a source of 

debate. 

,Taking as his point de depart a group of Carolingian 

poems that read like debates in the guise of an eclogue, 

Hanford argues that they are indebted to the Virgilian 

19. 

eclogue and especially to those in which a song contest occurs. 

There is, he argues, a continuous tradition from eclogue to 

mediaeval debate; the debt most obvious in the method of 

arguing by matching: \vhat he calls the "eclogue method ll
• 

The close formal similarity can be seen by comparing an 

eclogue by Virgil or Calpurnius Siculus with, say, the 

Conflictus veris et hiems. 

In Virgil's third eclogue Damoetas and Menalcas engage 

in a contest about their singing ability. Suitable prizes 

are set up to be awarded to the better singer, and as a judge 

is required, Palaeman \'7ho happenS. to be passing by is called 

in. He briefly sets the scene) "nunc formosissimus annus lt
) and 

we move from the free conversational tone of the introduction 

to the formal amoebean couplets of the contest itself. As 

in song contests of Theocritus the singers try to outdo one 

another by capping verses (comparatio): 

1. Seasons and Months (Paris, 1933) p.35. 



Damoetas: Ab love principium, t1usae: 10vis omnia pler,a i 
ille colit terras, illi mea carmina curae. 

Menalcas: Et me Phoebus amati Phoebo sua semper apud me 
munera sunt, lauri et suave subens hyacinthus. 

Damoetas: Malo me Galatea 
et fugit ad sal 

, lasciva puella, 
et se cupit ante videri. 

20. 

Menalcas: At mild sese offert ul tro I meus ignis, Amyntas ..• 

D: 

M: 

D: 

M: 

wi th Jove 1 begin, ye Muses; of Jo\e all things 
are full. He makes the earth fruitful i he pays 
heed to my songs. 

And me Phoebus lovesi Phoebus ever finds me 
with the offerings he loves, laurels and sweet 
blushing hyacinths. 

Galatea, saucy girl, pe me with an apple, 
then runs off -to the \·lillows - and hopes to be 
seen first~ 

1 But my flame Amyntas comes to me unsought •.• 

At the end of the contest Palaemon finds himself unable to 

decide who the better singer, so evenly are they matched 

and he refuses to judge. 

The same formal regularity and argument by comparatio is 

found in the seventh eclogue and while the first and ninth 

eclogues are not song contests they present a strong contrast 

between blO states, happy and unhappy, without that contrast 

ever becoming icitly debate. 2 Although Virgil opened up 

the way for a personified debate in eclogue form he always 

kept it a specific contrast. 

1. H.R. Fairclough, Tr. and ed. Virgil.Eclogues, Georg~cs, 
Aeneid,l-6. Vol. I Rev.ed. (London,1920.) Loeb Class~cal 
Library. Eclogue ll1,60ff. 

2. Note also De Tribus Pastoribus by Citerius Sidonius 
Syracusanu~ Asimilar contrast is treated briefly but 
more elaborately: Almo is a Laurentian, Theon a 
Laconian, Thyrsis a Sabine. Their ages, occupations 
and sweethearts are so contrasted. There is no debate. 
(ed. C. Weinsberg, Poet.Lat.Min (AltenburgiI780). 
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Only two of Calpurnius Siculus l eclogues are relevant 

here but in them a further step towards generality has been 

taken. His secor:d eclogue (" Intac-tem Crocalem puer Astacus 

et puer Idas") op-ens like the Virgilian poems with a long 

narrative introduction in which we are told of the rivalry 

of the shepherd ldas and the farmer Astacus for the love of 

the chaste Crocale. Like lovers in Virgil and in the 

Provencal partimens they are equal in merits, musical prowess 

and good looks. A shady place is found and a stake is set 

only to be put aside once Thyrsis has been appointed judge: 

the honour of victory is sufficient reward. The pair argue 

by matching personal qualities and advantages; the element 

of contrast is stronger than in most of the earlier song 

contests. Astacus contrasts his own heterosexual love for 

Flora vlith the homosexual love of Idas for Silvanus. Idas 

is instructed by Pales in the art of breeding varicoloured 

sheep; Astacus by his own art Cars mea)grafts pears on to 

apple trees and quinces on to plums. They also try to outdo 

each other in giving gifts to the god who will grant them 

Crocale. The contest is so even that Thyrsis calls on them 

to live together in peace, he cannot decide who is the better. 

The main features of the eclogue are the pastoral setting 

in which takes place a contest (or contrast) between two 

shepherds and this is judged by a third. The argument is 

1 developed by means of capping verses. 

Hanford regards the pastoral setting as out of tune 

with the Carolingian ethes and for this reason it was sloughed 

off, and it is true, by the end of the eleventh century the 

pastoral fiction is maintained only in the narrative intro-

duction and conclusion and is quite forgotten in the main 

1. In Eclogue V a -theme for discussion is set before the contest. 
Cf. the usual procedure the Provencal partimen. 



part of these co-called eclogues. The eclogue method is 

the feature that above all is the tell-tale sign of eclogue 

influence on t.he dr.;bate, according to Hanford. 

It is found in -the Ecloc,ra Theoduli and in the Certamen 

Rosae Liliique. Written in the ninth (Osternacher, Raby) 

or tenth centuries (Strecker, Curtius) the Ecloga has all 

the elements of the Virgilian eclogue: the idyllic-setting, 

the initial quarrel leading to the appointment of an arbitrator, 

the contest itself in which matching plays a central part. It 

is Virgil allegorised and christianised: Pseustis (Liar) and 

Alithia (Truth) engage in song before Fronesis (reflection or 

understanding) who is the judge. Apart from their names they 

are typical pastoral characters. 

Comparatio is here put to ne\v uses and Pseustis sings 

of events from classical mythology only to be suitably and 

often ingeniously matched by "true ll parallels which Alithia 

draws from the Bible. Thus the golden age of Saturn is matched 

by another truer Paradise; Samson is set against Hercules, 

the flood of Noah against that of Deucalion, Judith against 

Medea and so on. Needless to say the contest results in a 

victory for Alithea. 

The debt to the eclogue is clear in all details of the 

poem and the author may have been indebted for his initial 

idea to Pomponius, the author of a fourth century christianised 

eclogue which found considerable popularity in the Niddle Ages. 

The other two poems on which Hanford bases his argllIT'.ent 

are Alcuin's Conflictus veris et hiems and the Certamen Rosae 

Liliigue of Sedulius Scottus. Both are, like the Ecloga 

TheoGuli decked out in pastoral trappings with narrative intro-



23. 

,duction, song contest, and judgment. Although argument 

by is used there is also a new, more mediaeval 

quality: the characters do not merely boast of their own 

merits (although they do this as well), nor are the poems 

Eere1y a matter of contradiction ••• anything you can do I 

can do better. In the eclogues, classical and mediaeval} 

,the only relationship between the speeches is frequently 

that of contradiction. Here for the first time argument is 

-also a matter of attack and there is a logical, sometimes 

even subtle ordering of ideas. 

The pastorrufiction is a good deal weaker in the Con-

£lictus and the _____ a_m_e_n_ than it is in the Ec10ga Theodu1i 

but in the Ec10ga Nasonis and the Carmen of Nige11us Er~~l_d~~ 

it is completely lacking. Their debt, Ranford assures, 

is revealed by their use of lithe eclogue method", comparatio • 

••• the significant element in the conf1ictus, 
regarded as a literary species, is not the 
contrasts which are the bases of individual 
poems, but the form in which these contrasts 
are embodied. 1 

-The principal constituent of this form is later revealed 

to be the eclogue method of matching. This is not an ade-

-quate piece of evidence in favour of a callsa1 re1ationsh~p 

bet\veen eclogue and debate. It places too great an emphasis 

on the uniqueness and distinctiveness of matching but this 

kind of procedure is not the sole or even the most distinctive 

feature of the pastoral poems. It plays an important part 

in the munadh2.rat and other primitive f1ytings in which the 

intention i5 to outdo onets opponent in abuse. The pot1atch 

practised by the Indians of British Columbia is also a kind 

1. Ran ford, p.17. Note also p.30 "the eclogue method". 



of outdoing in generosity, often to the point where the 

contestants are rendered destitute. 

Perhaps this failure to see the widespread distribution 

and popularit:y of matching comes from Hanford 1 s refusal to 

consider the possibility of independent origin. While not 

advocating as yet the idea of independent growth I suggest 

that eclogue origin for the debate is doubtful because 

without the pastoral fiction the eclogue form is not notice-

~ably distinctive. 

Betty Nye Hedberg shrewdly remarks: 

111f no debate earlier than those of the twelfth 
century had survived the idea of connecting them 
with the amoebean song contest would probably 1 
never have occurred to any scholar. lI 

~oth eclogue and debate are contests for supremacy but 

'apart from the very small group of poems which Hanford 

discusses, matchir-g plays only a small part in debate, and 

·those poems in which it does occur are those which can be 

traced back most easily to popular sources; for example, the 

Wine and water and summer and \'linter debates. Although this 

small group was not without influence, debate poems do not 

appear to be numbered among its successors,and Hanford's-

-.assertion that there is a "continuous tradition" from ee I.ogue 

through these conflictito the vernacular poems rings hollow. 

~f the Conflictus veris et hiems, the Certamen rosae liliiqu~ 

.and Theodulus' poem are debates and are at the same time 
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·eclogues it is only because the poets decided to combine them, 

and not because of their debt to the Virgilian eclogue. 

1J'he case for eclogue origin is 'Neakened because of the 

small number of poems which can support such a theory, and 

they are made to bear a weight they are incapable of carrying. 

1. "The Bucolics and the Mediaeval Poetical Debate"TAPA 75 (1944) 
p .42ff. 



"This in turn leads to an overemphc.sis of the distincti ve-

,ness of the lIeclogue method". Another vleakness in Han ford 

ford's case is his failure to note that the discussion in 

-a mediaeval debate usually, but not invariably, centres 

on one topic whereas in the eclogue a wide variety of 

topics is covered. The mediaeval personified-debate had 

no need of the eclogue -to_come_into being. An account of 

personification in classical literature does not belong 

here but its widespread use is noted by Walther: 

Der moderne Mensch verlegt den Widerstreit der 
Empfindungen in die eigene Brust, der antike und 1 
ndttelalterliche Mensch projiciert ihn nach aupen. 

"There is a sizeable number of personified debates, in 

~rose and verse, to be found in classical literature, and 

they occur in works well known in the !1iddle Ages. If models 

for the mediaeval debate are wanted these classical person-

ified debates bear a closer reseITblance to them than the 

eclogues. 

The tendency to externalise conflicts and ideas is 

discussed by Quintilian in his ~nstitutio Oratoria,Book IX 

·where he also mentions the popular theme of Hercules at the 

cross-roads, in which Hercules !!lust choose between the way 

of virtue and the way of pleasure. 

Bed formas quoque fingimus saepe, ut Famam Vergilius, 
ut Voluptatem ac Virtutem (quemadmodum a Xenophonte 
traditur) Prodicus, ut Mortem ac Vitam, quas contend- 2 
entes in satura traduit Ennius! 

Again, we nften personify the abstract, as Virgil 
does with Fame, or as Xenophon records that Prodicus 
did with Virtue and Pleasure, or as Ennius does whe~, 
in one of his satires, he represents Life and Death 
contending with one another. 

1. Walther, p.l6. 
2. Ed. & tr. H.E. Butler (London, 1876) Loeb Classical 

Library. Book IX,ii,36. 
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Similar brief accounts also occur in Cicero (De Officiis 

I,XXXII,118) where, in a similar passage, he describes 

Hercules' choice between virtus and voluptas, and Nonius has 

the brief statement "Noviu.s Mortis et Vitae Iudicia". 

Silius Italicus, in his account of the Second Punic War, 

has a much fuller imagined debate between Virtus and Voluptas: 

it is an externalisation of an internal conflict. 

Has, lauri residens invenis viridante sub umbra, 
aedibus extremis volvebat pectore curas, 
cum subito assistunt, dextra laevaque per auras 
allapsae haud paulum mortali maior imago, I 
hinc Virtus, i~lin.c. v,iri;.uti inimica Vol uptas. 

These anxious thoughts fill~d the young man's mind as 
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he sat beneath the green shadow of a bay-tree that grew 
behind the dwelling; and suddenly two figures, far exceeding 
mortal stature, flew dovm from the sky, and stood on the 
right and left of him! Virtue was on the one side, and 
pleasure, the enemy of Virtue, on the other. 

They address him, both urging their claims for his atten-

tions. The allegorical battle was old even when Prudentius 

came to use it, and the conflict of Virtus and VoJuptas is 

proliferated among lesser virtues and vices: 

quippe nec ira deum tantum nec tela nec hostes 
quantum sola noces animis illapsa, Voluptas. 
Ebr~etas tibi foeda comes, tibi Luxus et atris 
circa te semper volitans Infamia pennis; 
mecum Honor ac Laudes et laeto Gloria vultu 
et Decus ac niveis Victorja concolor alis. 2 
Me cinctus lauro producit ad astra Triumphus. 

tor neither the wrath of heaven nor the effects of 
foeman are as fatal as Pleasure alone when she 
infects the mind. She briI!gs with her an ugly train, 
Drunkenness and Luxury; and dark-winged Disgrace ever 
hovers around her. My attendants are Honour and 
Praise, Renown and Glory, with joyful countenances, 
and Victory \vi th snow-white wings like mine. And 
Triumph, crowned with laurel, raises me at last to heaven. 

Suetonius reveals in his life of Tiberius how popular 

imagined dialogues \ .. 'ere and he records that: 

1. Ed. & tr. J.D. Duff, Punica (London, 1934) Loeb Classical 
Library. Bk XV, l8ff. 

2. Ibid. XV,84ff. 



Asellio Sabina sestertia ducenta donavit pro 
dialogo in quo boleti et ficedulae et ostreae 
et turdi certamen induxerat. 

Sabina paid Asellius two hundred seS~2rces for n 
dialogue in which he represented the contest of 
a mushroom, a figpecker, a mussel and a thrush. 

Unfortunately the work'is not extant, but even from this 

brief account it is clear that this is something considerably 

nearer in spirit to the mediaeval debates than the dialogues 

of the eclogues. 

_ Although of a late classical date (third century) the 

Iudicium Coci et Pistoris of Vespa gives an indication of the 

kind' of thing that Asellius' contest probably was. The theme 

of t.l;.e debate concerns the usefulnesslo'f the bread-baker and 

the cook to men: both claim supremacy. The baker speaks first 

and summons Saturn and Ceres to help him. He claims that 

bread is the most useful and most important part of man's 

food and that bread-baking is an activity of diviny importance. 

~he cook replies and recites the various dishes he can make 

and says that bread alone ,is not very interesting or pleasing. 

As an arbitrator"Vulcan_ is appointed to decide the quarrel. 

He tells them to put an end to their dispute or he will 

refuse to provide heat so that neither will be able to cook. 

Another true debate occurs in Ovid's Amores III,l: As he 

;walks in a shadowy grove, I1quod mea, quaerebam, Musa TI10Veret 

9Pus", he comes across two ladies, Elegeia and Tragoedia who 

are the visible forms of his thoughts about poetry. Tragedy 

-reproaches him for wasting his time on elegiac (lyric) poetry 

-and says that it is time he turned to more serious things. 

Elegy answers on the poet's behalf and while admitting 

l. Usefulness is one of the topics frequently found in the 
mediaeval debates. For example, The Owl and the 
~ightin9ale, Lydgatel~ Hor~e, Goose and SheeR and 
the debates between Wlne and \·1ater. 
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Tragedy's claim to be the grander she urges still the cL.dms 

of love. Th.= arbitrator in this case is the poet himself 

and he comes out in favour or Elegy and asks Tragedy to give 

him a little time yet because "tu labor aeternus". 

It is impossible to answer the question how much 

influence did these poems have on mediaeval works.> I have 

been unable to find traces of any direct influence, but in 

view of the popularity of some of these works and the fact 

that all were known to mediaeval authors, the possibility of 

some kind of influence cannot be ruled out. But their real 

significance perhaps lies in the fact that they form a body of 

literature outside of the eclogue that ls in many ways closer 

to the mediaeval debate, which is only infrequently and not 

wholly pastoral. Like the mediaeval debate the classical 
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ones proceed by means of argument not by matching; the eclogue, 

unlike the debate, proceeds by means of assertion and not by 

attack. 

Two other classical d~alogue forms have been offered as 

possible sources of the debate but neither is likely to have 

had a direct influence. The educational function of the 

feigned law suits, the controversiae1 of th8 schools was to 

teach the student, the aspiring orator, how to argue a case 

both pro and con. The method itself was old: Protagoras 

of Abdera (b.485 BC?) is reputed to have held that for every 

argument there was a counter-argument and he composed a list 

of such arguments - antilogiai. 

It is uncertain who first applied this method to the 

1. See Raby,F.S.E. A History of Secular Latin Poetry in 
~he Middle A~e~ 2nd ed. ~OxrorajI957} Vol.I,p.208i and 
Hedberg, p.54: "Here we have the essence of the debate 
poem. 11 



declamatory exercises but Philostratus, in his Vitae Sophis-

taru~ (115) mentions that Aeschines wrote a number of 

declamationa (eg. his speeches against Ctesiphon and 

Timarchus) in a manner like those of Seneca the Elder and 

Calpurnius Flaccus. Although the idea was regarded as 

suspec~ by Quintilian many authorities, ancient and modern, 

agree that Demetrius of Phalerum was probably the originator 

of the practice of debating both sides of an invented theme. 

The controversiae were legal debates frequently far

fetched in nature, and often condemned for this. l A theme 

would be proposed and then the students were expected to take 

one side, or even both, and argue the legality or other-

wise of the action concerned. So far as we can reconstruct 

these controversiae or altercationes from the accounts given 

by the elder seneca
2 

and Quintilian3 there would appear to 

be little similarity between them and the mediaeval debate. 

The orators take up whichever side they please and argue 

it ingeniously only suddenly to turn around and argue tlle 

opposite. There appears to be no real debate or interchange 

of ideas; each speaker presents his speech as a set piece 

d 't 't . , 1 t' 4 an 1 eX1S s 1n 1S0 a 10n. 

The influence of these declamatory exercises was not 

felt directly on the mediaeval poems despite the fact that 

the Codex Salmasianus S declamation is in verse and is debated 

in "a series of logically given arguments" (Hedberg). The 

exercises of the mediaeval schools, the quodlibets and 

1. See Juvenal, Satires VII~.150ff. 
2. ed. H. Bornecque, Seneque le rheteur, Controverses et 

suasoires(Paris,n.d.)2 vols. --
3. Inst. Or. VI, iv. 
4. Cf:-Thetisual "meshing" of speeches and arguments in the 

debate. 
5. Ed. A. Riese, Anthologia Latina (Leipzig,1894).No.2l. 
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and qURestiones are in debt to the classical schools of 

rhetoric and if the influence of the controversiae is to 

be felt at all .:Lt is most likely to be through a mediaeval 

medium. 

The same is ~rue of tne diatribe of which the debate 

with an imagined questioner is one of the most notable 

features, and which was not without influence on early 
I Christian sermons. It is by means of sermons that the 

influence, if any, of the diatribe will be felt. 

In conclusion, numerous classical works are cast in a 

form similar to that of the mediaeval debate, and in some 

cases while the similarity is striking there is insufficient 

evidence to make a causal relationship certain. Most of the 

works mentioned were known to the Middl~ Ages so the possib-

ility of a relationship cannot be entirely ruled out, but I 

think that insufficient importance has been given in the 

past to the possibility of independent growth. That forms 

as similar to the mediaeval debate as Asadi's munadharat 

of Night and Day could arise independently has been dealt 

and it is notable that even Hanford who denies independent 

growth for the personified debate, does acknowledge the 

independent origin of the tenso. If any classical forms 

were to influence the mediaeval debate then the classical 

debate seems the most likely choice, but unfortunately there 

is no evidence to support this except for the fact that these 

works were known to mediaeval poets. The lines of the trad

ition, if in fact one exists, are obsr.ured from the end of 

the third century {Iudicium Vespae} u~til the flowering of 

"'v. 

1. See E. Norden, Die Antike Kunstprosa (Stuttgart,1958}p.556ff. 
Also p.129. 



the Lat.in debate in the ninth century, al"d while the later 

debates show a close similarity to the earlier poems no 

clear dependence on them can be fowld. 

The question of independent origin cannot be decided 

without an examination of other possible sources in the 

mediaeval period. From the earliest times dialogue had 

been regarded as a specially useful way of reaching truth 

and mediaeval writers continue the traditions of the 

classical instructional dialogue. As Walther remarks: 

Die Dialogform sollte der Unterricht lebendiger 
und den Lehrstoff verstandlicher macheni besonders 
fur Kinder empfiehl t Beda die dialogische Form von 
Frage und Antwort zum Unterricht~ 

Dialogue was used as a means of elucidating problems 

and difficulties and to expound a true understanding of 

matters of faith and to give an orderly account of such 

matters as grammar and dialectic. The relationship between 

these instructional dialogues and catechisms is close. In 

the Conferences of John Cassian the way to a higher spiritual 

life is by means of the long explanations Cassian gives in 

answer to questions put by his companion Germanicus. The 

Dialogues of SUlpicius Severus, of which the Conferences are 

reminiscent, serve the same pur?ose, but in the dialogues 

of- Eucherius of Lerins, the correspondent of Paulinus of 

Nola, and in those of his son Salonius the purpose is more 

literary: that of an explanation of problems arising out of 

the text of the Bible itself - the quaestiones. 

The earliest quaestiones date from patristic times and 
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are found among the work of Augustine, Jerome, the Ambrosi~ster, 

Origen, Eusebius, Isidore as well as the works already mentioned 

by Eucherius, Salonius and Alcuin, but it was in the late 

1. Walther, p.19. 
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twelfth century that they enjoyed an unprecedented popularity, 

that is at the time when the literary debates were enjoying 

their greatest favour since Carolingian times. The g;uaestiones , 

questions asked and answered in the textual study of the 

lectio eventually became detached from the lectio itself and 

became established as an independent genre, the quaestiones 

disputatae de quo~ibet probably towards the end of the twelfth 

century. 

The qUQdlibet was in two parts: the disputati~ during 

which the student or bachelor spoke, and the determinatio in 

which the master summed up and placed in a logical and coherent 

order the questions raised in the disputatio. This is a 

later development than the quaestiones discussed between the 

author and an imagined questioner such as is found among t~he 

writings of John Cassian, and before him Saint Augustine. It 

is not clear when the transition from imagined to real inter
) 

locutor took place but it has happened by the time Eusebius 

was writing. (Ca.314-339). The quodlibets should be seen as 

the natural development of the guaestiones,finally gaining full 

independence of the lectio and becoming a separate scholastic 

exercise. 

These disputations were, at least in part, spontaneous 

and they were far from being carefully rehearsed ~ntation~ 

de parade~l Subject matter was extremely varied but kept with

in the limits of Theology, and the questions in the disputation 

arose spontaneously and frequently follow '-7i th little logical 

connexion. 

1. P. Glor.:i.eux, La litt2'rature guodlibetique de 1260-1320 
Le Saulchoir, 1925. p.20. 



Although usually conducted between the magister and 

-the student respondens occasionally a third person \Alas 
.... , "-

int.roduced: t,he ~pponen,s. Both ~pondens and opponens 

addressed themse s to the magister rather than to each 

other and as usual the magister summed up the argument 

and gave his own view backed up by the evidence of the 

auctores in the determinatio~ 

It is these disputations and the guaestiones popular

ised by Abelard in his Sic et Non that have prompted some 

cri tics to see a relationship beb.reen the schools and the 

literary debates: Jeanroy suggests that the partime~ 

suppose 

••• un goQt pour la discussion, une habitude 
de la dialectique qui devaient etre r~pandus 
au Nord ott les Universites e'tant plus nombreuses 
et florissantes, il se trouvait plus de gens 
ayant frequent~ les milieux impregn4s dfhabitudes 
scolastiques. I 

Certainly partenaires and clerks debated with the same hair

splitting kind of logic that has come to be called scholastic 

but there is no evidence to suggest (and much to the contrary) 

that clerks wrote partimens in a moment of relaxation. Tbe 

partenaires were courtiers, that is they were distinguished 

by the good breeding of what then passed for polite society 

.but in comparison with that of a clerk their learning was 

probably of a £airly basic kind. There is in the £artimens 

no suggestion of parodic intent which would have been present 

if they Were written by clerks in an off-duty moment, and 

there is no use of scholastic terminology to suggest a debt 

to the schools. 

Rashdall notes that imitations of the baccalaureate 

disputations took place bebleen boys and youths. 

1. Poes. Lyrique des Troubadours p.260 • 
....-



These disputations, a kine of imitation of the 
inceptions and other disputations of the masters, 
took place during Carnival-tide and Lent every 
year. 1 

It is one of these that Kathryn Huganir cites in her study 

of The Ov7l and the Nightingale. While the form of these 

disputations ''lith !.~::3iste£, respondens and ~EPonens with 

the discussion divided into disput~tio and determinatio 

(judgment) is also that of the debates, the similarity is 

no closer than that between eclogue and debate, and it is 

unlikely that the debate owes its form to the disputations. 

34. 

If the disputations did have an influence it is more likely to ha~ 

been of & general nature, for example the manner of argument. 

The formal rigidity of the tens os and partimens conflicts 

with the free flow of argument in the disputations, but 

conversely the irregular, uneven flow of argument in the 

Conflictus veris et hiems and the Owl and the Ni~hti~gal~ 

does seem to share something of the spontaneous dialectic 

of the disputations. The"main difference between eclogue 

and debate is that there is no argument in the former whereas 

argument and dialectic are of the essence of debate: subtlety 

does not belong with the matching contests of the eclogue. 

It would be possible to say that any mediaeval work ~ot 

obviously of popular origin and showing traces of literary 

influences could have been written by a clerk and was there-

fore open to the influence of the disputations but the matter 

is seldom clear. Debates often reveal a debt to other literary 

works but the arguments are seldom conducted with anything like 

the rigour of the disputations. There is nothing about the 

1. H. Rashdall, The Uni versi ties of Europe in \:he Middle Ages 
ed. F.M. Powicke and A.B. Emden (Oxford, 1936) Vol.I,p.450. 



debate t:hat. is specifically scholastic: that is the method 

of argument is generally that of all arguments and not 

particularly that of the scholastic disputations. 

While it does not appear possible to ascertain accurately 

the extent of scholastic influence on the debates it would be 

surprising if the enormous popularity of dialogue as a method 
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of instruction, exemplified above all in the succes de scandale 

of Abelard IS Sic et Non, and the rigorous dialectic method, 

was not without influence on the debate, if not specifically 

on its form and method, then at least on its popularity. 

The number of dialogue forms bearing a close similarity 

to the literary debates is large but,without exception, it is 

not possible to show that t,he debate form was derived from 

them. If a search for "learned" sources is fruitless it is 

probably because debate form is so widespread in time (eg. 

the tragic agon between Helen and Hecuba which is judged by 

Menelaos in Euripides' Trojan Women) and space (the munafarat). 

This suggests the likelihood of independent origin. 

I suggest that the form of the mediaeval debate is 

substantially of independent growth. The possibility-

of influ~nce of the schools and the Courts of 

Love renLains, although it is not always clear how far this 

influence extends. I 

In many cases both form and theme are inseparable and in 

these cases it is easier to find sources: for example, the 

debates between summer and winter, despite the literary treat-

ment,obvio'llsly go back to popular E:ources • Likewise it is 

1. Discussion of the tencon and jeu-Earti, both derived from 
Provencal will be found in Appen~ix 11. The sources of the 
love debates will be discussed fully in the section on the 
Locus amoenus (belm'l p. 46 ) and those of the Devotional 
Debates in the appropriate chapters. 



frequently easy to trace some of the religious debates, 

(eg. the' Church and the Synagogue, Christian and Jew) 

back to early Christian apologetics and to a continuing 

apologetic tradition in the Middle Ages. As vie are 

dealing with the history of the themes and not just the 

form. I propo~e to deal with these at the time I consider 

the Middle English poems. 
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PART TWO 

A. The Bird Debate Sources 



T~le bird debate first makes its appearance towards the 

end of the twelfth century and was to retain popularity 

throughout Europe until well into -the fifteenth cen-i.:.ury. It 

appears to be an original creation as there is no evidence 

of any bird debates having existed before the Jugeme:J;1t d' 

Amour in \vhich the birds continue the debate on the merits of 
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knights and clerks which had begun earlier in a garden setting. 

What gave the anonymous poet the idea? Debates and 

dialogues of all kinds enjoyed an unbrol~en popularity right 

from antiquity, and were used to entertain and instruct, so 

the form would not have been unfamiliar. The catechism 

itself was a dialogue between master and pupil. Debates 

between animals had been written in Latin, and it is possible 

that the poet of the Jugement knew these, but it is difficult 

to see any real influence there. 

I suggest that an understanding of the bird debate can 

be arrived at, not by examining the Latin debates or the 

numerous other kinds of dialogue literature then popular, 

but by looking at firstly the beast fable; secondly, the 

group of ideas that developed from classical literature 

associating birds and love in a garden setting, the locus 

amoenusi and thirdly, the influence of the courtois romances 

which, at the end of the twelfth century, had just reached 

the first crest of their popularity. 

The bird debate will be seen as an original amalgam 

of these influences. Much, of necessity, will appeal." tentathre 

or vague because we are not dealing with specific sources 

but with general ideas that would have been part of the 

intellectual baggage of any mediaeval poet. When writing of 



the reJationship between mediaeval poets and the classical 

texts \vhich \Vere available to them, Peter Dronke said 

tI ••• for' poets the poetic past provided oxygen, rather than 

bricks. III For the oxygen of the bird debate we must look 

to the beast fable, the garden of love and the romances. 

--------------------_._._----------------------------------------
1. P. Dronke, Mediaeval Latin and t!1e Rise~Europea~ 

~ove-Lyric (OxfOrd, 1965-6) Vol.I., 180. 



1. The Beast Fable 

As the numerous collections testify the beast fable 

enjoyed immense popularity throughout the Middle Ages. The 

fables were treasured, retold and translated from the tenth 

century collection of Adhemar and the Romulus which gave 

way to a verse redaction in the twelfth century and which 

was imitated by Vincent of Beauvais in his Speculum historiale 

Book IV. It was also used by Alexander Necka~ as the basis 

of his own Novus Aesopus and there were collections of fables 

by Gualterus Anglicus, the Parabolae of Odo of Cheriton, Marie 

de France, John of Sheppey, the Conte~. M:oralist3es.. of Nicholas 

Bozon and the various Isopets which have 

Bastin. 1 

edited by Julia 

The influence of the beast fable on the bird debate is 

not a direct one. The Owl and the Nightingale t it is truer 

shows their influence in a direct way but it stands at the 

very beginnir:,g of the bird debate genre and, in many ways, 

stands alone. It includes in the text of the poem two fables, 

The 0\>11 and The Falcon (11.101-138) and the Fox and the Cat 

(11. 809-36) and it is clear that the author knew the works 

of Marie de France, her Las if not her fables. The c!ose-

ness of fable and debate in The Owl and the Nightingale is ' 

unique but the importance of the beast fable in a discussion 

of the debate poem arises not because it is a source for some 

of the material found in one debate but because of three 

elements contained in a number of fables. They are the facts 

1. J. Bastin, (ed.), Recueil General des Isopets (Paris,1929) 
2 vols. S.A.T.F. 



that the animals h01d councils or parliaments and elect 

kings, that they fight battles, but most importantly that 

they talk. 

Animals in fables are endowed with all human character-

istics , in fact they ~ human, and the most notable of these 

is that of speech. As one would expect in the earliest 

fables those birds which can be taught to speak make an appear-

ance - the jackdaw, the crow and the parrot - but we also find 

the hatvk, nightingale, stork, lark, kingfisher, pigeon f cock 

and swallow. The animals have their own language and men can 

converse with them easily. This is one of the features of 

the bird debate and it is only in later works that the author 

feels called upon to offer some explanation for this as 

Chaucer does in The Squire's Tale when he says that the ring 

worn by Canacee is a magic one enabling her to understand 

that any fowel may in his leden seyn and to talk back. Oton de 

Grandson feels called upon in his Songe Saint Valentin to tell 

us that it seemed he could understand bird language in his 

dream and Clanvowe in The Cuckoo and the Nightingal~ feels 

that some explanation is necessary. But in the fables, and 

generally in the bird debates, animal speech is taken for 

granted as it generally was by early medieval people and 

communication with animals provided grounds for condemnation 

in the case of more than one poor soul tried for witchcraft. 

While fables and beast epics provide the main literary 

examples of animals endowed with speech they are by no means 

the only ones, In the Bible itself there was evidence: 

Et omnem creaturam, quae ~n ccelc est, et super terram, 
et sub terra, et quae sunt in mari, et quae in eo: orones 
audivi dicentes: Sedente in throno, et Agno, benedictio, 
et honor, et gloria, et potestas in saecula saeculorum. 

Et quattor animalia dicebant: Amen. 1 

1. Apoc.V,13-14. 
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Isidore of Seville in his Et~ologiae sees hu~an 

voices and bird voices as being in some "'lay equivalent 

and Arnbrose had thought of bird song- as imitating hymns 

sung by religious and Honorius of Autun assures us that 

animals spoke with human voices at the time of the Nativity. 

In Celtic literature the idea o~ bird-souls singing hyrrms and 

psalms is very widespread and the motif probably originated 

1 there. 

The use of the word latinus is interesting. Originally 

it referred, as it still does, to e Latin language but 

as this was the universal language latinus came to mean 

languagut;: and in this sense i t ~"as taken i'1to Old English and 

possible confusion with laeden (people) produced the form used 

by Chaucer, lede~ (F435) but it was also used in the form 

latin or lati in French and Provencal and seems to have been 

applied generally but also it must have been thought particu

larly suitable for describing bird language. Guillaume IX 

of Aquitaine writes that he hears li aucel Chanton chascus en 

lor lati and in his poem Doutz brais e critz Arnaut Daniel 

writes: 

Doutz brais e critz, 
Lais e cantars e v0utas 
Aug dels ~uzels q'en lur latin fant precs, 
Qecs ab sa par, atressi cum nos fam 2 
Alas amigas en cui entendem. 

Sweet trills and calls, lays and songs and 
refrains I hear of the birds who in their 
language plead, each with his mate, in the 
same \"ay as we do \"i th the loved ones on 
whom our hearts ar2 set. 

1. Further cornmen t on pc 52 be 10\" • 
2. Ed. A.R. Press, ~~logy of Troubadour Lyric Po~try 

(Edinburgh, 1971) p.176. The connexion between leaen and 
birds appears also in Piers Plowman B.XII,253 His ledne 
b~ in m'lre loraes ~re lyke -cl pyes chifer:r:ng.. The OEQ. -
g~ves the earliest date for this usage as 1612 but this 
is obviously incorrect. The. use of lati for bird-song would 
appear to be more widespread in French and Provencal than 
in English. 



:It is clear that this is something more than just 

·ordinary bird-song! it is structured and meaningful languuge 

and it only a short step from hearing birds singing in 

-their latin to hearing them argue in it. This equivalence 

betv.;een mGn and birds will b!3 discussed further in the next 

section. 

Although animals in fables talk of many things they 

rarely mention the staple topic of the bird debates - love, 

but a secondary theme of The <?~l .. and the I\'!i.9:..l}!~.!i:.,f The 

-Thrush and the Night_~~.9:ale and The Cuck;oo and t~ Nightinga;!:.~ 

who is the better singer? occurs in the fables of the Nightingale 

and the Peacock and in The Hawk and the Nightingale. This 

theme does not occur in the French bird debates which suggests 

that fable influence on the debate in England, the home of 

the fable, cannot be discounted. This takes on added signific-

ance when it is recalled that the Dird debate is in many ways 

a particularly English form and even those debates in French 

are in the Anglo-Norman dialect and one is said to be a trans-

lation from an English original. 

The birds and other anime.ls frequently gather to hold 

councils or parliaments to decide a course of action or, more 

usually, to elect a king. In the fable of the Crow and the 

Peacock's Feathers Sire Tiercelin li Corbiaus (in the Isopet-I 

version) appears before a concile des oisiaus in plumage stolen 

£rom the peacock and in the fables of Marie de France1 there 

is a marked similarity of procedure to that of a medieval 

court and use of legal terminology that is often found in t~e 

debates. The birds in J:.1arie I s fable are in the process of 

-------~---------------------------
1. ed. A. &¥ert and R.e. Johnston (Oxford). See esp.p.32. 



becoming the duqes, conte~ and chevalers preu.x who debate 

and fight in the French poems. Parliaments figure largely 

in the French debates but in the Englis]:1 poems their role, 

except in The Parliament of Fowls of course, is reduced: 

there is a gathering of a kind at the end of The Ovi1 and 

:the NiJl~:.tinga1<:. but it is not a parliament and a genui11e 

parliament with the Eagle as president is promised in The 

Cuckoo and the Nightingale and also in The Thrush and the 

~~ghtingale but in no case is the parliament actually 

presented in the poem. 
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Battles figure prominently in many fables and in early 

ones they are animal battles, but in Marie de France they 

have become, under the courtly influence of the romances, 

tournaments instead of fights. Most of the English bird 

debates contain some reference to fighting, even a challenge 

which may be ignored,but no fighting eventuates, in contrast 

to the French debates where a full scale tournament arises. 

The origin of the battle between animals is in life and the 

fables but in the French debates the influence of the 

romances is strong and I shall have more to say about this 

in the section on Latin and French Analogues. The most 

important difference between the hattles in the fables and 

those in the French bird debates is that in the latter they 

are not just a physical conflict. They are primarily an 

extension of the human debate which precedes them and which 

is a verbal conflict: the birds identify themselves with one 

or other of the human contestants and fight, not as they would 

in a fable, because they are thrush and nightingale, but 

because one is championing a knight, the- other a clerk the 

meri ts of t'lhom Florence and Blancheflour had earlier debated 

unsuccessfully. 



It is not possible to find specific fables as sources 

for the bird debates although it is possible to find ones 

that have some simi lari t::l. The relationship between fable 

and debate is more general than that and although I have 

pointed out certain features of the English poems, which are 

not fOlli1d in the French but are found in fables it.is not 

possible to relate anyone debate to anyone fable. Proverbs, 

as will be shown, are a more easily identifiable source. 

The importance of the fables lies in the fact that they 

presented animals talking and fighting and in combination 

with other well known ideas made the bird debate possible. 

The bird debates were not modelled on the beast fables but 

without them they would h.'_~·le been something rather different. 



· 2. The locus amoenus 

Ab la dolcher del temps novel 
Foillo li base, e 1i aucel 
Chanton chascus en lor lati 
Segon 10 vers del novel chani 
Adonc esta ben c'am s'aisi I 
D'acho don horn a plus talan. 

with the gentleness of the new season the woods 
come into leaf and all the birds sing in their 
language to the melody of the new song. It is 
then good that everyone gets what he most desires. 

This is the earliest of the troubadours, Guillaume IX 

of Aquitaine, opens one of his songs. The association of 

spring with love scarcely needs explanation and in beginning 

his poem vlith a brief Natureingan~ Guil1aume is following a 

well established practice, the origin of which is the locus 

amoen~ or the pleasanre of the classical authors and it is 
" 

here that "'le may see the seeds of the medieval bird-debates 

with their inevitable nature introductions. Indeed the 

garden of love became almost the sine qua non of courtoif:!. 

poetry, in the brief introductory form as in the lyric poets 

or in th~ far fuller form of the Roman de la Rose and 

Deschamp's Lay amoureux. 

The locus amoenus figures largely in Greek and especially 

later Latin literature: it was a quiet, secluded spot, out of 

the way and full of the delights of nature and it was an ideal 

place for quiet conversation but especially for love. Right 

from the earliest times the garden was seen as a place for 

love: the hortus conclusu~ of th~ Songs of Songs leaves no 

-------------------------------------------_.----
1. Guillaume IX of Aquitaine, "Ab la dolcher del temps novel. 1I 

Ed. cit. 11 ff. My translatio~. For the full discussion of 
the history and tradition of the locus amoenus see Curtius, 
European Literature. 



doubt about this and Tibullus also makes the association 

clear in his description of the Elys fields • 

. 
Sed mp-, quod facilis tenero sum semper Amori, 

ipsa Venus carnpos ducet in Elysios. 
hie choreae cantusque vigent, passimque vagantes 

dulce sonant tenui gutture carmen aveSi 
fert casiam non culta seges, totosque per agros 

floret odoratis terra benigna rosisi 
ac iuvenum series teneris inWrrixta puellis 1 

ludit, et adsidue proelia miscet amor. 

But me, for I have been ever pliable to gentle Love, shall 
Venus' self escort to the Elysian fields. There never 
flags the dance. The birds fly here and there, fluting 
sweet carols from their slender throats. Untilled the 
field bears cassia, and through all the with scented 
roses blooms the kindly earth. Troops of young men meet 
in sport \\li th gentle maidens 1 and Love never lets his 
warfaJ:e cease. 

Petronius (Carm 1) speaks of it as a place fit for love, 

dignus am~re loc~8 and no doubt etymology made the connexion 

between the pleasance and love even closer as Servius explains 

in his COITlmentary on Aeneid VI r 638. 

47. 

amoena sunt loca solius voluptatis plena; amoena virecta •••• 
quae solum amorem praestant. 

And these words were echoed in the universally popular Etymologies 

of Isidore of Seville. 

amoena loca dicta Varro ait eo quod solum amorem 
praestant et ad se amanda alliciant. 

Their relationship being the same as that between love and 

!~ve ~x. ( Curt i us) • 

Both Libanius and Tiberanius 2include birds as one of the 

principal charms of landscape but they do not_play such an 

important role in classical descriptions as in medieval where 

they frequently become the main element in the garden. Theo-

critus and Virgil lay greater stress on trees and the shade 

1. Ed. J.P. Postgate, Catullu8,Tibullus and Pervigilium Veneris 
(London, 1939) Tibullus I iii 57ff~ 

2. Ed.A.Riese,Anth.IJat.I r 2.No.809."Ales amnis aura lucus flos et 
umbra iuverat. Ii 



they provide, on springs, streams and gentle breeses and 

in the set e.cphras~ of the seasons birds usually play only 

a minor part. l 

The Pervigilium Veneris is a transitional work standing 

as it does at the end of the classical period and at the 

very beginning of the medieval. It describes a. love-vigil 

of Venus which is held in a spring setting and not the 

summer setting that was typical of the classical pleasance: 

as we shall see the sea.son of the ~atureingang in the 

medieval poems is, with only few exceptions, spring. The 

poem is important for the change it reveals in the nature 

of 'the birds. They are now no longer just ordinary birds 

singing in the background but they have become love birds. 

and as such occupy a brighter place on the stage. 

Cras amet qui numquam amavit quique amavit eras amet. 
ver novum, ver iam canorum, ver renatus orbis est; 
vere concordent amores, vere nubunt alites, 2 
et nemus comam resolvit de maritis irnbribus. 

Tomorrow shall be love for the loveless, and for the lover 
tomorrow shall be love. Spring is young, spring now is 
singing, spring is the world reborn. In spring the loves 
make accord, in spring the birds mate, and the woodland 
loosens her tresses under nuptial showers. 

The birds are brought under the direct command of Venus who 

bids them not to be mute {et c~noras non tacere diva iussit 

alites} but the association of birds with the goddess of 

love is much older than the ?ervi~ilium Veneris and both 

Virgil and Ovid represent her as a keeper of doves 

or swans. 

1. For example Ovid, Tristia 111,12,8-10, Fasti IV; Vir-gil, 
Geor9ics 11, 320 and the spring odes of Horace. 

2. J.P. Postgate, Catullus, Tibullus and Pervigilium_Veneris 
{London, 1939) I. .-



vix ea fatus erat, geminae cum forte columbae 
ipsa sub ora viri in caelo venere volantes 
et viridi seder~ sol~. tumlmaximus heros 
maternas adgnovlt au1s •.•• 

Scarce had he said so when under his very eyes twin 
doves, as it chanced, came flying from the sky, 
and lit on the green grass. Then the great hero 
knew them for his mother's birds ••• 

The same close association between the love god and 

birds dominates medieval descrip-tions of the God of Love a.nd 

2 his garden. In the Roman de la Rose the God of Love is 

described wearing a chaplet of roses and that 

Nyghtyngales, a ful gret route, 
That flyen over his heed aboute, 
The leeves felden as they flyen; 
And he was all with briddes wryen, 
With popynjay, with nyghtingale, 
Wi th chalaundre, and with wodevlale, 3 
With fynch, with larch, and with archaungell. 

But the birds were not limited to this role of some kind 

of parodic cherubim and seraphim hovering around their god. 

When a young man's fancy turned to love in spring, so did the 

birds' and they are thought of as experiencing the same 

emotions as men. In the lyrics of the Carmina Burana and 

49. 

The Cambridge Songs we find birds that if they do not experience 

love directly at all times serve to inspire it in men or to 

remind them of an unhappy love. In ~evis exsurgit zephi~us 

the rejoicing of the birds and the general quickening of life 

and love Wllich spring brings is set in contrast with the poet 

who sits alone engrossed in her own melancholy thoughts, while, 

on the other hand 1 in lam, dulcis amica venito there is harmony 

(stimrnung) between man and bird. 

1. Aeneid Vi, 190-193. See also Ovid, Met.X, 708-9;XV,386iXIV 
2. It is perha~s significant that Venus~as the goddess /596-~ 

of gardens before she took on the portfolio of love. 
3. The Romaunt of the Rose 1 909ff. ed. F.N. Robinson, The 

Works of Geoffrev Chaucer (London,1957). All references to 
~ Roman are -taken from Chaucer' s translation unless 
otherwise specified. . 



Philomela iam cantat in alto'l 
Ardet amor cordis in antro. 

It is from poems such as these that the Provencal poets 

derived their idea of the Natl.1reingang but in them the ------
importance of birds rose. Numerous troubadours see birds 

as inspirers of love: in his most famous song Bernart de 

Ventadour watches the progress of a lark as it sweeps up 

towards the sun because of the doussor that fills its heart, 

and watching Bernart is filled with the same desire. It 

became almost obligatory to begin any poem with a Nature,ingang 

and 'birds always played a prime role in it. 

Jaufre Rudel del Blaye writes: 

Quan 10 rossinhols el folhos 
Dona d'amor e.n quier e.n pren, 
E mou son chan jauzent, joyos, 
E remira sa par soven, 
E.l riu clar e.l prat son gen, 
Pel novel deport que.y renha, 2 
Mi vai grans joys al cor jazer. 

When the nightingale in the thicket bestows its love 
and seeks and takes it, and pours forth its joyful 
song in joy, and gazes often on its mate, and the 
streams are clear and the meadows fair, then for the 
new delight vlhich reigns there, Cl great joy goes to 
nestle in my heart. 

Andin another, Lonquan li jorn son lonc, en ma~ he tells 

how the sound of birds singing in the distance remind him that 

he has a love far away, the Countess of Tripoli. Similar 

&tatcments can be found in almost every troubadour - Guillaume 

IX, Arnaut Daniel, Guilhelm de Montanhagol, Guiraut de 

Bornelh and even in the war-like Bertran de Born. 

Although I shall be discussing later the literary trad-

it ions of the various birds which engage in debates comment 

1. Ed.F.S.E. Raby, Medieval Latin Verse' No.123. 135-6. 

50. 

2. Ed. and tr. A.R. Press, A~thol~3Y of Troubadour Lyric Poetry 
(Edinburgh, 1971) p.36. 
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on the nightingale can best be offered here and any further 

elaborations or qualifications can be dealt with in my 

discussion of the debates in which she engages. 

The main difficulty with the nightingale is her dual role 

as singer and defender of love and as a lamenting victim 

forever singing of her woes. In classical texts, and also 

in a considerable number of medieval ones, the nightingale 

is Philomela, the sister of Procne, wife of.Tereus, king of 

Thrace. Tereus became enamoured of Philofttela and pretended 

that his wife had died in order to obtain her hand. On her 

arrival in Thrace Philomela is raped by Tereus who cut out 

her tongue to prevent her telling but she wove her story 

into a piece of embroidery and so Procne learned of the deed. 

She took a horrible revenge on Tereus who pursued Procne 

and Philomela but suddenly all three were changed into birds, 

Philomela becoming a nightingale. 

This is the infelix Philomela found in avid and Virgil 

and ,..rho laments and cries (querens cani t) in a number of 
r 

Medieval Latin lyrics. The change in her nature, however, 

.is revealed as early as the ~ervigilium Veneris where the 

poet contrasts the beauty of her song with its meaning. 

Adsonat Terei puella subter urrbram populi 
ut putes motus amoris ore dici musicos, 1 
et neges queri sororem de marito barbaroe 

The Maid of Tereus makes descant under the poplar shade, 
that you would think tunes of love issued trilling from 
her mouth, and not a sister's complaint of a barbarous 
lord. 

A further stage in the shift can be illustrated by a twelfth 

century goliardic poet. 

1. Ed. cit. XXI. 



Philomela querule 
Terea retractat, 
dum canendo merule 
carmina coaptat. 1 

Sad Philomela for once abates/Her tale of Terean 
wrong/ And with her clear voice emulates/ The 
blackbird's merry sopg. 
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Popular etymology may have helped this change. Philomela 
I 

could be derived from £hilo? - melos or lover of song or 

love-song, and a possible explanation of the form Ehilomena 

is by con ion with Latin (from Greek) philumene meaning 

beloved, which would reinforce the bird's association with 

love. 

ROv-lever it is only in vernacular poems that the night-

ingale becomes the main defender of love and this role seems 

to exist quite happily and with no sense of contradiction 

with that of the outraged sister. In the bird debates the 

nightingale is always the one to put the case of love and 

lovers against the cynical or ascetic opinions of the thrush 

or the owl. The nightingale is the bird of love par excellence 

in all medieval poetry and in the nature openings of French 

and Provencal poems it is unusual to find any other bird 

named; thE: merle and the lark playing a much less important part. 

It was not only human love that was quickened with spring 

and it required little effort to convert spring to Easter and 

see birds as singing of divine love. In his Carmen Paschale 

and Tado, Benigne vide, Sedulius Scottus sees bird song as 

being the equivalent of hymns of praise sung by a congregation 

and ~~rose had said much the same in his Hexaemeron (5.12.39). 

This is probably where we should see the origin ·of one of the 

lasting conceits·of courtois poetry - the idea of birds 

singing their canonical hours in the service of the God of 

1. Ed. G. Whicher, The::. Goliard Poets (New York,1949) p.42. 



Love. It is found in Chaucer' s ~Er:z.lo~)"Je to the J..Jegend of 

Good Women, in The King's Quai!. (St 32ff) by James I of 

Scotland, Dunbar i s The Thrissil and the Rm.;:, the late Boke 

of ~he Armonye of Birdes and in Skelton's PhiliE-~par~ 

not to mention thE: most elaborate version found in Jean de 

Cond~'s Messe des Oisiaus. Associated with this is the 

common \vay of praising bird song by comparing it \,li th the 

hymns sung by angels, a motif Patch found to be of Celtic 

origin. It is found in Alcuin's De Luscin~, Roman de la Rose, 

:rhe Court of Sa12ience (1 1393) and also in The Parliament of 

Fowls (11 190-1,1 356), :Ehe. M~e and the NychtingailJ(l 14) 

and in Lovely 10r_0yns-es, la9Ys 12ke .. 1 

This role of birds as choristers of divine love and 

especially the nightingale as singer of Christian love and 

charity will be discussed further in relation to The Merle 

and the ~9htingaill. 

From the locus amoenus the development of birds as singers 

of love has been traced; it is of prime importance in the 

development of the bird debate and it is highly significant 

that the debate of The Thrush and the Nightingale has its 

origin in the Natureingang of another poem~ an easily trace

able relationship. 3. 

1. Ed. J.O. Halliwell, Early English Miscellanies (London, 1855) . 
p.lf£. 

2. See below p.92. 
3. As a concluding remark it should be noted,in support of Han ~ 

ford's case for eclogue origins,that in the Carolingian poems 
the pastoral fiction was maintained only at the beginning and 
end of the "eclogue-debates". The Provencal Natureinga()g 
would probably be seen by Hanford as another step in this 
development, the fiction being dropped after the introc1uct
ory verses. 



3. Latin and French Analogues 

Amongst t.he large number of bird poents of various 

sorts found in Medieval French there exists a small and 

fairly early group of bird debates. They are usually of 

Northern (Picard) or Anglo-Norman origin, the earliest, the 

Jugemen~ d'Am~! being dated at the end of the twelfth 

century, that is more or less contemporaneous with The Owl 

and the Nigh.tingale, and La ~~ Blancheflour e de 

Flo~~ce ends wi.th the tantalizing information that 

Banastre en englois le fist, 
E Brykhulle cest escrit 1 

En franceois translata. 

Unfortunately neither Banastre nor Brykhulle are knm\Tn 

outside of this poem and Banastre's original poem, if it ever 

existed, has long since vanished in medieval mists. But the 

statement is nevertheless interesting as it typifies the 

essential Englishness of the bird debate form and it is no·te-

'worthy that the dialect of the French poems is Anglo-Norman 

and not central French. 

Like the Middle English poems the French bird debates 

deal with love but the treatment of this subject is generally 

more varied in English while in French it is restricted to 

one theme: the conflicting merits of knights and clerks as 

lovers. There is a second important difference: the bird 

debate forrns only one part, and not the major part, of a 

longer poem in the French whereas in English it occupies the 

whole of the pOem, with the exception of The !:arliament of 

LEd. p. Meyer, "Notice du MS.25970 de la Bibliotheque 
Phillips", Romania, 37 (1908) ,p.224 ff. 



Fowls. The third difference is that i~ the French poems 

the birds are sUImlloned by the God of Love to his court 

and there they plead the causes of knight and clerk, 

continuing the debate that has begun earlier. This parlia-

mentary fiction is fully and 0 en elaborately developed. 

The minor importance of the parliament in the English poems 

has already been mentioned briefly. 

The debate of the knight and the clerk first dis-

cussed in tvlO Latin poems of the early blelfth century, De 

Phillidis et Flora and The Council of Remiremont but the 

latter does not appear to have exerted any significant 

influence on the bird debate. Phillis et Flora/Ion the other 

hand, is the source of the debates and sketches out many 

features that are more fully developed in them. It is a 

graceful and courtly work opening with the conventional 

spring setting (anni parte floriaa)in which two ladies, both 

virgins and queens, are found sitting in the shade of a pine 

tree by a brook and they are talking of love. Phillis loves 

a soldier, Flora a clerk and each, in true debate fashion, is 

determined to prove the superiority of her choice. This they 

do by naming the qualities of their lovers: the knight is 

courageous in battle and overcomes all opponents to win a 

destrier as prize while Flora, unintentionally satirical, 

emphasises the wealth of the clerk and his greater courtoisie. 

As the topic of debate, like that in The Parliament of Fowls, 

is not able to be decided by logical means they decide to go 

to the court of the God of Love to ask for judgment. They 

set out, their dresses and mounts being elaborately desc::ribed, 

and arrive in a second pleasance, a dominant feature of which 

1. Ed. T. Wright, The Latin Poems commonly attributed to \'V'al ter 
Mapes (London, 1849) p.258ff. 



is harmonious bird-song and there before Cupid Usus and 

Natura sit as judges and find in favour of the clerk. 

The bird debate is not found in Latin although birds 

figure in the garden of the God of L.ove but it is possible 

that the author of the Juqement found in the Latin poem a .iI 4 .. 

hint that could be developed. As Phillis and Flora set out 

for the God of Love they hold birds of prey on their wrists: 

1 Fert Phillis accipitrem manu, Flora nisum 

Nothing is made of this however and there is no indication 

that the birds vlere thought of as representing their mistress'~ 
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es' cause. Their purpose here is probably to emphasize the 

royal ty and courtliness2 of the pair but the hint may have been 

sufficient for the later poet to turn them into the ladies' 

champions. 

The ~ugement d'Amours is a faithful retelling of the 

Latin poem but there is a great interest in what may be 

called the courtois featu~es of the tale: the court of Love, 

descriptions of dresses and horses, the floral armour of the 

-birds and the tournament. Fara1 3 notes the absence of 

allegorical descriptions and thp second debate before the 

God of Love in Phillis and the fewer classical allusions 

in the Jugement and considers that it is these differences 

which give the French poem its distinctive tone. He dismisses 

the bird debate, the parliament and tournament as th~mes 

1. 1.236 Ed. cit. 
2. J. Strutt, T~ Sports ~nd Pastimes of the People of England 

ed. W. Hone rLondon(1876): lipersons of high rank rarely 
appeared '\rJi thout their dogs and their hawks ••.. These birds 
were considered as ensigns of nobility: and no action 
could be reckoned more dishonourable to a man of rank than 
to give up his hawk. 1I (p.82) 

3. E. Faral, Recherches sur les Sources latines des Contes et 
~omans du Moyen Ag~ (Paris,19l3) 



secon~aire~ but these are the most distinctive innovations 

of the -.-..:..--- and it is the preciousness of these features 

which givesa new note of courtoisie to the debate. 

The poem vli th the expected features: Hay morni.ng, 

a garden f stream, an olive tree. The ladies (12uce!.~:!~) are as 

courtly as their new names - Florence and Blancheflour but 

the argument is still on the merits of knights and clerks. 

The arguments advanced are much the same as those in the 

Latin poem and equally inconclusive. It is at this point 

that the poem diverges from the Latin and the descriptions 

become fuller and richer. Once at the court of Love they tell 

the god of their dispute and like a good medieval king, he 

summons his barons to decide the matter. The first to speak 

is Lord Sparrow·-hawk (dans eSEreuie~~)who claims knowledge 

of the laws of love. He votes in favour of the knight and 

is accused of lying by Lord Wren who supports the clerk. The 

debate proceeds in this way with each speaker accusing the 

previous one of lying. The Lark, Finch and Thrush press 

Blancheflour's cause saying that knights would know nothing 

'of love if clerks did not teach them and they are attacked 

by the Jay, Oriole and Starling ;.;ho retort that clerks should 

not know anything about love at all but should pray for souls. 
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The Nightingale concludes by asserting the superiority of clerks 

and offers trial by ordeal of battle if anyone dares to dis-

agree. The Parrot accepts this only too eagerly. The gaunt-

let is thrown and the God of Love arms the two champions: 

Li hiaume sont de passe roze 
E li aubierc de J2Eimevolre .' 
E li escu furent ct'ivoire 
Li gambison sont de souss 
Les' ventailles orent l~cieS
De flors de genoivres ouvrees 
E de razes orent espees. 

1. Ed. cit. 1.372ff. 

hollyhocks 
prlmulas, 

greaves, marigolds --.:.:.--
juniper flmlers 

1 



The fight takes place in a room painted v7ith flowers 

and is conducted with all the aplC'mb of a courtly tournament:. 

At length the Nightingale gains the upper hand and the Parrot 

yields himself recreant: after three attempts Florence expires 

on the fourth faint. 

This is a world away from both the Latin Phi1lis et Flora 

and the Middle English bird debates but the other French bird 

debates reveal the same type of ~E.!::.?isie. In Florence et 

Blancheflour and Helior et Ydoine there i::5 the same extension 

of the debate from the human to the bird world as found in the 

JugemeI!..1;;. and the birds become 3~qe§.1 contes and c.hevalers pre.u~ 

and follow a parliamentary debate with a tournament which 

decides the issue. In Melior et Ydoine the Turtle-dove acts 

as-a judge but her verdict in favour of the clerk is challenged 

and the thrush and the nightingale resort to battle. Only in 

the Fablel dou Dieu d'amors does the bird debate precede the 

human one. The discussion is still on the knight-clerk theme 

but occupies only a small number of stanzas and after the 

assembly which has been called by the nightingale is prorogued 

1:;.he poet begins a new dream in which he sees a vision of the 

castle of Love. 

In discussion of the fables and the locus amoenus the 

tendency to equate men and animals, especially birds, was 

mentioned. Like animals in the fables the birds of the French 

debates are endowed with human characteristics: they act and 

talk like men, are armed and fight and are victorious or 

defeated. The Provencal poets saw birds as sharing t.heir 

emotions and as acting as lovers and this was taken a step 

further by Andreas Cape1lanus when he uses bird behaviour as a 
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metapho~ to explain a point of the ars honeste amandi. l 

In the Second Dialogue of the first book of his treatise 

he presents the case of a man of the middle classes speaking 

of love to a woman of the nobility and she is outraged by 

his presumption in daring tCl look so high. 

If I should so far forget my senses as to be induced 
to assent to what you say, your heart would not be 
ab to endure such great things. Did a buzzard ever 
overcome a partridge or a pheasant by its courage? 
It is for falcons and hawks to capture th prey, 
which should not be annoyed by cowardly kites. Your 
folly needs to be sharply checked, because you seek 
a love from the~upper class, although you are not 
worthy of her. ~ 

The man replies in the same terms. 

~\1hat you said about the kite and the buzzard is no 
objection r since it is their bravery alone that 
makes hawks r falcons and merlins valuable. At times 
've see the hawks of the lighter kind by their courage 
take grent pheasants and partridges ••••...• 
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On the other hand r we see many ger cons and peregrine 
falcons terrified by the comTTlonest sparrows and put to 
flight by a buzzard. So if the kite or the buzzard 
proves to be hardy and bold, different from his parents, 
he deserves to be honoured with the perch of the falcon 
or the hawk and to be carried on a warrior's left hand. 
So, then, if you find that I am unlike my parents, you 
should not call me by the 3disgraceful name kite, but 
by the honourable tercel. 

The same metaphor is found in the Sixth Dialogue \vhere a. 

middleclass woman explains to a Nobleman the indecorum of his 

love for her by saying that he is a tercel who has strangely 

left the company of partridges, cranes and pheasants and sought 

out his quarry among the common and lowly sparrows. 

It is also common in English, helped no doubt by the pun 

on bryd (bird) and burd~ (lady of rank) and finds one of its 

fullest forms in the thirteenth century lyric Annot and Johan: 

ir 

1. The Art of Courtly Love.by Andreas Capellanus tr. J.J. Parry 
. (New York,194l). 

2. Ed. cit. p.46. 
3. Ed. cit. p.SO. The metaphor may go back as far as Ovid 

(Amo.res II, vi) where the poet-as-lover writes Ora fuere 
mihi pl';1s ave docta.loqui. 



he is papegai in pyn pat betep me my bale, 
to trei.vc tortle in a tour y telle pe mi tale i 
he is prustle pryuen in pro pat singep in sala, 
pe wilde laueroc ant wolc & pe wodewale, 
he is faucan in friht ••••••••••.•.•••••••...• 
o • ~ $ ~ • e & • • • ~ • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ~ • • e ~ • • • • ~ • • • 

hire nome is in a note of pe nyhtega 
1 

The poet also identifies his mistress with birds in the 

lyrics B£t.£" on~brere 2 
and Th~li ttl::L.E.re"tt:;l. ,nigh t inq'ile 

3 
and 

in Who_parp~~rddy? of gre!e j~ntrys4 while Skelton in 

The Garla~d of La~rell praises Mistress Margaret Hussey for 

being Gentle as falcon or hawk of tower~ Chaucer, in The 

Squirt; ~.s 'rale, tells of a bird lover and a great deal of time 

and energy has been spent trying to identify the three tercels 

and the formel in The Parliament of Fowls. 6 

It is clear that the romances, enjoying a new height of 

popularity in the latter part of the twelfth century, play a 

significant part in forming the French bird debates: Councils 

and parliaments, like tournaments, abound in the romances of 

Chrestien de Troyes and the arming of the hero and the progress 

of a tournament are described frequently and at great length, 

and defeated knights, like defeated birds, must yield them-

selves recreant in order to save their lives if not their 

honour. The tournament is a continuation of the verbal con-

flict, necessary because it seemed impossible to resolve the 

1. Ed. C. Brown, Lyrics XIII, no.76. 
2. Ed. Robbins, Sec. Lyrics p.146. 
3. Ed. F. Sid~~ick and E.K. Chambers, Early English Lyrics 

(I,ondon, 1907). NO. XXXII, p. 70. 
4. Ed. T. Wright and J.O. Halliwell, Religuiae Antiquae p.27. 
5. Ed. P. Henderson, The Complete Poems of John Skelton, 

Laurea:i.:e 4th ed. (London, 1964) p. 380. 
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6. Strutt;-op.cit. p.96, notes that various sorts of hawks were 
identified with certain ranks of society (e.g. eagle and 
emperor; falcon gentle and princei tercel and P90r mani 
sparrow-hawk and priest cf. debate sparrowhawk is associat
ed with the knight ) but is silent as to whether certain 
birds and classes of women were also associated. 



dispute any other ... "ay. The judicial combat was "a sacral 

1 
process. Wnat triumphed was not brute force but truth U • 

'1'he debaters try to arri V8 at the truth by means of argument 

but whenever they seem to be getting novlhere they are pre-

pared to try other means. Vv"henever difficul ties arise in 

the Middle English bird debates we find threats of battle 
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but in no case does the argument give way to trial by ordeal. 

Despite the fact that one of the French debates is 

reputedly a translation from an English orJ.ginal I have been 

unable to find any evidence that the existing English debates 

influenced, or were influenced by any of the extant French 

debates. In many ways they seem quite different things, 

linked onl~l by the fact that they represent birds talking 

about lo\ye. I have found no French debate ';'lhich has, like 

the English ones, only two contestants and in no case is the 

French bird debate:4 separate from a human debate on the same 

topic. Romance influence can be traced in The Owl and the 

Nightingal~ but the parliament of birds is of considerably 

less importance and outside The Par15.ament of Fow~ls is really 

-only mentioned. The courtly tournament not found at all 

nor is the floral armour of the birds. The English poems are 

decidedly more down-to-earth and less precious than their 

French counterparts and the birds remain birds even while 

taking on some human characteristics. The birds in the English 

debates would fight like birds and not like knights. 

The fables, the wealth of ideas .... :hj ch grew out o,f the 

locus amoenus and the French analogues are not sources in the 

sense that Hclinshed is a source for H~ry IV but in them we 

can trace the oxygen that gave life to the Middle English 

bird tlebate. 

1. Sir F. Pollock and F.W. Maitland, The History of English Law 
before the time of Edward I (Cambridge,19L3jvoI.II / P.600. 



1. 

4. The Birds in the Debates 

esperviers, roit aus, faucons, 
alo~! ~ais, ____ , ~, ____ __ 
mauvl~~ lo~~~urgnes, lousslgnos, 
Eapega~ 

2. La Gest8 de Florerice ~ Blancheflour: 
. pape9aI"~··" 

3. Melior et Ydoine: mauvi~, russino , tourtre 

4. -Fablel dou Dieu d I Amours: loussi 
---,- mal vis., .slays 

f eSl?ervie:r;.~, 

These can be compared with the catalogues of birds in 

La Geste de Florence e Blancheflour (Sts 13-15) and Roman de 

la Rose (quoted in part earlier). 
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La Geste: charderole, Morton, russinole, meerle~puffoun 
plover, fesaunt, chalaundre, roitele, estornel, 
egle, pinceon, peidriz, egre, heron, alowe, 
!ercele, columbele, mauvICe; Eapejay etc. 

They are all birds of impeccable breeding who would have 

nothing whatsoever to do with Chaucer's homely duck and goose. 

The English debates, because of the tendency to have only two 

cont.estants, reveal only a small nLlmber of birds and the 

dominance of the nightingale as a debater of love is unquest-

ioned, taking as she does a part in all the debates discussed. 

The thrush (Mavis) the wren and the merle are found in the 

French poems but the introduction of the owl and the cuckoo are 

English innovtations. 

Why these particular birds? The nightingale presents 

no djfficultYi if birds are going to talk of love she is an 

obvious choice, but the choice of the other birds depends 

sometimes on a literary tradition and more frequently, in the 

Middle English poems, on that large stock of proverbial lore 

found in England which will be discussed in the next section. 



PART TWO 

B. The Middle EnglisE Bird Debates 



Along vlith the beast fable, and probably for the 

same reasons, the bird debate enjoyed at popularity 

in England, a popularity much greater than that enjoyed 

by the continental bird debates. Whi the English 

poems frequently discuss questions of love they do not 

discuss what was almost the sine q~~~ of the contin

ental poems - the respective merits of clerk and knight. 

They share the same formal elements of nature introduction, 

appointment of judge and legal terminology but the English 

poems are always debates between two birds only, and never 

become general discussions of a parliamentary kind as in 

the French. l An examination of the Hiddle English bird 

debates will reveal just how different they really are 

from their French count6rparts and the greater importance 

of proverbial ,lore in former will be shown to one of 

the main causes of difference. 

--------~----------------------------------------------------

1. If The Parliament of Fowls is considered a debate 
poe~ it is the only exception. 
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Criti.cs have rarely been as unanimous as they have 

been in agreeing with Ker that The Owl and the Nightingale 

is one of t.he "most miraculous ll pieces in Middle English. 

It stands much alone at the beginning of English comic 

literature and the fact that it was written at all is at 

least as miraculous as the lively imagination and sophistic-

ation that the poem reveals. Despite almost universal 

recognition of its quality a great deal of ink has been spilt, 

even recently, on questions of date and authorship to the 

neglect of a close study of the poem as an example of the 

debate genre. It is sufficient for my purposes to follm\' 

1 Stanley and date the poem earlier rather than later bet\vecn 

the years 1189 and 1216. The question of authorship does 

not properly enter my study, but I shall have some remarks to 

make about Nicholas of Guildford. 

The Natureingang composerl of the May morning, blossoms, 
.... " A 

a murmuring stream and bird song was a characteristic feature 

of the Old French bird debate and it is found in all the bird 

debates of Middle English except The Owl and the Nightingal~ 

which begins 

Ich was in one sumere dalei 
In one supe di3ele hale 
I herde ich holde grete tale 2 
An Hule and one Ni3tingale. 

The onJy indication of setting is one sumere dale and 

Atkins, interpreting sumer~ as the feminine dative of sum, 

would deny us even this. 
-----_._----_.----------------
1. The Ow~ a~? the Ni~htingale ed. E.G. Stanley (London,1960) , 

p.19. All quotations are taken from this edition. 
2. l~,lf£' 



But while the poet does not deve.lop this his knowledge of 

the traditional love landscape of spring is shown later in 

the poem' \vhen the Nightingale sings how she brings joy with 

her coming and v7i th her song. 

ae.ich al b1isse mid me bringe 
• • • • • • Q • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ~ • • 9 • • • • • 

Pe blostme ginnep springe & sprede, 
Bope ine tro & ek on mede. 
Pe 1i1ie mid hire faire wlite 
Wolcumep me - pat pu hit wi to!, 
Bid me mid h faire b10 
Pat ich shu11e to hire f10. 
Pe rose also, mid hire rude 
Pat cumeP ut of}::e pornevvode, 
Bit me Pat ich shu11e singe 1 
Vor hire luue one skentinge. 

Hidde:n in his secret nook (di ~e1~ hale) the narrator over

hears the debate between the two birds. The overhearing motif 

was more popular in English than in French and is found in 

varying forms in The Thrush and the Nightin~_, The Cuckoo 

and the Ni~htingale, The Clerk and the Husbandman as well as 

in Dunbar's parody of the genre The Tua Nariit Wemen and the 

Wedoe It is perhaps indicative of its origin that the only 

French bird debate to use the motif is the Anglo-Norman Melior _. 
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et Yd~ne dating from the second half of the thirteenth century. 2 

The role of the nightingale as a singer of love is an old 

and familiar one and its place in the French bird debat.eG, and 

the gardens of love which descended f~om the Roman de la Rose 

was assured, but the owl had no such place and its common 

associations were somewhat shady. The poem appears to be the 

first time the owl and the nightingale were brought together 

in a literary work although the association of the two birds 

was commo!) enough in proverbs as Hi nckley3 sho'Vled many years 

-------------~--------------------------------------------------
1. 11. 433-446. 
2. l~e may be ing with Eastourelle influence here. See 

Appendix IV; 
3. B. Rinck1ey, "Date, Authors and Sources of The Owl and 

the Nightingale ll PMLA 44 (1929)p.329 



ago. ~Iinckley' s examples were all from Germany but they 

throw light on the first twelve lines of the poem which 

serve as a bill of fare telling us to expect a debate on 

behaviour and character (~te) but especially on song. 

The proverbs are also concerned with song: 

(i) Die Eule singt nicht wie die Nachtigall. 
(ii) Eulen-und Nachtigallen schlagen nicht aus einem Tone. 

(iii) Die Eule will die Nachtigall singen lehren. 
(iv) Die Nachtigall muss oft der Eule weichen. 

cf. Iwis for ~ine vvle lete 
~iel oft ich mine song forlete. 

It is a strange fact that although the nightingale plays 

a large part in English literature there is little native lore 

about the bird. Hinckley notes no English proverbs and I 

have been able to find only one but it is an important one; 

1 When the ov'll sings f the nightingale will hold her peace. 
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The tvw birds are also brought together by WaIter de Bibbesworth: 

Aloms ore iuer a boys, 
Ou la russinole, the nithingale, 2 
Meuz chante ki houswan en sale. 

Unlike the French bird debates and the later Middle English 

ones where the discussion centres on one topic, love, that in 

The ..ov11 and the Nightingale covers a wide range o'f topics: the 

birds' song, habitat, food, their appearance and usefulness to 

man in a Christian society are all discussed with varying 

degrees of acrimony. Possibly because of their preconceived 

ideas as to what a debate should be like many critics have 

concerned themselves with an examination of the differences 

between the Owl and the Nightingale and have neglected those 

1. See A Dictionary of the Proverbs in En~land in the Sixteenth 
Centuries by M. P. Tilley (Ann Arbor I 1950). '1'i11ey finds 
this proverb in a later period so it must be treated caut
iously but there is nothing to suggest that the proverb was 
of sixteenth century ori9in. Hcwever it should be noted that 
the proverb is not found in ~. J • Wh~ t~ng' s p:-overbs, Sente~.ces and 
Proverbia1.Y-hrases from F.no11Rh t-1rJ. tln<;rs Malnly l],::.-fore 1::>00 
(C"afubridge, -Mass.,19(8). . (L d 19":\9 

2. Quoted by R.M.Hilson,Early Middl.e. English .J.~ on on, -



areas in which they agree. There iS j in fact, a surprising 

degree of unanimity in the debate and both birds are in 

complete agreement as far as their basic set of values is 

concerned. 

Both set great store by naturalness, usefulness, wisdom j 

learni,g and order, and debate arises because each bird 

claims these qualities for herself and would deny the claims 

of her opponent. 

Charges of unnatural behaviour and claims of acting 

according to the dictates of Nature form a large part of 

the debate. At the outset the Nightingale calls the Owl 

unwi3-t and this remains the basis of the Nightingale's 

charges throughout the poem. The Owl is a monster, one of 

Nature's abortions in the Nightingale's eyes: 

Pi bodi is short, J.i swore is smal, 
Grettere isPin heued pam pu al; 
Pin , ene bap colblake, & brode 1 
Ri3t swo ha weren ipeint mid wade. 

Her temperament is said to be just as monstrous as her 

appearance, and because she is unmilde she is driven from 

the society of birds as a misfit having no part in it • 

• • • jJu art lop al fuelkunne, 2 
& alle ho Pe dri uep honne .•. 

But the Nightingale bases her charge less on the hatred 

the Owl inspires in Man and bird. than on her uncleanJ.iness, 

and she tells the fable of the Hawk and the Owl to illustrate 

the point. Only the Owl is so unnatural as to foul its nest. 

The Hawk finds its nest fouled and asks its young who did it 

as it knows such a thing was neve~~ nat. 1.1:t:a1 (icunde) to them, or 

their habit (custe). They 'cell the Hen.,k that the Owl, which 

---------------------
le 1.73ff. 
2. 11.65-6. 



the Hav,k was umvittingly mothering, had done it. This cu 

the Ov1l 

but she 

The 

eats and 

because 

deeply becausE: she claims to be related to the 

does not reply to the charge immediately. 

Nightingale also attacks the kind of food the 

suggests that she should refrain from harming 

Pc \vere icundur to one frogge, 
Pat sit at muIne ~lder cogge: 
Snailes, mus I & fule wi3te 1 
Bop pine cunde &: pine ri 3te. 

hawks, 

Owl 

birds 

Cunde and ri3te are used by both birds to attack each 

othe.r and also to defend themselves against charges of wrong 

or unnatural behaviour. v,11en she come,s to answer the 

charges the Nightingale has made concerning her food and 

cleanliness, the Owl replies to the first charge that the 

Nightingale's food is also foulo She does not deny that her 

own food is foul but merely suggebts that the Nightingale is 

not really in any position to throw stones. But to the second 

charge Rhe replies more fully basing her defence on cunde. 

The Nightingale had described the Owl and called her a monster; 

the Owl dces not repudiate the description but does deny that 

she is unnatural. 

lch habbe bile stif & stronge, 
& gode cliuers scharp & longe, 
So hit bicume to hauekes cunne. 
Hit is min hi3te; hit is mi wnne 
Pat ich me dra3e to mine cunde, - 2 
Ne mai no man pareuore schende: 

Likewise she does not deny the charge that her young 

foul their nest but this, she says, is a natural failing and 

belongs naturally to the young of any kind, nobles and chur13, 

men 'and birds. 

1. 1 .. 85 • Note also 1. 145 where, full of indignation, the 0,\",1 
looks as if ho hadde one ~rt?g9:e isuol3=! 

2 .. 1. 269ff. 
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An lutle children in pe cradele -
Bo~e charles an ek abele -
Do~ al pat in hore 30epe 
!kit hj uorlete)] in hare du3epe. 
Wat can pat 30ngling hit bihede? 1 

This leads to her charge that the Nightingale, grown-up, 

sings by the privy and also by the bedroom where the lord and 

his lady are making love. The implication being that she has 

less excuse for this unnatural behaviour than a young bird 

for his. Like the Owl the Nightingale does not deny the facts 

of the charge as presented by her opponent but only her inter-

pretation of them. Using almost the same words as the 0v-l1 

the Nightingale defends herself and her association with the 

lord and lady on the grounds that it is right and lawful. 

Hit. is mi ri3t, hit is my la3e 
~at to pe hexst ich me dra3e. 2 

Part of the Nightingale's charge of unnaturalness on the 

part of the Owl is her nocturnal habit and her day-blindness 

but the Owl answers this by saying that it is an unwarranted 

assumption by the Nightingale that she does not fly by day 

because she can see only by night. More serious is the charge 

the Owl makes against the Nightingale: that she inspires 

lechery and draws men to the lusts of the flesh. The Owl 

prefers winter because it is a time of clennesse whereas 
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summer, the season in which the Nightingale delights, is a time 

of wantonness and lust. Because of the Nightingale's song 

horses grow mare-mad (1.496) and churls go mad with desire 

for sex (1.509), and her s01].g illstructs noble ladies to engage 

in foul love affairs and to do shame and unri3t with their 

bodies. The Nightingale does not refly to these charges 

immediately but when she does, bases her defence on nature. 

1. 1.63lff. 
2. 11.969-70. 



She does not sing of lust as the Owl said but of rihte l~ue. 

She does, howevsr, mc:tke two admissions: firstly, that nothing 

is so good but that it may do SOlne bad and that her singing 

may therefore lea~ some to lust (11.1368,1374) and secondly, 

she admits the frailty of the flesh and the difficulty of 

subduing its st.rong desires. Her defence is, t?en, that if 

her song prompts people to love it is a natural failing and 

one that must be classed as a venial rather than a mortal sin. 

Bef maide luuep dernliche 
Heo stumpe & fal icundeliche; 
For pah heo sum hwile pTeT'G--
Heo nis nout feor ut of ~e weie; 
Heo mai hin:~ guld atwende 
J'I. rihte weie pur P. chirche b,~mde, 
An mai eft habbe to mak8 1 
Hire leofman wi~ute sake ... 
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Young blood is hard to contro: but with age and experience 

th] f 1 . f d 2 . e rea. nature 0 ove lS ·oun out. 

Both birds use the defence of their nature: the 0\,11 

against the charges that she is a warlike monster (cf.389-90), 

that she eats foul food and fouls her nest, and the Nighting-

ale uses it to explain away love as a natural impulse und 

therefore, if not to be condoned, at least not condemned as 

roundly as the Owl would have i~. 

The introductory twelve lines to the poem tell that it 

will be concerned with custe and song, the naturalness or 

otherwise of the former and the usefulness of the latter. 

After having branded the Owl as unwi3t it is no wonder that 

the Nightingale finds nothing complimentary to say about her 

opponent's Hong - a foul gurgling. Once night has fallen the 

Owl retorts calling the Nightingale's song writelinge. The 

1. L l423ff. 
2. Cf. the OWl's defence that it fouls the nest only v1hen 

young, not when mature. 



Nighti!lgale 1 the far more garrulous of ~le pair and it 

is she who takes the leading role the first part of the 

debate, attacking her opponent and suggesting the appoint-

ment of a judge. She is volatile and impetuous but finds 

herself forced to think before she speaks in the course of 

the argument in which the sturdy, pensive Owl grows mo:re 

and more impatient. The Nightingale claims that the Owl's 

song is of vlailawai (1.220) and that she weeps rather tban 

sings. 

The Owl answers this charge by asserting that the 

Nightingale foolishly believes she can judge all songs by 

her own weak twittering and considers anything different 

not to be melodious. The 0\'11 then claims that she sings 

melodiously and loudly, although not in the same vein as 

the Nightingale. 

• •. ich singe efne 
Mid fulle drame & lude stefne. 
Pu wenist ~at ech song bo grislich 
Pat pine pipinge nis ilich: 
Mi stefne is bold & n03t uno:rne; 
Ho is ilich one grete hornet 
& pin is i1ich one pipe 2 
Of one smale wode unripe. ~ 

It is frequently overlooked that the Owl makes this 

claim to sing melodiously even though her song is not one 

of joy. Less unexpectedly the Nightingale proclaims the 

beauty of her song which is <.!ompared with a pipe or harp 

(11.21ff, 141ff). Neither, of course, is capable of 

appreciating the other's song and the OWl dismisses the 

Nightingale's as piping, a lightweight affair of no con-

seq~en8e at all compared with her own and claims that she 

1. 'rhe Owl calls her chaterestre and frequently tells her 
to be quiet (11.265,655,744,837). 

2. 1.313ff. 
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cries out as if she were mc'i.d (1. 566) , while the Nightingale 

thinks the Ov11 1 s song is a yellj ng and shrieking fearsome 

to hear (1.221ff). 

Yet both claim that their song is pleasing to man, the 

Nightingale1s in the summer and the Owl's in the winter. 

It is significant that both use the same word in making 

their claims. 

The Nightingale says of lTien that she ;?~ent.~ _hi mid 

mine songe (1. 449) and the Owl says that in Winter 

••• ich am snel & pleie & singe, 
& hi3te me mid mi skertinge .•• ell. 531-2) 

or I in other words I the same as the Ni.ght:.ingale in summer. 

More important than the melodiousness of their song 

however is the additional claim that both make for its 

usefulness to man. The theme of usefulness is found in 

a ntunber of other debates such as the Debat. du '\Jin et de 

11 eau and the summer and winter debates \vhich have some 

connexion with The Owl and t£~ Nightingale. Each of the 

birds illustrates the way in which she is useful to men, 

and the benefits which she brings them. 

men: 

The Owl is the first to make the claim that she benefits 

Ich do god mid mine proteI 
& warni men to hore note. 

At Christmas when men sing and dance she is there to 

help them in whatever way she can: 
-) 

Ich horn helpe what ich roai.~ 

---------------------------------------------------------------
1. 11. 329- 30. 
2. 1.484. 
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'1'he Nightingale claims useft;.lncss in almost the same words: 

Ich warni men to here gode 
pat hi bon blipe on hore mode, 
An bidde pat hi moten iseche 1 
Pan ilke song pat euer is eche. 

and when daylight breaks: . 

Ich horn helpe wat i mai. 2 

Both birds take their usefulness very seriously and see 
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it as their special purpose in God's creation. The Nightingale 

speaks of her erende (1.463,cf.l.453 ) or her mission or task 

3 while the Owl speaks of her calling as her ~?ste~ (1.924). 

Once again the two birds are in agreement about the end but 

not the means for attaining it. Both profess to lead man to 

a contemplation of higher things and to win for himself the 

kingdom of Heaven. Both are strong supporters of Holy Church 

(see L 7llff and lL 609-10) • 

It is the Nightingale who introduces the topic by asking 

to what end is man born (1. 716ff) • Her answer, and it is 

one that the Owl would not disagree with I is that: man was 

born to inherit the bliss of the Kingdom of Heaven. The 

Nightinga:e claims that she sings in Holy Church and with 

clerks in order that men might have a foretaste of heavenly 

joy and move in the traditional manner of the medieval 

Christian up the ladder of perfection from the human and the 

transitory to the divine and the eternal. The Owl disagrees 

only about the means of attaining this desirable end. 

----------------------------~--~------------.------------------

1. 1. 739ff. 
2. 1.735. 
3. It is intE"resting to note that the Owl's army is called 

'here while the Nightingale's is called ferde. The former 
orlginally referred to a foreign army I the latter to the 
English one. The Nightingale's erende 
is an Old El'lglish word, the Owl' sn1eoster an Old French 
one (!TIester). Cf. The previously mentioned lack of native 
English nightingale lore. 



v~enest pu hi bringe S0 li3tliche 
To Godes al singinge? 
Naif nai, hi shulle wel auinde 
Pat hi mid longe wope mote 
Of hore S1.~nnen bide bote f 1 
Ar hi Inote euer kurne pare c 

The \-lay to obtain Kingdom of Heaven is only through 

a deep awareness of sin and a feeling of true contrition. 

While the Nightingale frequently twits the Owl with being 

useful only as a scarecrow after death, she does acknm"ledge 

that two things are necessary for salvation - contrition and 

the se and love of God. All she asserts is that her way 

is the be-tter of two alternatives. 

Man schal bo stille & n03t grede; 
He mot bivlepe his misdede 1 

Ac par is Cristes heriinge, 
Par me shal grede & lude singe: 

• • ~ • ~ • • • • • • • • • • • e • • • • • • • • ~ ~ • 0 • • • • 

Weper is betere twere twom, 2 
Pat mon bo blil>e oper grom ? 

While there is assertion of ber own usefulness bird 

does not forget to attack her opponent. The Owl shows her 

usefulness by supporting Holy Church, by cleansing it of mice 

(1.610ff) and by warning men of impending disaster. She does 

not explicitly deny the usefulness of the Nightingale's song 
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but says that the lack of order in it detracts from its benefit. 

(1. 23lf£) • She quotes a proverb from King Alfred to the 

effect that everything without moderation loses its virtue, so 

too with the Nightingale1s soryg and this charge is denied, 

unconvincingly, by the Nightingale (1.450, 1.984). She also 

denies that her usefulness is not real because her song leads 

to ~olnesse and not holinesse:the trar.sitory nature of her 

song serves as a warning of the nature of that love whicli is 

1. 1. 854ff. 
2.1.979ff. 
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not love of God (1.145lff). The Nightingale launches a 

sustained attack on the uselessness of the Owl: she inspires 

such fe~r that people are not benefitted and she uses her 

dubious gift of foreknowledge to tell men of disaster and 

'disease, not of things pleasant or useful. Only in death 

does the O\vl achieve some purpose when she is used as a 

scarecrOVl. In a way that is typical of much of the poem 

the Owl accepts this saying that if she is no use for anything 

else at least her death is beneficial. As she said earlier 

in the poem, in a comment -'chat is true of both debaters: 

Al pat pu seist for me to schende, 1 
Hit is mi wurschipe at pan ende. 

An e~amination of the birds' attitude totvards wisdom and 

learning also reveals a considerable degree of agreement: both 

would claim wisdom as their peculiar property and vehemently 

deny the claims of their opponent. Charges of madness, also 

found extensively in the other bird debates, are made on each 

side (1.566 and 1.1298) in an effort to dismiss all claims 

but their own. 

The Owl is tradi tionally thOUg~lt to be endowed with 

wisdom in English folk-lore, but it is some surprise to find 

the Nightingale also claiming the traditional attribute of 

her opponent. She makes the claim in her refutation of the 

Owl's charge that she sings without moderation or orde.c. 

Wan is do vor wan ich corn 2 
Ich fare a3en, & do \'I7isdom. 

The birds draw their wisdom and knowledge from both 

popular and learned sources as well as from daily experience. 

1. 11.1287-8. The essential SUbjectivism of the charges is 
revealed when the Owl, in desperation it seems, admits 
the usefulness of both songs in a roundal>out way. 

Ich wepe bet Pane pu singe. (1.876) 
But at 1. 917 she compares the Nightingale to a useless 
well-spring. 

2. 11.453-4. 



Each knows from experience hO\v the other bird will act and 

what her habits are and disapprove:~ vehemently. When the 

Nightingale searches for a good answer to the Owl's charge 

that she sings only in sumrner she goes back to al hi re harde 

stunde I all h.er hard experiences, to find a crushing reply. 

Proverbs and fables are extensively used by both sides 

as exempla or authorities for their co~nents/l ~ing Alfred 

being the most important source. The Nightingale tells two 

fables to the discomfiture of the Owl, the fable of the Hawk 

and the Owl (11.99-138) and the fab of the Cat and the Fox 

(11.809-36). The Owl retaliates by telling the tale of 

Laustic which, although written by Marie de France, is here 

used as part of popular folk-lore. vlhile th source of 

knowledge is not to be ignored both birJs regard Holy Church 

and men as a better one. 

The Owl learns from men how to build her nest (1.649f£) 

and, when on her meoster of cleansing churches of mice at 

nights (11.591,609-10) she often learns about religious 

matters. 

For ich at chirch2 come ilome, 
An muche leorne of wisdOl~e. 2 
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The Nightingale, before the Owl, also claims close association 

with Holy Church. 

The Owl's claim to book-learning comes in answer to the 

Nightingale's charge that the Owl is the cause of mrulY kinds 

of disaster, battles, disease, famine and ruin. The Owl does 

not deny that she foresees these things but does deny that 

her foresight in any way causes them. " ___ : 

1. For proverbs see 11.294,299,349,637,1223 / 1269 (OWl); 
11.235,569,761,942 (Nightingale). 

2 • 11 • 12 11- 2 • 
3. Cf. the famous discussion on predestination in Troilus 

& Criselde IV, 1.960ff. 
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An 3et ich con lllUchel more: 
Ich con inoh in bakes lore, 
F.n ich can of pe goddspel 
Hore pan ich nullc~ 11e telle ••• 1 

The subst:ance of the 0\",1' s knowledge is in tacnin:l~' 

Stanley is interpretat.ion of this as J2res~9:in~ fits better with 

what follows than Atkins' suggestion that it refers to typology_ 

The Owl puts her point of view with the slightly pedantic 

explici mess that is typical of her statements. She knO\'''s her 

Bible well, and it is this knO\vledge which has occasioned 

improbable interpretatior. of the Owl as Christ~ 2 Donovan 

presents impressive evidence that St Augustine and Hugh of 

St Victor interpreted the owl !l..L9tic~ mystically as being 

a type or token (cf tacninge) of Christ and morally as a type 

of the just man. 

Pah hi t_ bee sop, ich do heom god 
An for heom ich chadde mi blad. 
Ich do heom god mid mine deape: 
• 0 • • Q ~ • • e _ • • • • • • • 0 * • • • • • • • • • • • • • • Q 

Me mai up one smale sticke 
1-1c sette .•• 3 

The passage may be reminiscent of the Crucifixion but 

Donovan fails to show that it is significant and that the poet 

had in IT'_ind the mystical interpretation of nycticorax "Then 

writing the poem. The identification of Christ with the Owl 

is made nO\vhere else in the poem, despite the fact that both 

birds claim close connexions vd th His Church. I sugges t that 

the phrasing is purposely reminiscent and that it is intended 

to reveal the learning of which the OWl is so proud. It is in 

keeping with her knm'l7ledge of presaging which comes from l)ooks 

(cf. the Nightingale's charge 11.1325-28) and with her tale 

from Ma£ie de France's Laustic. 

1. 1.1207 
2. r.1.J. Donovcm, liThe Owl as ReJigious Altruist in The 0\'11 and 

the Nightingale" ,MS... 18 (1956)p.207ff. 

3. 1.16l5ff. 
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While the claIm of the Ovll to be book-learned is mc,de 

explicitly the Nightingale is also shown to have at least 

as much knov.Jledge of theology as her opponent. She reply-

ing to the charge that her song is conducive to lust, not love, 

and proceeds to make the distinction betvJeen mortal and venial 

sins. 

Ne beop no pt ones alle sunne, 
For an hi beop b<leire kunne: 
Sun arist of pe flesches luste, 
An sum of pe gostes custe. 
Par flesch drahep men to drunnesse GULA 
& to wrouehede & to golnesse ~~ITI~r ACCEDIA) , 
Pe gost misdeb lmrch nipe an ond~ / LUXURIA 
& seoppe mid murhpe of monne shonde, _ .... 
An 3eone1> a r more & more AVARITIA 
An lutel rehp of milce & ore, 
An sti3p on hep pur]? mudinesse 1 SUPERBIA 
An ouerhoheo panne 1asse. 

This list of the seven deadly sins divided into mortal 

and venial is that of Gregory t.he Great although the order 

differs. Even though the identi cation of the various sins 

has not met with universal agreement it is clear that the 

concept was well known t.o the poet and that Superbia was the 

root of all the other sins. 

The wisdom of the Nightingale's song lies in her a~uission 

that it is transitory (1.1465-6) but that it is also instruct-

ive. 1-1a11, and maid, can learn of the nature of true love 

from the Bible or from the second book of God, Nature. Con-

templation of the worldly and transitory will lead, in theory 

2 at least, to contemplation of the divine and eternal. 

Knowledge, however, can be used for other purposes, and 

both birds lose no time in aCGusing each other of deceit, 

svikelhede. (Nightinvale 1. l58f£; Ovvl I."837ff) and both claim 

that the deceit is un~v:r::03el!. (1.162ff, 1. 848). When they agreed 

1. 1. 1395 
2. This is the substance of the Owl's charge, that in practice 

it does not. 



to go to judgment it was decided that the debate should 

proceed mid. "~9--y_~~~:cde (1. 182; also 1. 180) but even before 

this it had become apparent that fair words could be used 

for trickery: 

Pu po 
Mid 

t - sd doP ~ine i1ike - 1 
worde me bisvvike. 

and later the Owl accuses the Nightingale of deceiving her: 

A11e pine wordes Pu bi1eist 
Pat h pincp sop, al pat pu 
A1 pine wordes bap isliked, 
An so bisemed an bi1iked 
Pat a11e po pat hi auop, 
Hi wene};> pat pu segge so p . 

t, 

2 

. Nisdom, dcc t, cunning and lai t.es \vrenche are all used 

and in one part of the argument when t.he Nightingale feels her 

case is weak she is obliged to put on a bold face and raise 

her voice 168 tale 1.410) and use tricks (ginne 1.669). 

To sununarise my concl '..lsions so far. Both birds are in 

considerah1y closer agreement about many matters than would 

be apparent from many of the critics. Both claim that their 

song is beneficial to man.and melodious in comparison with 

their opponent's. Each attacks the filthy habits and food of 

the other and defends herself by an argument based on what 

on what is natural. Both claim that they have a particular 

mission and that they support Holy ChDrch in leading man to 

the bliss of the Kingdom of Heaven. Both believe that true 

love will be found in marriage. Both lay claim to ing wise, 

and show their learnedness by discussing theological ideas 

that support their cause, and of course each thinks that the 

other is quite mad. 

Although the Owl and the Nightingale are actually in 

close agreement on many subjects the impression of debate and 

---------------------------------------------------------------------
1. 11.157-8. 
2.1.839ff. Cf. 1.672. 
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conflict is strong. This impression is preserved by b\'o 

mE!anS i firstly 1 by a series of contrasts between the tvlO 

birds and secondly by the frequent use of the rhetorical 

device of paired opposites. 

The first contrast is that made between the habitats of 

the two birds. The Nightingale begins her speech: 

In one hurnc of one breche, 
& sat up one vaire bo~e -
par were abute blosme in03e! -
In ere uaste picke gge 1 
Imeind mid spire & grene segge. 

The appropriateness of the blossoms is made clearer 

when the Nightingale tells, in her description of summer 

(1.437 ), ho';'", the lily welcomes her and how she sings for 

2 love of the rose. Once blossom and leaves begin to turn 

brovm it time for her to leave (lL 456-7) • 

The 0\'11, on the other hand, makes her home in an old 

stoc overgrown with ivy. Both birds criticise each other's 

habitat, the Nightingale thinking the Owl's a withered ho13 

stok (1.1112), and the Owl believes that her opponent's 

habitat shares with her song the common feature of transit-

orine~s: the flowers that fade like the midsummer rose. 

The Owl's habitat is, like the truth of her song, evergreen. 

I ch habbe at vlUde trou wel grete 
Mit picke b03e no ping blete, 
Mid iui grene al bigrowe, 
Pat eure stont iliche iblowe 
An his hou neuer ne uorlost, 
Wan hit sniup, ne wan hit frost. 
Parin ich habbe god ihold, 
A \<!inter warm, a sumere colo: 
Nane min hus stont bri3t & grene 3 
Of pine nis no ping isene. 

The safety of her bower is repeatedly stressed by the 

---------------_. ~~.--------------
1. 1.14ff. 
2. This may be taken as evidence that the poet knew a version 

of the Certamen roS ae .Jiliique of Seduli us Scottus. 
3. 1 .6l5ff. 
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Nightingale (e.g. 11.19,59) and it appears that a Nightingale's 

home is her castle (1.175). The contrast between habitats 

is emphasised by the closed-in safety of Nightingale's 

and the 0'\'11' s which is out in the open, -li".-, __ _ (1. 150) • 

The 0,\,,1 has been traditionally associated with ivy as 

such proverbial sayings as C:? owl in an ivy- ~ush and !=-o whoop 

(or .loo}c) 1iJ<..e an ov;l in"~ ivy bush testify. In his study 

of the Middle English carol, R.L. Greene quotes Ha bit of old 

, broadside verse which is doubtless a reflection of an older 

folk-tradition": 

Fully mournfully hootes Hadge Howlett, 
Under the ivy greener 

Your husbandes you should scmvl at 
The cause of all your teene: 

To whit, to whoo, alack and alas! 
When husbands wed 
And go to be(i 

With other mens ';'lives, as it ever was. 1 

Just as Madge Howlett laments adultery so, too, does the OHl 

charge that the Nightingale's song encourages spusebreche. 

Among the carols Greene prints No.136 B. is also relevant! 

Holy berith beris, beris rede ynowgh; 
The thristilcok, the popyngay daunce in every bow. 
Welavlay, sory Ivy, what fowles hast thow 2 
But the sory howlet, that syngith, 'How,how?' 

The holly an::1. the ivy poems present a conflict, the 

symbolism of which is ce~tainly sexual~ and stanza three of the 

same carol makes this clear: Holy with his ~ery men and !vy and 

her jentyl women: 
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1. R.L. Greene, ed., ~he Early En~lish Carol~ (0~ford,l935) ,p.cii. 
2. Greene, p.94. The Ivy often sytt withowt whlle Holly SltS 

inside. See Greene Nos. 136 A and B. Cf. The nightingale 
is safe v11 thin her flowery spray while the owl is out in the 
open. HmlCver in The Flower the Leaf it is the night
ingale, now a symbol of constancy 'Tn-love f which is assoc
iated with ele grene laurer tree and the goldfinch with the 
flowering medlar. --

3. Greelle l p.94. 
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Similarly the Owl (1.92lff) boasts that she is known 

in all countries north and south 'vihereas the Nightingale is 

not strong enough to bear the fzosts of winter (11.533-4) 

or to go among the men of Scotland, Nonvay, or Galloway. 

Contrast is also pointed out between the warlike strength 

of the Owl and the \veakness of the Nightinga both in body 

and song. A feature which has already been noticed, that of 

verbal parallels, is used to ass t the contrast. 

Nightinga 

Owl; 

Hi atuitestu me mine unstrengbe 
An mine ungrete & mine unleng1Je, 
• • • & 6 4 G • • • • • • Q • • ~ • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

For ich craft, & ich kan liste, 
An pareuore ich an pus priste. 
1ch kan wit ••. 

Wi attwitestu me mine insihte, 
An min iwit, & mine mi3te' 
For ich am wit, ful iwis .•. 

1 

2 

However the contrast is more apparent than real: both 

claim the same things - the Owl that she is strong and wise 

and the Nightingale that her craft and liste makes her bold. 

There is frequently a complementarity about the contrasts and 

about the poem as a whole. The importance of light and dark 

in the poem will illustrate the point. 

Light is right. The point is made when appointing 

Nicholas of Guildford as judge: 

••• he can schede vrom pe ri 3te 
p at wo Se, :pat puster from pe li 3te. 3 

As the Bestiaries tell us the Nightingale is named after 

the light: 

The Nightingale bird, Lucina, takes this 
name because she is accvstomed to herald 
the dawn of a ne\.; day with her song, as 
a lamp does (lucerna). 

------------~-----------------------------------------

4 

1. 1.751ff. On the Nightingale's claim to have cunning {SEafte 
and liste} see also 1.172. 

2. 1. l187ff .-
3. 1. 197-8. 
4. The Book of Beasts (12th cent.)tr.T.H.hnite(London,1954)p.139. 

-"See also I. nltf" Both priests and nightingales sing at 
break of day. 



The Owl and the Nigh:!:!E::..,~ ends ""i th the Nightingale herald'-

ing the new day (11.1654ff; also see L 1718). 

The Owl, on the oth:::;r hand is a night bird, a fact which 

causes her opponent to call her unnatural. The contrast 

however is not quite as clear cut as that between light and 

dark, Nightingale and Owl. At 11.151-2 the Owl challenges 

the Nightingale to see who is Of bri3ter howe and later she 

attacks her saying: 

1>u art dim an of fule hm1e, 1 
An pinchest a 1utel so·ti clowe. 

The purpose of this is not to tell us what species of 

owl we are dealing with but to emphasise more clearly the 

poet's conception of the complerr.entary nature of the two birds. 

The Ovl1, a night bird, associated with darkness, must be sure 

that she is lighter of hue than the Nightingale before making 

her challenge. The day bird, the Nightingale,is dim of hue, 

like a black sooty ball. We are not dealing with light on 

one side and dark on the oi:her: the distinction is blurred, 

and this method of blurring distinctions in order to reveal< 

complementarity not opposition is typical of the anonymous 

poet. 

Similarly, the Owl more frequently emphasises the legal 

side of the discussion, what is right and what is 1avlfu1 

(e.g. 1.210, 396,470,549,668,106lff-the tale of Lausti£), 

while the Nightingale places greater importance on joy and 

bliss (ll.418,433ff,710f£). Yet when the birds come to 

defend themselves against the other's attack that they are 

unnatural, they choose vlhat is more frequently their opponent's 

line of argument:. the Owl says it is her ~as'p~re and her -joy_ 

to be like a ha,..,k and the Nightingale that it is her ~iqht 

and her law to associate with lords and ladies while they are 

1. 1.577f£. 

84. 
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in bed. H.;t· 'h' t h·t'· 1 .... ~ s m:tu ~ 3 . G , 1 1 S ID:L vmn e • 

H 't .; C' " .' 3 t b' ,- .' ~ . 1 '? 2 _1 ~0 m~ rl ,_1~ lb ml a0e. 

This kind of construction is widely used in the poem and 

while i'c' does not always link together opposites it does create 

the impression of argument, by "on the one hand" and "on the 

other hand". 

For example, the device of contentio is frequently used: 

(i) An Rule and one Ni3tingale (1.4) 
(ii) Softe & lud (1.6) 

(iii) witute chaste & bute fi3te 
Plaidi mid fo3e & mid ri3te (11.183-4) 

(iv) No3t ~at pu singe, BC ~at pu we pe (11.225-6) 
(v) a ni3t & no3t a dai (1.219) 

(vi) luuep ~uster & batiep li3t (1.230) 
Opposites are also placed closely together: &ntere (1.415)~ 

s\~ere (1.416); f~~ (1.417) ~li·~ (1.418); onde (1.~19) 

and blisse (1.L~20). 

One of the features of the structure of the poem that also 

contributes to the impression of debate is the way charges are 

not always answered immediately. If they were answered at once 

it would be apparent the birds were in fact very much alike and 

that there v/as li tt.le difference bet'i,\'een them. For example at 

1. 91ff. the Nightingale tells the fable of ~che Hawk and the Owl 

which fouled its nest but the Owl chooses to make no reply to 

this until 1.627. Similarly the Nightingale delays until 1.713 

to answer charges made four hund~ed lines earlier on the weakness 

of her song, and she takes almost as long to reply to the charge 

that she lives near the privy (1.591ff and 1.955ff). 

As with the jeux-partis and the debats amoureux a judge is 

appointed by the debaters. In contrast to the other bird 

debates the judge is appointed before the debate begins 

(1.191ff), but this accords with the practice of Christine 

de Pisan in her Debat des deux aroans and the Livre des Trois 

1. 1.272. This is not to say that the Nightingale does not use 
legal terms etc. (see 1.1098,1430,1492)but merely that the 
Owl lays greater emphasis on ri.ght than she. 

2. 1.969. 
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Jugem~nts. In both these later ,-,:orks the judges ,Louie IDuke of 

Orleans and the Seneschal of Hainault are praised before 

being asked to become judge. Nicholas of Guildford is 

praised in a similar way for the same qualities r excepting, 

however, court?is Be is praised for his wisdom (1.192), 

his careful speech (1.192) r prudence in judgme~t ~1.193} I 

hatred of all vices (1.194) and his discernment in song. 

That is to say, his abiLi. ty to distinguish right (light) trom 

wrong (dark). The topos of naming a judge as a m~ans of 

, praising is an important ature of the debate genre and 

was especially cultivated by the authors of the tencons 

and jeux-pa,rt.is. and there can be no doubt that the poem was 

written in order to push Nicholas of Guildford's name fODvard 

for preferment. It is note\'lorthy that. the qualities ascribed 

to Nicholas are the same. qualities each of the birds thinks 

she exemplifies the best. The question of authorship lies 

beyond the scope of this study but it should be noted that 

there can be no real objection to seeing Nicholas of Guild-

ford as the au~hor. The topos in the jeux-Eartis, as here, 

was an eUlogistic one with the added hope that the praise 

of the judge would inspire him co give benefits, food, 

clothing and shelter to the writer. Here Nicholas is praisee 

and the author hopes that those in authority will have merit 

enough (1.176ff) to grant him preferment. While it is not 

impossible that Nicholas should be the author, it would be 

unusual but alleged authorial immodesty should not stand in 

the way of such an attribution. l 

What then is the debate all abou~? The question has 

taxed the ingenuity of several generations of critics and 

1. See the discussion on this in Atkin's edition po. xxxviii
xlvi and in Stanley pp.19-22. Note also the'mu;afara of 
Asadi mentioned earlier in which the poet appO:Lnts hTm
self as judge and praises the qualities he has which 
suit him for the appointIJlen,;f;.. 
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despite them all the poem still stands as something of an 

enigma. It is, it seems, all things to all people. The 

most tantalizing thing about the poem is that all interpret-

ations are both righ~c and wrong. It can be seen as a 

deb between pleasure and asceticism (ten Brink) f between 

Art and Philosophy (Ker), betv.7een and Youth and gravity 

and gaiety (Saintsbury), bebveen a stricter and a more 

latitudinarian view of monastic life (Courthope) I between 

the old and the new styles of preaching (Owst), between 

didactic religious poetry and the new poetry of love (Atkins). 

The poem can be regarded as having nothing didactic 

b · b . I d'd . 1 It b d d a out ~t or as e1ng express y ~ act~c. can e regar e 

as showing a wide knowledge of theological or legal learning 

or it can cause one critic to write: 

In spite of the subtleties which many commentators 
have found in The Owl and the Nigh,tingale, neither 
the teaching nor the method of presentation is 2 
learned. Both are popular. 

All these interpretations are based upon convincing 

evidence drawn from the poem. Not previously noted is the 

contrast made between the Jew and the Christian. 'rhe night-

ingale, philomena has a secondary role as a "chorister of 

divine lovel! and she instructs man in true Christian faith. 

The owl was a common symbol of the Jew, blind to true faith 

and preferring the darkness of wrong belief • 

••••• the prevalent sy~bolism is that evinced in 
the numerous entations of the mobbed owl 
in medievQI art and architecture and made explicit 
in bestiaries and homilies. The owl is the Jew and 
its preference for darkness signifies the Je\<lS I 

rejection of Christ: IIVel hic avis figuram tenet 

-------'-----.. _-_.,----
1. D.L. Peterson, liThe Owl and the Nightingale and Christian", 

JEGP, S5 (1956) p.13ff. 
2. Jane Gottschalk I 1f!.e..:::......9.1',v],:.,..:?:nd, the Nightingale: Lay Preachers 

to a Lay Audience" I PQ, 45 (1966) p. 657 ff. 



Judicorum qui non potuerur ... t videre Christum verUl!1 
solem qui illuminat omnem hominem venienm m in 1 
hunc mundum". 
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Miss H.ovvland 2 examines both the owl and the ape as enemies 

of Christ but does not note the significant taunt of the 

Nightingale at 1.1325. 

"On ape mai a boc bihalde, 
An leues '\'I7enden & ef t folde f 

Ab he ne can pe bet pareuore 
Of clerkes lore, top ne more. 

There is additional significance in the fact that this 

was the very criticism made by Christian apologists against 

the Je~'ls: that they had the book but could not read it 

properly as they were without Christ. 

In a Polish folk-tale that grew up around the infancy 

gospels Christ we find an Ovil and a llightingale,. Jesus, 

his divine pmver already apparent, plays with his Jewish 

friends and the:y ask him to make them a bird if he can. 'J'he 

friends begin to make one out of clay with a head like that 

of a cat. Wnen Jesus saw this sorry effort he made a nightin-

gale and sent it among the roses and his friends then seeing 

how much superior the nightingale was asked Jesus to improve 

their bird, so he ordered it to fly into the trees and cry 

out with a cat's voice. That is the origin of ·the owl. 

Unfortunately I have been unable to discover a mor~ Western 

version of this tale, but it is quite possible that the story 

found its way westwards. While there is a contrast between 

the owl made by the Jewish boys and the nightingale made by 

Jesus the emphasis seems to be mainly on the superior gifts 

1. Beryl Rowland, 11 I! ()vvles and Apes" in Chaucer' s Nun 1 s Priest IS 

Tale 3092" MS 27 (1965)322ff. 
2. liThe ape symbo1ises all enemies of Christ ••• "ibid.p.323. 



of the latter. 

In ThG~\r~ __ and th~_ NightJ£9"ale the distinction between 

Christian Nigh and Jewish Owl suggested but it is 

neither alwQys consistent or even clear. I have already 

noted the emphasis placed on Lmv by the Owl 'I;",hile the Night-.. 

ingale stresses joy and love. The Nightingale is also 

associated wi.th flowers, especially the rose and the lily 

(1. 442) ff): the rose of martyrdom and the lily of purity 

of Christian symbolism. The poet's usual method is to blur 

distinc·tions betlveen birds and he does so again here. 

At 1.16l5ff. the Owl uses words that have an unmistakeable 

reference to the cruci ::don (see above p. 78). Confusion? 

Yes. But it is not the confusion of disorder. It blurs 

distinctions and indicates the complementary nature of tht'! 

birds as so many other atures also do. I do not wish to 

suggest that The Owl and the N_-!.9:.~tingal~ is a debate between 

the Christian and the Jew or bob/een Grace-Light and Law

Darkness. Unlike the later bird debates in Middle English 

there are no clear sides here: hence the large critical 
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literat.ure trying to make sides. All the critical interpret

ations have an element of truth and cannot be dismissed lightly 

but they all do some injustice to the poem which is less clear 

cut than the interpretations suggest. 

In the preceding pages I have made clear yet another 

interpretation which, while not rejecting any of the earlier 

accounts; suggests that there is a good deal of agreement on 

basic matters betvleen the Owl and t.he Nightingale. D.L. 

Peterson thinks r on the contrary, that high praise of Nicholad 

is on .. §: .... £L:l;;pe fGW issues on ''''hich they are ~9'reeD:' but 1 think 

I have shown t.his view to be false. What is it all about? 

Who wins the debate? Earlier critical opinion inclined 
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to the view that the 's sympathies \vere ,,·d th the 

Nightingale (Atkins and I<inneavy) • More recent criticism 

has favoured the Owl and point to the narrator's corrments 

which tell how the Nightin le was set back when confronted 

by the Owl, a more care debater, but nevertheless 

finds, we are also told, ans -----_ ........ _- (see 1.396 and 1.705). 

As in the continental debates no verdict is given and none 

in fact possible. The poet is not presenting a choice 

the Owl and the Nightingale. Both birds are substantially in 

agreement and disagreement arises from their interpretation 

of the world around them, an interpretation limited by their 

subjectivity and their personality. Both birds, quite rightly, 

accuse each other of being limited in this way_ 

Owl: I'u wenist pat ech song bo grislich 
Pat pine pipinge ni8 ilich. 

Nightingale:Wenstu pat uise men forlete 
For fule venne pe ri3tte strete, 
Ne sunne pe later shine 
Pe3 hit bo ful ine nest pine? 

2 

1 

I suggest that the poet sees the limitations imposed on 

each bird's way to the same end. By itself, the Owl's way of 

weeping not sufficient, nOL is the Nightingale's. The poet 

presents a ~tium quid. Both w~ys are necessary_ As Stanley 

(p.24) has suggested tte poet presents questions to which there 

are only sides, not solutions. But the sides are not that 

different in basic matters, after all. 

The Owl and the Nightingale does not appear to have any 

relationship with the contemporary French bird debates in 

which the discussion was usually restricted to the theme of 

the merits of the knight and the clerk as lovers, and in which 

the bird debate was only a part. Also in the French poems 

the debate itself was nci ther a.s extensive nor as deep as that 

----------------------------------------------------------_ ... -------
1. 1.315ff. 
2. 1.961ff. 



in The 0\,,1 and the Niahtingale and always developed into a 
--------.-------.-~----~---

full scale tournament which gave an opportunity for a good 

deal 0 rather I,~ecious writing. While the Hiddle English 

poem threatens to become a battle the birds agree that it 

should be a verbal one only (1.176ff). The offer of battle 

(1.150ff) by the Owl is best eYplained as part of the legal 

fiction which plays an even greater role here than it did 

in the French poems. 

There is a substantial difference ill tone between the 

English poem and its French counterparts and also 

between it and the later Hiddle English ones. The Owl and 

~he Nigh~ngal~ is far freer and more colloquial, and the 

argument flows according to the heat of the moment and is not 

restricted by the stanzaic alternation which is a feature of 

the later Hiddle English poems. 

Atkins wro·te that The Owl and the Nightingale, vJas one of 

the greatest, if not ac":.!:all:L.!::!:e greatest I of all the 

medieval debates. l It is, without doubt, the greatest in 

English. It is a richer thing by far than the pretty and 

graceful conceits that were the Hiddle English bird debates 

after it. 

1. Ed. cit. p.xlvii. 
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2. The Thrush and the Niqhtingale 1 

Dating from the latter part of the thirteenth century the 

deba te betvleen The Thrush and the Ni sets the change 

for the English bird debate after The Owl and the ~ightin~ale. 

There has been a loss in complexity and richness and the 

popular elements which gave the earlier poem so much of its 

vitality and comic insight have been watered dOHn: the later 

debates are not intentionally comic. On the other hand there has been 

l gain in structural formality and more importantly in courtoisi.e. 

The poem opens with the conventional Natureingang. The 

first two lines of the poem are identical with those from the 

Harley lyric f!.~nten ys come "!~.l?_)oue to toune 2 and it is highly 

probable that the rest of the first stanza gave the poet the 

idea of making a bird debate. 

Lenten ys come wip loue to toune, 
wip blosmen & wip briddes roune, 
pat al pis blisse bryngep; 
dayes-e3es in pis dales, 
notes suete of nybtegales, 
vch foul song singep. 
pe prestelcoc him pretep 00 ••• 

The basic idea of the nightingale singing and the thrush 

threatening was there and it is oDly a short step from that to 

the debate in which the Nighting2le, the bird of love, defendE: 

women against the antifeminist charges of the Thrush. 

I have been able to find only one other instance of the 

two birds being associated and that is from a later period in 

the Songe Saint Valentin of Oton de Grandson3 but if the hint 

in the Harley lyric was sufficient to spark the poet's imagin-

1. Ed. C. BrovJ11 I English Lyrics of the XIIlth Century (Oxford, 
1932) p.l0lff: 

2. Ibid. p.145. See also 1-i.K. Moore, '!iSomer' and 'Lenten ' as 
Terms for Spring", N & Q (19 ?eb.,1949) p.32ff. 

3. Ed. A. Piaget, Oton Fe-c;randson (Lausanne,,1941)1.551ff. Le 
roussinol et la t1allvis. 



ation then he would be aware of the quarrelsome nature (If 

the thrush. In the Parlernent of tte Three s (1.14) and 

in ~er al}~ ~vaster (1.37); 

the throstills full throly. 1 threpen in the bankes 

This, and the literary reputation of the thrush would 

reinforce the suggestion of a debate. The thrush was popular-

2 ly confused with the merle, a bird of dubious reputation 

which is said by St Gregory to have tried to tempt St Benedict 

to the delights of the flesh. 3 The thrush in the present poem 

is more sensual than the similarly worldly merle in Dunbar's 

poem and knows what can be obtained for money. The signific-

ance of the birds I setting was noted in The O-vd and the E.ight

ingale: the setting reflected the character of the bird, the 

owl and the evergreen ivy, the nightingale and her flowery 

spray. The nightingale in The Thrush and the Nightingale is 

not given any special setting although there is some connexion 

between longing for the nightingale and the appearance of 

6lossom in the first stanzi. The Thrush's setting is more 

relevant. At 1.108 the Nightingale says to the thrush EO~ 
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sittest on hasel bou, an appropriate tree with its associations 

of illicit love as found in the 1!roverb The more hazelnuts, the 

more bastard children4and also in Pandarus' speech in Chaucer's 

Troilus and Cr~seyde Book V, 11.1174-75. 

The spring setting of the debate is in an erber as it is 

in Melior et Ydoine and the other debates revealing the in-

fluence of the Roman de la Rose and, as in The Owl and the 

Nightingale, the poet overhears the two birds discussing the 

l.Ed. I. Gollancz, The Parlement of The ThreAges 
1.14. ' 

2.See strattman-Bradlcy s.v. ~~ushil "merula". 
3.See below p.106. 
4.Tilley, op.cit. 

(London, 1915) 



question Vlhethe:L~ woman is frienCi (11.13-15) or fiend ("...,loe-

man" 11. 16- 24) . The poet-narrator plays an even more minimal 

role than did in the earlier English debate l and once he 

has i.ntroduced the debate the discussion hecomes completely 

dramatic with only one brief narrative link. l 

Opinions are merely asserted or are supported by claims 

to experience and authority. The Nightingale lists "lOman r S 

virtues; she is a helpmeet for man l she is fair and sweet to 

hold. The Thrush, while admitting that they are fair in 

appearance! adds that \-'lomen are also false in thought. But 

the Nightingale replies to this saling that it is only because 

he has no experience of women that the Thrush thinks they are 

false. This is strenuously denied by the Thrush who says 
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that he has hnd plenty of women and that all they ,\...;ant is money. 

The argum~nt does not develop any complexity and there is no 

attempt to anSvler all the charges raised b~l the other bird. 

The Thrush is the more learned of the pair and bases his 

case on law and right (1.87, 1.113) but especially on author-

i ties. As exemj2la of men who have found women treacherous he 

2 cites Alexander, Adam, Sir Gawain, Constantine and Sampson. 

The Nigr.tingale saves his one exemplum, the Virgin Mary, until 

the end, C'nd as one would expect, gain;:; the complete defeat of 

his opponent. The Thrush prepares himself for defeat by giving 

the Nightingale arguments to fight him with. For example, it 

is the Thrush who introduces law (1.113) and the Nightingale 

"lho says that he will feel its "..,eight, in prison, if he does 

1. 1,_ 145 p'o seiq~uQe ni3ttin~. . .. . 
2. These are the usual exempla mentloned by antlfemlnlsts. 

See the list in Sir~aln and the Green Kniaht 1.24l5ff. 
Also the lyrics 0'£ \AJomen Corr,eth ''1111lS vJorldes" We"all and 
The Bird with Fou-r Feat.hers, ,. .~ 
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not change his song (l. 7f£). It is also the Thrush who 

introduces Christ into the discussion {ll.89,136,143} only 

to find himself defeated by His mother, Hary. 

At the end the Thrush goes into exile as fit punishment 

for his anders {cf. the Nightingale's threat to banish him 

1.84}. The Nightingale cannot convince the Thrush by drgument 

or by threats but only by invoking the Virgin Mary. Knovlledge 

of he:r is greaJcer than any knmvledge the Thrush may have, as 

he aclmi ts f when he accepts his banishment. 

Atkins thinks that The ThJq~::;~~1e NightingalE;, "was in 

some measure influenced by The_O""l al~.9..~he N~.£[htingal.~".l ¥'Tnile 

the parallels between The Owl 1.1109 and The Th 11.97-9 

(in which the nightingale claims to have leave to sing- anywhere) 

and between r(lhe 0,-11 1.1444. and The Thrush 1.174 (the e);."'Pr€:ssion 

Ansl_,!:em(~)? al Qat is \"'il.~.~) are close they are not sufficient 

evidence to establish a relationship_ 

The ThJ;ust!_~Ed the Night.~!:!.9ale differs from the earlier 

bird debates in its religious conclusion. It is a feature of 

the French debates that one of the birds gains the victory 

but the Thrush's defeat is a sudden reversal of opinion once 

wrong is confronted by an overwhelming truth. Unlike t!1e 

French debates and The Owl and the Nigh~ingale no judge is 

appointed and this is the case in the other English debates as 

well. The need for a judge is avoided by the defeat of one 

of the contestants. 

The pcem is written in the same octosyllabic lines 

as The Owl and the Night~ngale but its adherence to a pattern 

of alternating speeches of equal length (two stanzas) has 

------------------------------------------------------------
1. Ed. cit. Note to 1.1109. 



create'l a much less fluid kilid uf argument. That the poet 

It the form was too restricted can be seen by the way he 

the Nightingale impatiently break int.o the Thrush's 

t 
. 1 

a one pO:Lnt. 

The poem has generally attracted little critical 

ion although mentions of it are frequent enough praising its 

lyric beauty,so it is unfortunate that the fullest study of 

2 the poem by Lynn Wells Hagrnan should be marked by so many 

misleading statements and misreadings. The most serious mis-

reading, and it is a fundamental one, is the scription of 

the Thrush as EJous and asceti~: te is certainly antifeminist 

but the extent of his asceticism has been shown in his claim 

that he knows \voman v1ell enough and has enjoyed them in their 

homes - they only want a little money_ The role of the Thrush 

as a singer of unchaste love has already been made clear and 

to claim that he is an ascetic is to misread the whole poem. 

It is scarcely possible to describe as 

pious his learning which drat'1s upon such widely differing 

sources as the Bible, class al mythology and the courtly 
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romances. It is likewise meaningless to describe uThe Thrush's 

Christianity as that of the Fathers, but the nightingdle's 

'Christiani ty is the more basic one of Mary. fI 3 Christianity 

seems to have played very little part at all in the Thrush's 

thought and it is exactly this which brings about his speedy 

le The devices of contentio and repetition, used in the earlier 
poem, are also found 11ere and they add to the impre!3sion 
of debate. 

(i)C?ntentiQ:ll.8 ~Qat on of,wele 1 ~~_9pe~ of wo); 17 (bi 
_ nl3te and .. ~ke bl d.~.;y); 29\.'!£ip ri3te £.2 \'lip 'i'!rong); 32 
'(~e he;v~_ end, 12e l~"l~); 93 CBi §.ay. ne bi ni3te). 

(ii)Repei;i tiol:!: 11:22 ~ 38,40 ,in, 55,68,72,89,98,101,138,152,171. 
2. "ITYouth and C..cabbeu Thrush ll

, Studies in Medieval Culture 
(W.Michigau Univ.) 2, (1966)p:jlffo 

3. art. cit. p_74~ 



conversion. The Thrush is certainly nothing like the bird 

described by Miss Hagman as gracious, noble and moral: if 

he is anything he is ungracious,uncourtly and amoral and 

this the reason for his exclusi on from the locus amre nus_, 

the place fitted above all ·for love. His conversion is 

swift r brought about by the InE!re mention of 'che Virgin's narr.e 

.and there is nothing cool or considered about it. It is a 

complete volte-·face in y,7 hich the 'l'hrush realizes his earlier 

argument 'VlaS a form madness: women may pe as he claimed 

but his antifeminism did not take into account the reversal 

of the guilty act of the first Eve by the perfectly benefic

ient second Eve. 

Not only is Miss Hagman guilty of several serious 

misreadings of the poem but she also overinterprets it. It 

is hard to find in the conventional ~Leingang: the cosmi~ 

order of spri ng and it \-'lQuld seem little more than academic 

wishful-thinking to see in the conclusion the influence of 

Mary making lithe magic of spring ••. a Christian magic, a 

healing, redemptive magic." 

97. 
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The cuckoo and the nightingale rtre frequently found linked 

together, especially in proverbs. They both arrive at the same 

time of year: 

Tiburtius (::::April 14.th)kommt mit Ruf und Schall, 
Er bringt den Kuckuck und die Nachtigall. 

Skeat quotes a similar one from Hazlitt's Proverbs: 

On the third of April, comes in the cuckoo and 
the nightingale. 

To which can be added a third: 

2 The nightingale and the cuckoo sing both in one month. 

But the association of the two birds w&s not limited to proverb-

ial lore: Jean de Conde, writing in his ~a messe des oisiaus 

e l~ plais des chanonesses et ges gr~~es nonains,3 tells how 

the cuckoo rudely interrupts the nightingale while she is 

singing the Gloria and roughly tells her to be quiet: it is 

the major incident in that pdrt of the poem. 

They also appear in conflict in Lydgate's beautiful poem 

on mutability, As a mydsomer rose (11. 25-26) : 

Atwen the cokkow and the nightingale 
Ther is a maner strange difference. 

Their enmity is briefly mentioned in the same author's Debate 

of the Horse, Goose and SheeE (1.594). 

To seen a kokkow mordre a Nityngale, 

and James I of Scotland knovothat Unlike [1s] the cukkow to 

1. Ed. W.W. Skeat, Chaucerian and Other Pieces (Oxford,1897) 
p. 34 7ff. 

2. Tilley, OPe cit. 
3. Ed. A. Scheler, Dits et Contes de Baudouin de Conde et de 

son fils Jean d_e Conde. (Brussels, 1886-7) Vol.III,p.lff.' 



the .l?hi19!~. 1 

There is a wealth of popular lore concerning the cuckoo: 

he is an adulterer, lays eggs in other people's nests, is 

unk"yn~f and is a fool. The role of cuckoo as fool is made 

especially clear in the usage of the Northern word for cuckoo, 

9,ovlk. which the OED gives !I a half-'\v1 tted person 11 as a second-

ary sense. It is found in proverbs as \vell ": 

On the first and second of April 
Hound the gawk another mile. 

April the first was also known as Gowk Days or April Fool. 

This is one of the charges that the nightingale brings against 

the cuckoo: 

Ah foole, quod she, wost thou not what it is 
vman that I say ocy! ocy! (1.126-7) 

While later she says that the cuckoo is cut of thy mind (1.146) 

and is wO;Ls.e a thou,sand fOl.C!. than wood (1.188). 

Proverbial bird lore then ''lould have provided Clanvowe 

with more than enough hints for a debate between the cuckoo 

and the nightingale. The cuckoo plays a very minor part in 

continental literature in comparison with English and it 

appears to have been introduced to Medieval Latin by Alcuin 

in his Versus de Cuculo, where the cuckoo, like the one in 

Clanvowe1s poem, is fleeing from love. 

The poem shares with the other bird debates the conven-

tional Nature opening with emphasis being placed on flowers, 

grass and especially on the sound of a running stream which 

is Accordaunt \vith the briddes a~onyc~ As in The Thrush and 

the Nightingale and The Merle and lh~ Nychtingaill the debate" 

1. Kingis Quair 1.766. A full debate between the birds is 
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foun'd :l n Des Knaben Wun§erhorn,1I Einstm2l in einem tiefen Tal". 
In Richard Nicc011s POCffi The Cuckow (1607) there is a 
debate between the cuckoo, singer of unchaste songs, and 
the Nightingale, singer of chaste ones. My attention was 
drawn to the latter bv Professor I<.K. Ruthven. 

\'HE lIBRARY 
UfUVERSITY OF CA~ 

CHRISTCHURCH. N.:!. 
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ends vlith the discomfiture of one of the birds, in thLs case the 

the Cuckoo, loves fo. This conclusion, however, is not 

reached, as in the other two debates, by the more convincing 

arguments of the Nightingale but by the intervention of the 

poet-narrator who breaks in on the scene he has been over-

hearing. Nhen the Nightingale prays that the God of Love 

will send her some help to be avenged on the misogynic Cuckoo: 

Me thoughte than, that I sterte up anoon, 
And to the broke I ran, and gat a stoon, 
And at the Cuckoo hertely I caste, 
And he, for drede, fley awey ful faste; 1 
And glad was I v1hen that he was a-gon. 

This is a break with the earlier convention in the bird 

debates that the narrator should efface himself completely 

after the introduction. Clanvowe may have learned the idea 

from Chaucer \<7ho certainly plays a leading part in his 

Parliamel"!,t ~f. Fowls, but does not decide the case, or he may 

have read it in the debats amoureux of Machaut and Christine 

de Pisan who also play a part in their poems. Unlike Machaut 

who acts as one of the debaters I and unlil:e Christine who is 

appealed to as a judge but who refers the cases on to a higher 

authority, and unlike Chaucer, the inquisitive observer, 

Clanvowe bursts on the scene quite unexpectedly to bring the 

debate to a speedy conclusion, and thereby frees the Nighting-

ale from a position she is no longer able to defend success-

fully against the Cuckoo. 

Judgment however is not done away with. The Nightingale 

calls all the birds together to tell them of the outrageous 

behaviour of the Cuckoo, and they all decide to call a 

E~rlement (1. 275) at which the Eagle \>1i11 be the lord. This 

-----------------------------&--------------~----------------~------

1. 1.2l6ff. 



assembly will held 

Under a maple that is fayr and grane 
Before the chambrc.-window of the quene 
At Vlodestok. 1 

The Queen, Joan of Navarre2will presumably jUdge. The 

debate convention of naming a judge for eUlogistic purposes 

is still preserved. 

with Clanvowe there also a SE:nse of uneasiness about 

the bird debate. Unlike the earlier poets, Clanvowe feels 

the strangeness of birds speaking and tries to justify it by 

setting the debate within the framework of a dream-vision . 

. . • • • • • • • . . • • • • as I lay i:.1 that s\vmvning, 
Me thoughte, I wiste what the briddes ment, 
And what they seyde, and what was her entent, 
And of her speche I had good knowing. 

A close examination of !he £E£koo_aEo the Nightin9al~ 

reveals its derivativeness and the many features the poem 

shares with the bvo other Middle English bird debates so far 

discussed. It will be convenient to list these. 
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(i) The Nightingale tells the Cuckoo to go som-where 
away 

cf.ON 1.33: The Nightingale to the Owl,'Unwi3t' ,he 
-sede, , ,,;'Vlq! .Eu £ 10 

cf.TN 1.84: The Nightingale's threat to banish the 
-thrush. 

(ii) The nightingale complains that the Cuckoo's songs 
are so elenge 

cf.ON 220f: pi SO!1g is <tlailawai. 

(iii) The Cuckoo and the Nighting,ale 1.lI7ff: 

It thinketh me, I singe as we! as thou, 
For my song is bothe trewe and playn, 
AI-though I can not crakel so in vayn 
As thou dost in thy throte I I vlOte never how. 

1. I.283ff. r'Jote Chaucer' s Parlic:,unent of Fowls (also held on 
St. Valentine's Day) andO"the parliaments which precede the 
tournaments in the French bird debates. Clanvowe probably 
had Chaucer's poem in mind when he wrote his bird debate as 
many verbal similarities reveal. 

2r See Skeatls note'on 1.284. 



cf. ON 1.46ff: 

Ru binc~e nu bi ID 
Wenst pu pat ich ne 
P03 ich ne cunne of 

1..321 : 

songe? 
CUn118 singe, 

telinge? 

lch singe bet pan pu st. 

(iv) The Nightingale s the Cuckoo with 
Tbis has been discus above and noted 
case of T1?JL.Q~tJ22 Nigl].tipr,al§. and 
~~_ ar~~-1J:i g,h:~}£3~' 

(v) The Cuckoo 1.166ff: 

madness. 
in the 
The 
~ 

Nightingale, thou spekest wonder fayre, 
But, for al that, the Booth is the contrayre. 

cf.ON 11.157ff: 
-Pu po3test - so dop pine ilike -

Mid faire \'Vorde me bisvvike. 
ON 1 .. 839f£: 
Alle pine wordes pu bileist 

Pat hit pincp sop, al pat pu seist ••• 

Note also, the Cuckoo's view that youthful loving is 

rage cor-responds with the Nigh't;ingale defence at 9.! 1. 1424ff • 

(vi) The Cuckoo sees the Nightingale as a talkative 
gossip. 

CN 1.222: 
-rarewel, farewel, papyngay. 

cf. ON 1.256: Nightingale is called Galega~~. 
-- 1.322: Pu cbaterest so dop on Irish prost. 

1.331ffTbere is no measure in the Nightingalp's 
Song. 

1.655: Nightingale is called chaterestre. 
rf. ~ 1.109: The Thrusb sees the NightIngale as a 

gossip. 
1.158: The Nightingale praises women too much. 

(vii) The Nightingale brings all the birds together. 
Qli 1.261, Cf. ON 1.1658ff. 

While the parallels are not close verbal ones, it is 

apparent that we are dealing with a auwbcr of features charact-

eristic of the bird debate genre. ~t cannot be proved convinc-

ingly that Clanvowe knew the earlier poems but the parallels 

above suggest that it would be surpriGing if he did not. 

The opening of the poem,_ before the Natureingang, is an 



invocation to the God of Love a~ld it makes extensive use 

of contentiollike the ear2 ier bird debates. The debate 

itself on a theme \V'hich occupied many of the Provencal 

partenaires: the sorrOvlS versus the joys of love. The 

Cuckoo, that fonle fa Is unkynoe briS, believes that loving 

is an office of despair and emp~lasises the sorrmv and sick-

ness, the jealousy, poverty and debate that come with it. 

As one would expect the Nightingale is on the side of Love 

and claims that love brings vIi th it, on the contrary f an 

increase in virtues, honour, joy and courtesy. 

While it would seem that the discomfiture of the Cuckoo 

indicates the victory of ,-,the Nightingale this is brought 

about only by the intervention of the poet-narrator. The 

parliament vd th the Eagle as i ts presid:~nt2 will go over the 

debate again. There is nothing to suggest that th is any-

thing other than a temporary victory, a successful skirmish 

in a much older battle. The birds do not argue with any 

subtlety and are interested more in maintaining their own 

opinions than in demolishing those of their opponent. The 

conflict arises out of the traditional associations of the 

two birds and its purpose is to expand on the idea of love 

as a YlOeful bliss or as Clanvowe puts it 

A maner ese, medled with grevaunce. 

1. For exan~le 11.3ff, 18-20, 29, 162. 
2. Cf. Lydgate's Horse, Goose and Sheep which mentions the 

conflic·t of the cuckoo and the!1Tghtingale and has the 
Eagle as judge. 



The Merle and the Nychtingaill. l 
__ "4' __ ' __ _ 

Like The Thrush and the Niqhtinaale, Dunbar's poem, ___ .. r __ -'1I" .. _ .... _ 

\'Jritten about 1513, gives a :r.eligious twist to the bird 

debate. The subject is earthly and divine love, the Merle 

supporting the forP.1er, the Nightingale the latter. The 

Nightingale here is the singer of divine love, a notion that 

is at least as old as Alcuin but which became more popular 

in the thirteenth century. The introduction to Philomena by 

John HovJden makes the association clea.r. 

ci commence la pensee Johan de Houedene, clerc la 
roine d'Engleterre, mere le roi Edward, de la nei
ssance et de la mort et du relievement et de l'ascension 
Jhesu Christ et de l'assumpcion Nostre Dame. Et a non 
ceste pe~see: ~ossignos, pur ce ke si come li rossignos 
feit de diverses note une melodie, auci feit ceste 
livres de diverses matires une accordaunce. Et pur ce 
enkores a il non: Rossiqnos, que il estoit z et 
trouve en un beau ~ergier flori ou rossignol ades 
chaunteient. Et pur ce fuil faiz que li quor celi 2 
qui le lira soi t esprys en l' amour Nostre Seignour ••• 

I have alr~ady mentioned the topos of birds singing hyrnns 

which is found in Celtic sources as well as Latin poetry and, 

for example, '!'.he LittlG~Flovlers (Cha .. p.15) of st. Francis. 

But in .. ~orks like" john of Howden' sit is the nightingale who 

becomes preeminently the singer of divine love. John Pecham's 

!:hilomena 12Eaevia makes the nightingale sing the canonical 

hours while in Lydgate's two nightingale poems the bird is seen 

as an instructor in the true Christian faith. In these works 

the nightingale sings of events f~om sacred history, from the 

creation of t:he vlOrld to the time of the Passion and she dies 

1. ed. \'iT. Mackay Mackenzie, The Poems of William Dunbar (London I 
1932) p.134ff. -----

2. See L.W. Stone, IIJean de HOI.'lden, po~te anglo--normand du 
Xllle siecle"t Romania 69 (1946-7) p.496. 
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at the sar:1e 'hour as Christ. In the lyric Lovelx. lordynges, 

.:!:adys-.!yke an angelic nightingale instructs the poet in the 

true love of the Virgin Mary and the Trinity and Richard 

Rolle in his Incen.!:1iu~ Am~ris (chap. xlii) draws a parallel 

behvE:en himself and the nightingale which serves as a model 

for Christian behaviour. 

Of all these Alcuin's De~scinial in which the poet 

hears the nightingale singing the praises of God, is the 

closest to Dunbar's. It is clear that for Dunbar the night-

ingale is a 'purely literary bird. He emphasises its melodious 

singing with suggurit notis new but also notes its angel_fed-

deris as th~E~~~ schone. 
, . We need only recall the Owl's 

scornful dismissal of the Nightingale in The Owl and the 

Night}ngal~_ as <;: lute2:_ soti clowe or Alcuin' s statement that 

spre~a colore tam~n fueras non ~reta canendo: the nightingale 

may have Rn angelic voice but it is quite unprepossessing in 

appearance. The angel feathers, however, are quite appropriate 

for a chorister of divine love. 

The literary tradition of the merle (thrush or blackbird
l

) 

goes back at least to the Pervigilium V~ne~is and probably even 

further. The contrast is made between the unhappy song of 

the nightingale (Philomena) and the blackbird's merry one. 

Philomela querule 
Terea retractat, 
dum canendo merule 2 
carmina coaptat. 

Sad Philomela for once abates/Her -i:ale of Terean wrong,/ 
And with her clear voice emulates,/The blackbird's merry one. 

The rnerle plays a very small part in courtly literature in 

1. O.E.D. S.v. ma~is and merle. 
2. Ed. + tr. J.P:--Postgate,_Catullus, ~pibullus and Pervigilium 

Veneris (London, 1928). ~Loeb Library. 



comparison with the nightingale. Dunbar's association of 

the roerle with a view of love that predominantly sensual 

is, however r by no means original and in his life of st. 

Benedict Gregory the Great tells how -the saint was tempted 

by one. 

Upon a certain day being alone, the tempter VIas at 
hand: for a little black b , commonly called a 
merle (rnerula)or an ousel, began to fly about 
face f and tflat so near as the holy man, if he would t 
might have taken it with his hand: but after he had 
blessed himse with the sign of the cross, the bird 
flew away: and forthwith the holy man was assaulted 
with such a terrible tewptation of the flesh, as he l never felt the like in all his li 

The blackbird or thrush also appears as an indication of 

suspicious sensuality2 in The Debate between the Christian and 

the Je~ and the Merle, like the Thrush in The Thrush and the 

Night~~J lays emphasis on the nat~Ef~ of earthly love. 
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He begins by speaking of Flora who is taught by the noble queen 

Nature, and when the Nychtingaill objects to his refrain, A 

ceq._bene, he asks whether young people 

'l Id b . 3 d h th t h . h SflOU e salnts an e uses - e same argumen as t e Nlg .t-

ingale in Th~ OWl_and_-t:!le Nightin.21e by claiming that it is 

natural to love. The Nychtingaill, he claims, goes expressly 

against the law of nature. (Kynd. 1.37). 

To luve eik natur gaif thame (i.e.women) inclynnyng. 

The Nychtingaill counters these claims based on Nature 

by asserting that All luve is~os~ bot_~£one God allone. Only 

God is the true and steadfast paramour. The argument is bas 

ally over the interpretation of the word love. The theologically 

--------~------------------------------------------------------------
1. The Dialogt!es of Saint Gregory '1'r. by "P. W. n (London, 1911) 

BOOK I I, P ~'5 5. ----"'--
2. See also the lyric, lch wold ich were a th;est~l cok (ed.R. 

Kaiser, Medieval EnqIISh~p~472. ) 
3. Cf. The argument between ~ne~ and goln~ in ~. 



correct Nychtingaill knows that all earthly love is frustir 

and that it can deprive men of the benefits that come from 

the love of God. The Narle's conception of love is both 

more sensual and more courtly and like the Thrush in The 

Thrush and the. Night.Lngal_~_ she is more learned and wi t.tier 

than her opponent, and like the Thrush she is d~feated by 

that learning. The Merle argues with a wit and a cunning 

naivety that would do credit to the Wife of Bath. Love 

depends on cheriee and is a virtue,and as God cOMnanded us 
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to love our neighbours, what neighbours are sweeter than women, 

ergo - the seeming logic is irresistible! But the Merle has -- . 

laid the basis for her own defeat by me-ntioning che:rite 

because it would be obvious to any medieval reader that it 

was the Nychti~gaill who was urging true charity, the caritas 

or love of God and love of one's neighbonrs through God 

recoTIrrnended by St. Paul. 

While coming at the end of the medieval bird deba'ce 

tradition Dunbar preserve~ many of its features. The Natur-

~ngang in whi~h the poet overhears the birds talking is one 

of the finest in English, fresh but aureate. No judge is 

appointdd and the Merle confesses his error and joins with 

the Nychtingaill in praising God with a surprising suddenness. 

There is no attempt to motivate thi.s change and the Herle is n 

not defeated, like the Thrush in The Thrush and the Nightingale, 

by a convincing argument or an exemplum of overwhelming power. 

It just happens and it is right that it should: the truth 

of the Nychtingaill's case is compeJling in an absolute way 

and -she coula. not conceivably lose. Reason and faith ensures 

the defeat of the Herle and the suddenness of that defeat 

should not be surprising. 



Like the o~her bird debates coming after The Owl anG 

~~.~ht=:j:~l~ rJunbar ' s poem is stanzaic in form and shows 

greater influence of the ideas of courtly love but the use of 

lyric refrains marks a divergence from .the traditional idea 

of the debate as a logical argument. Although a strict 

stanz c form was maintained on the Provencal tensos no 

re were used. The shift from a discursive to a more 

lyric style is first found in English in _.Thrush and th~_ 

~ight)..ngale and continued in The C~E~ and the Nightingale 

and non8 of the later debates ever achieved the depth, subtlety 

or vi taliJcy of the argument in :rhe Owl a~ the N~.9:htingale. 



5. 
1 The Parliament of Fowls 

A discussion of the Middle English bird debate would be 

incomplete without the Parliament 0,( FOl-',ls yet the poem differs 

in many vlays from other examples of the genre we,have examined 

109. 

and it may be more accurate to call it a dream vision poem. The 

most obvious difference is the fact that it is a parliament 

vlith a large number of birds each having their say and not the 

more common debate bebleen two speakers only. The parliament 

of the birds also occupies only a minor part of the whole poem 

(276 lines out of a total of 692) whereas in the other Middle 

English debates the discussion occupies the whole work. This 

procedure Jiffer..3 from the bird-parliament,:s found in the French 

bird debates where the parliamentary debate and subsequent 

tournament is a continuation of a discussion begun earlier by 

the two laclies. The parliament in Chauce.r's work is obviously 

related to the tableau of the garden of love described before 

it but this relationship is not made explicit, as it is in the 

French poems, during the course of the debate: the two tableaux 

are placed side by side and it is left to the reader to draw 

meaning from their juxtaposition. 

The debate is a demande d1amour of the kind found in the 

Provencal partime~~ and the Frenchjeux partis and debats amoureux: 

which of the three noble tercels best deserves the hand of the 

formel eagle? But Chaucer seems n~re lnterested in exploring 

different conceptions of love than in(1ulging in the casuistry 

of love. While the poem is built on the principle of contrast 

it is clear that contrasts alore do not make a debate and indeed 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------
1. ed. D.S. Brewer, Geoffrey Chaucer, The Parlement of Foulys. 

(London, 1969). 



Chaucer even suggests t.hat a debate on this topic may not 

be possible, as an examination of the speeches of the birds 

and of Dame Nature "viII shah!. 

Dame Nature gives the first choice of a Valentine's 

Day mate to the noble tercel eagle. He chooses the formel 

which Nature carries on her wrist and he asks for mercy, say-

ing that without it he will " . a~e. He gives promlses of his 

future behaviour and tells what should done to him if he 

should break them and he concludes by asserting that none 

loves the formel better than he. The second tercel also 

chooses the formel and contradicts the first tercel by 

claiming· that he loves the forrnel better and has loved her 

longer. And in a similar fashion to the first tercel he 

gives promises of future behaviour and tells how he should 

be treated if he breaks his word. The third tercel 
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behaves in the same way and claims the formel for himself 

saying that is the truest man. 

All three birds claim the same thing - to be better than 

the others and each loses his claims on a different ground. 

The essenti point is that nothing about all this is arguable: 

it is totally subjective and the only claim that we can test 

is the first tercel's claim to possess gentilesse and we see 

that clearly enough in his manner of speaking and behaviour. 

The claims of the other tercels are Leyond the limits of our 

knowledge. 

TO settle the issue Dame Nature places it before the 

general hubbub of the parliament in which all the birds try 

to get in their penny's worth. The first tercel agrees to 

this but points out: 



Ful hard were it to proue by resoun 
Who louyth best this gentil formele heere, 
For euerych hath swich replicacioun, 
That non by skillis been brought adoun. 
I cannot seU:aE-argumentis avayle i 1 
Thame semyth 1t, there musIe be batayle. 

He is of course absolutely ght: the matter cannot be 

decided by argument. It is a matter of feeling {subjective} 

not reaso~ (objective). It is important 1:0 note that in 

bringing all the ensuing fruitless discussion to a close Dame 

Nature approves this statement by the tercel: 

it may not here discussed be 2 
Who louyth hire best, as seyde the terselet. 

The truth of this has been seen the }2erfi,t reso~n of 

a goos,. None of the suggestions made by the lower birds is 

of any help,but it is these birds who insist on arguing the 

matter and bringing fon'lard llreasons". The goose calls for 

quiet ,,;11en she expounds her !esoun (1.564) while the sparrow-

havlk {l.568} and the duck (1.594) dismiss these as mere 

,vords. The duck too, speaks of reason (1.591). The failure 

of arguments to solve anything is seen as the discussion 

degenerates into an exchange of personal abuse which compels 

Dame Nature to intervene. 

At the end of his speech the first tercel said tha~ as 

arguments are of no use only battle can provide the solution. 

Ill. 

The other tercels leap at this suggestion but the first tercel 

then refuses to fight, saying that this "lOuld not solve anything: 

they must abide by the iugis dome This is usually interpreted 

as Chaucer's gentle satire on the nobleSt and it is undoubtedly 

that, but there are also other implications. The tercel sees 

that the question at issue, who deserves the formel and who 

1. 1.534 
2. 11. 624-625. 



loves her tl1e best, is not subj to reason and he offers 

battle as a substitute: may not pro-ve \-/ho loves the formel 

best but it will provide an able substitute for any 

surer test. His refusal to fight is an acknoviledgment that 

battle would only be a substitute and they would still be 

left with the problem~ How to solve it then? Obviously the 

COlmnons are no judge of the matter so it is to Nature that 

they eventually must turn and \,lith her loving detachment from 

the birds she judges and it is she alone who has suf cient 

detach~ent and objectivity to be the judge: the Commons are 

only concerned with their own feelings. It is significant 

too that Dame Nature 0 her advice as being reasonable: 

But as conseyl for to chese a make, 
If I were Resoun, thanne wolde I 

yow the ryal tersel take, 
the terselet ful skylfully, 

the gentilleste & most worthi. 1 

Thus Nature judges with Reason, and as was pointed out 

IlIa. 

earlier, the cJaim of the royal tercel was the only one "'e could 

argue about: so Nature judges according to experience and 

reason. The superiority of the tercel was always clear: it 

was :'le alone who recognised the impossibility of using arguments 

and the futility of battle - the only ution was to listen 

to Nature I s judgment, a judgmen·t that was, strangely f reasonab 

The lack of detachment on the part of the birds and their 

related "unreasonableness" which necessitates the intervention 

and judgment of the detached and reasonable Dame Nature is 

also seen in the fact that the tercels end the parliament seem 

at cross-pur~oses. The question that concerns the tercels is 

who should get the formel but ele Cornmons ignore this and fail 

1. 1.631 
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to grasp it. 'l'hey blunder on about what will happen to the 

two suitors not chosen. This is reI to the suitors I 

promise always to be ithful whatever happens but it is 

only a secondary matter: of primary importance though is 

the question of what Jack gets what Jill. 

I have dealt at length with these attitudes towards 

reason and love in the poem because it is one of the most 

important. differences between the ParI iamen t of FmJls and 

the debates. In debates the speakers are thinking and reason-

ing characters before they are feeling characters. They are 

so even though the reasons they offer for their opinions may 

appear flimsy to us and incapable of be'ing sustained under 

the harsh light of logic. But such criticism would be un-

warranted. All that is important is that we should gain the 

impression of a debate, and that the reasons brought forward 

should seem to be adequate! or inadequate as the case may be, 

for the purposes of the poem. And these purposes are aesthetic, 

not philosophical or criti,cal; the reasons adduced are important 

only because they seem like reasons and any discussion of 
. 

their flimsiness is bound to be beside the point. It is the 

impression of logical argument with which we are concerned in 

the deb~te poem and not the reality of it. 

Iro create a satisfying impression of logical thought there 

must be a certain amount of detachment. The Owl and the Ni~ht

ingale differs from The Parliament of Fowls in that the speak-

ere are not immediately involved in the topic at debate. They 

may favour one particular view as against another, and they 

do all the tilt1e and vehemently, but they are sufficiently 

detached from their topics to be able to use arguments rather 



than merely make contradictory subjective claims of superiority. 

It is a recognition of the impossibility of any such detach

ment that p'.;-ompts the first tercel t.O offer battle: the birds 

are too closely involved to be able to reason, even if that 

were desi rable. The birds in 'fhe Owl and the Nis:.1.:tinga~e also 

talk, at length, about love but it is not just a matter of 

personal feeling as it is in The P~ment of Fmvls. The 

contention in the former may be run through with vehement 

personal abuse but at base it is a rational argument~ each 

bird offers reasons, of a sort, for its views and for its 

personal superiority over its opponent and they do not just 

claim to be superior. Reasons such as' those offered by the 

O'tvl and the Nightingale can be judged but claims such as those 

made by the three tercels cannot. 

In all the Middle English bird debates discussed there is 

an attempt to present the conflict as an intellectual one and 

although the reasons used may appear flimsy and contrived 

they serve the aesthetic purposes of the poet. In the French 

bird debates reasons are bandied about in the parliament and 

the pretenr.e of intellectual confU ct is maintained I bat the 

impossibility of deciding the question one way or another 

necessitates the battle or tournament of the birds, the same 

expedient as advocated by the first tercel. 

r-ihat then is the relationship of The Parliament of Fowls 

to the bird debates? Various features are shared with the 

bird debates, for example the council of birds is a feature 

of the French bird debates and is ~n element in The Owl and 

~e Nightingale and !,he Cuc:.kc:?? and the Nightingale. In all the 

French debates and in The Owl and thE. Nightingale there is the 

offer of battle although th is never taken up in any of the 

Middle English poems. The indecisiveness of the conclusion of 
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the Parliament of Fowls may also owe something to the -------, ---- -

frequen.t inconclusiveness of the deba.tes although most 

of the bird debates end with the victo:ry of one of the 

contestants. 

The poem, like the debates, opens with a natural 

setting, much extended here and Dame Nature plays a role 

equivalent to the God of Love in the French bird debates. 

But there are differences, some of "'Thich have been mentioned. 

The bird debate is essentially an intellectual conflict and 

although the poem as a whole has a formidable intellectual 

character this is not so of the bIrd council: meaning in 

the poem is not found in the bird council but depends upon 

the juxtaposition of a series of contrasting tableaux of 

which the bird council is only one. 



€. The C rk and the Nj~9'htingalel 

Although it is not strictly a bird debate this unfinished 

poem called by Halliwel1 'rh~~ Nightingale deserves 

to be mentioned here. The poem bears a strong .reserrblancc to 

The Thrush and al though. here it is, some\vhat 

unusually, the Nightingale who takes the view that women are 

fair but false. Although she is antifeminist this attitude 

is really just the other side of her role as divine chorister. 

In medieval writers staunch anti feminism and devotion to the 

Virgin Mary ran deeply, and no incompatability between them 

was felt as the Nightingale shows when she rebukes the Clerk 

for daring to a3sert. that the shame brought on man by Eve was 

removed by .fvlary, the second Eve. 

Name hir to no woman, 
to rnayden nor to wyfe; 
ffor ~ou knO\vist, nor I ne kan I 2 
non so trwe of li 

The Nightingale is more learned and clerkly than her 

opponent and uses the typical E>xempla favoured by the anti-

feminists (Adam, David, Solomon and Judas) ,to prove her case. 

She asserts that earthly love is transitory and that women 

arG a source of woe to men (woe-men) and the Clerk, assuming 

what was normally the Nightingale's position, swears that 

women are schene and trwe and a cure to all man's sorrow. 

The poem is stanzaic in form like the other late Middle 

English bire debates bu~ in keeping with the traditionally 

garrulous nature of the Nigb.tingale, that bird gets more than 

--------------------------------------------------------------
1. Ed. R.H. Robbins, Secular Ly cs of the XIVth and XVth 

Centuries 2nd eo.. (OxfODr; 1955) p.l72ff. 
2. 1. 53££-. -



twice the number of lines given to her opponent. The 

framevlOrk is a dream vision but the nature setting is not 

elaborated beyond the bare statement that it occurred on 

a l1ay rnrJrning a Charges of being mad and unwise are made 

and tl1e poem is unfinished vlith the end seeming nowhere 

in sight. l'.lthough both erk and nightingale figure prom-

inently in the literature of love it is unusual to find 

1 
them on opposite sides in an argument: they argue in usual 

debate fashion but without the conclusion2 it is difficult 

to judge it as a debate - it remains only a fragment of a 

debate. 

The Clerk and the Nightingale may be linked with other 

lyrics, such as The rd with Fair Feathe~, !'1a~e Amends and 

As I \'lent. in in which the nightingale figures 

as a chorister of divine love and as a 3 urging 

man to take notice of his state of mortality and make amends 

for his sinfulness. These are not debates and in most cases 

the dialogue consists only of the poet asking for the 

explanation of the bird's song which forms the bulk of the 

poem. 

III conclus.ion. The Middle English bird debates for.n a 

distinct genre characterised by an introductory description 

1. Cf. The French bird debates. But it is perhaps the clerk 
who has the last laugh - he wri the debate. 

2. Robbins prints a second poem on the same theme (p.176ff) 
which lacks a beginning. Its conolusion in which the 
Nightingale mockingly pretenns to change her mind may have 
been the sruae as in the present poem although there is no 
obvious relationship between them. 

3. W. Hensel, "Die Vogel in der provenzalischen und nordfranzo~ 
ischen Lyrik des Mittelalt8r5",Rom(~ische Forschungen,26 
(1909)p. 584ff.: "Endlich ist dieNachtigall auch Ratgeberin 
an die man sich in Zweifelsfragen auf dem Gebiete der 
Liebe vertrauensvoll wendet" (p.610). 
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of the natural setting derived ultimately from the locus 

of Provencal cansos. 

It is from these that debates r topic, love, and 

the courtliness that is an essential part of the genre: the 

courtliness is quite dis from that found in the Old 

French debates and is less but also more vital. It is 

notable that the court1iness of the debates seems to increase 

after The 0\-11 ~9~~aleJ in a shift that parallels 

that from a more discursive kind of debate to a more lyrical 

one, a move from argument to refrain. 

All the debates confirm the predominance of the night-

ingale as the love-bi par excellence, She is always on 

the side of lovers and love, whether it is earthly or divine 

and she usually wins her case although she is not always 

the best debater. l There is only one topic that really 

engages the birds and that is love dnd this has been traced 

btick to the appearance of birds in the locus amore. 
--------~----------

The Middle English poems reveal a greater variety of ideas 

about love t.han their French count-erparts vlhich restrict 

themselves to arguing the merits of knights and clerks as 

lovers. 

Perhaps the greatest difference between the French de-

bates and the English ones is the distinctive restrict~on of 

the argument to only two contestants in the latter: this 

contrasts with up to eleven in the Jugement d'Amour. The 

parliament which is an integral feature of the French bird 

debates is also found in the English poems but is of greotly 

reduced importance: no parliament actually takes place 

1. Note her reactions in The Owl and the Nightingale and 
!pe ~.uckoo and the NiCjhtingale. 
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although several are promised. 

In the French poems the God of Love is asked to arbit-

rate between the ladies but in none them is a judge Darned 

for eulogistic purposes as in the ~~.~ or deb~i:;s. amourem~. 

A judge is named for that purpose in The Owl and the N t-

:!:.I!9ale and the promise of a parliament to be held before 

the Queen at WoodsJcock in :110 .Cuckoo __ ~:md the Nighting~~ 

is obviously meant as praise of Joan of Navarre but it is 

not clear that she, and not the Eagle, will decide the winner. 

In the other bird debates, de~ling in part with the contrast 

between earthly and divine, there is an ou~right victory for 

the nightingale. 

The argument frequently teeters on the verge of turning 

into a full scale battle but never does so. The elaborate 

descriptions of armour and tournaments filld no place in the 

Middle Engl i.sh debates although offers of battle are coro.Ir.on 

enough. The debates in English are more genuinely argument

ative than in Frenchland ~harges are made, and defences 

raised in a way that resembles the give and take of real 

argument more than the often thin assertion found in the 

French. 

The romances which are an import,ant source for the 

French bird debates appear to have had only slight influence 

on the Middle English poems in which folklore and proverbs 

play an important part and it is probably this which explains 

the greater vitality and comedy of the latter. 

A l~rge number of ideas has been examined in the 

--------.-----~---------------- .~-------

1. This is less true of the later debates hmvever. 



preceding pages but the origin of the bird debate is 

not to be found in any single one. Taken together these 

.ideas represent a body of knowledge readily accessible 

to a medieval poet and it is in this seDse that they 

are sources of the Middle English bird debate, or in 

the words quoted at the outset of this study, the oxygen 

not the bricks. 
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The Middle English Devotional Debates 
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Militia est vita hominis super terraml : the strugg --_ ... --. -----'---_._-
of Job. against Satan Blrt an archetype of the struggles 

of the Good Han agains t forces of Evil and also the 

perpt·tual struggle for supremacy between Christianity and 

the forces of Disbelief. This bm-fold battle of the 

Christian, against the Devil and disbelief, permeates much 

of the Christian wri g from the earliest times. It was 

the topic which engaged attention of I!1cmy of the Church 

Fathers and one which lent itself to treatment in dialogue 

form. There are s contests in the Bible which could 

easily have been turned into debates 2 but these were passed 

over and the more immediate concern of poet and public alike 

was to shml the Ch tian or Goed Han fighting off attacks 

on his virtue and faith, and winning by the mani t superior-

ity of that virtue and faith, and by the power of his God 

over that of his opponents. The debates show the Christian 

assailed and standing firm. He engages in argument with 

the Jew and ends by converting him, he remains strong in his 

faith in the teachings of Holy Church despite the Devil, and 

the vices and virtues struggle for the possession of his 

allegiance in life and his soul after death. 

I have called this group of debate poems devotional 

because their purpose is to increase and strengthen the faith 

of the reader, to make him wonder at the teaching of the boy 

Jesus, to see his faith victorious over another and to see 

the machinations of the Devil and be able to foil them. 

~~hey could be as accurately called exemplary debates, because 

1. Job vii, l. 
2. Eg. the disl!utes between Paul and Festus (Acts xxvi), 

l1ichael and the Devil over the body of Hoses (Jude,9), 
between Peter and Simon Hagus in the apocryphal Acts 
of Peter and the contest between Ezra and Uriel in II 
Esdras. 



like ~p lClJ they are stories with a moral purpose and 

read like parables. 

Un'like the love debates, the devotiollal debates as a 

whole do not form a distinct group and th necessitates a 

di ren'c kind of treatment. It was not found possible to 

trace the bird debates back to anyone particular source 

and it yJas necessary to examine a large nmnber of them and 
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see the debate as grO\ving out of +:hem all. In the devotional 

debates the debate is "ready-made", it is inherent in the 

theme,. whereas the theme of the bird debates, love, only 

becomes a debate if the poet wishes to treat it that way. 

Conflict is at the heart of the encounters between the 

Christian and the Jew, the Good Man and the Devil, the body 

and the 'i'mrms and in the Harrowing of Hell. This accounts for 

the lack of comIn.on formal features among the devotional de

batesz there is no Natur~ingang and frequently indications 

of setting are sparse; there are no judges named or praised 

but each debate, like the Middle English bird debates after 

:rhe ~vl and the Nighting.ale, ends 'vi th the victory of the 

side of virtue and faith. 

Bpcause of the nature of the devotional debates it is 

not possible to deal with sources generally. Each debate has 

its own quite speci c sources and these may best be treated 

along with a study of the poem concerned and not in a general 

introductory section as with the bird debates. 



123. 

1. The Dj §l2utation between LTesus and the Jewish Doctors 

The first indications of the divi.ne understanding of 

Jesus and of his future role as Teacher I a role on v1hich 

considel: able emphasis is placed throughou,t the Ne\l Tes tament, 

are seen when Mary and Joseph find him in the Temple 1isten-

ing to the doctors of the Jewish Law and questioning them 

about it. The episode is the first confirmation given by 

Christ tl1at he will fulfil the promise made to Hary at the 

time of the Annunciation. 

Details relating to the childhood of Jesus are notably 

sparse in the synoptic gospels and the fullest account of the 

nativity ~nd 8ar1y events in Jesus' life is found in the Gospel 

according to St. Luke. When Jesus was twelve years old he 

went with his parents to Jerusalem for the celebration of the 

feast of the Passover but when they left aften'lards he stayed 

behind. Mary and Joseph did not notice that he was not with 

them but when they realized he was not in the crowd returning 

from Jerusalem they began their search. 

Et factum est, post triduum,invene:;unt il1um,in templo 
sedentem in medio doctorum, aud1entem 1110s, et lnterrogantem 
eos. r d . 

Stupebant autem orones, qui audi ...... ,..eb<::.nt, super pru ent1a, 
et responsis ejus 

Et. vi dentes admirati sunt. Et dixit mater ejus ad il1um: 
Fi1i, quid fecisti nobis sic? ecce pater tuus et ego 
dolentes quaerebamus te. . ' . 

Et ait ad i110s: Quid est quod me quaerebatls? nesclebat1s 
quia in his, quae patris mei sunt, oportet me esse? 

Et ipsi non inte11exerunt verbum, quod 10cutus est ad eos. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------
1. Luke, II 46-52. 



The very sparseness of the synoptic accounts of Ch t's 

childhood moved the new Christians, and many later ones as 

well, to curiosity and this was satisfied by a considerab 

nuwber of stories of apocryphal origin \-lhich sound very much 

like folk-tales and which not infrequently show the young 

Jesus acting in an unchristian, often malicious, manner as a 

superb magi It need scarcely be pointed out that for 

the vast majority of these stories there is no scriptural 

authori ty whaJcsoever, and in those very fevv cases v/here 

scriptural authority may be deduced, this authority is only 

the barest of hints. 

Although all the infancy gospels are considerably older 

than the medieval period they enjoyed great popularity then. 

The Church did llothing to discourage these stories and used 

them frequently in the decoration of churches and cathedrals. 

The new devotion to Virgin Mary which was encouraged by 

the great Bernard of Clairvaux and the greater emphasis placed 

on the nativityl and on the human side of Christ's dual nature 

undoubtedly contributed to the renewed enthusiasm for the 

infancy stories. 

ThE' story of Jesus' confrontation with the learned doctors 

2 figures in three of the infancy gospels~ the Gospel of Thomas, 

dating, according to its translato~ from the sixth century 

and found in Greek and in numerous Latin manuscripts none of 

which is older than the thirteenth century; the Gospel of 

Pseudo-r1atthe\v or the Liber de inf.antia dating from the eleventh 

century but possibly older; and the less important Epistle 

of the Apostles which in its earliest form 

1. The nativity crib was first introduced by 
twelfth cent"J.ry. This was also the time 
the Virgin's greatest shrine,Chartres,to 
contributed. 

s from the 

St.Francis in the 
the building of 

which all of Europe 

2. All quotations from apocryphal works are taken from The 
~pocryphal Neyl Testamep.t:, by 1'-1. R. James «()xford f 1969) -.-
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fourth century. It is on these works the Middle Engli 

debate roem 

In the 1 of Thomas there are three separate encount-

ers between J'esus and the masters, ignorance of ~he 

ing shown ~p by the boy Jesus' superior 

understanding. 

The encounter occurs in Chapter VI where a master, 

Zaccheus, Jesus talking and says to Joseph: 

Thou t a wise child: 
letters, and when he is 

, I will teach him 
not foolish. [VI.l] 

him to me to 
in the study of 

reverently that he 

Joseph I hm"rever, doubts th at it is within the pm\i'er of any 

man to teach his son and Jesus, echoing the words of the 

Creed,l asserts that he is 1 all worlds, that he knows 

how long Zaccheus will live and that everyone will understand 

that he speaks truth Cv. 2) • The JeivS marvel at this (v. 4) 

because they have never heard such words from a priest or 

a doctor, let alone a child; but they become angry at their 

failure to answer Jesus' question why they wonder he should 

speak thE:. truth. 

Joseph (v.5) then takes Jesus to the house of a certain 

master 2 to be taught the alphabet but Jesus refuses to repeat 

the letters after the master who hits him as a punj shment. 

Jesus then says to the master: 

I ought to teach thee and not thou to teach me. 
I know the letters which thou wouldest teach me, 
and I know that ye are to me as vessels out of 
which cometh nought but sound, and neither wisdom 
no~ the salvation of the soul. 

He then quickly repeats all the letters and tUrns to the 

1. VI,2. Cf. et ex Patre natum ante omnia S~ecula 
2. It is not clear whether this is the same-as Zaccheus. 



master: 

But thou knowest not how to interpret A and B: 
hm", wO"-lldest thou teach others? 'T'hou hypocri t.e t 
if thou knm'lest Clnd canst tell me concerning A, 
then \."i11 I tell thee concerning B. 

126. 

The teacher of course is unable to explain and in a hopelessly 

t t f h t . h' .. . 1 h corrup par 0 t e ext Jesus g1.ves 1S exp.Lanat1.on. \'1. en 

Zaccheus hears this he is confounded and overcome with 

shame and tells Joseph to take his son away because he is 

either a sorcerer, a god or an angel, and what to s know 

not. When Jesus finished speaking all the afflicted were 

made whole once again. 

The episode with the second master (Chapter XII) is 

briefer but contains essentially the same material: Jesus 

refuses to answer the master and then asks him to tell him 

the significance of Ai the mas·ter strikes Jesus for his 

impertinence and is cursed by his pupil and falls down cnd 

dies. 

In Chapter XIII a new episode occurs. At thc house of 

a mastpr Jesus finds a book and opens it 

and read not those things which were written therein, 
but opened his mouth and spake by the Holy Ghost and 
taught the law. [XIII. 1.] 

This master, however, recognises the wisdom and divinity of 

Jesus '\vho, as a reward, resurrects the unfortunate second 

master. 

1. The explanation is unintelligible and the medieval POAt re
places it vli th a far simpler and more obvious interpret
ation. The gospel has: ~See how it has two lines; advanc
ing in the middle, standing still, giving, scattering, 
varying, threatening i triple intermingled \vith doublei at 
'~he same time homogeneous, having all common: (?). It 
undoubtedly succeeded in baffling the doctors. 
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The accounts in 1.:he Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew1 (XXX-I; 

XXXVIII-'XXXIX) and in The Epistle of the Apostles (4) are 

much slighter tha~ that in the Gospel of Thomas but place a 

simi emphasis on the interpretation of the significance 

of Alpha and Beta. 

It is principally from these two accounts found i.n Luke 

and the apocryphal infancy gospels that the Middle English poet 

derived the theme of his debate, which dates from the latter 

part of the thirteenth century but it also includes material 

found in nei r the apocryphal gospels nor Luke~ it is an 

original reworking of a theme and bears a close resemblance 

to the play on the same topic which is found in the Ludus 

Coventriae. 2 

As if to shmv that the author is aware of the apocryphal 

origin of most of his tale3 he places it within the realm of 

fiction by beginning in the traditional manner of the rornal1ces 

by calling for attention,Lustn~b lordes, ~eoue in londe and 

the conclusion in which the Romans recognise Jesus as Christ 

and honour him may owe something also to the romance topos 

in which the true nobility of the hero shines through a 

temporarily adopted disguise. In this brief introductioJ: the 

author announces the topic of the debate - the 'llrini ty f and 

declares his source to be~qospel,that is Luke. In Luke 

Jesus argues with a group of masters as he does here and not 

as in the infancy gospels with one particular master. Luke 

1. The material contained in the PseudO-Matthew does not dif 
from that found in Thomas and although it is likely that 
the Pseudo-!,latthew was the medieval source «lames I p. 79) I 
have used Thomas' account because it yas the source of 
Pseudo-Hatthe\-J and also presents the theme in its fullest 
form. 

2. This discussed below p. 133. 
3. Ed. F.J. Furnivall, "Her is a disputisoun bi-t\"ene child 

Jhesu & Haistres of pe lm,1e of Jewus ", }Iinor Poems of the 
Vernon FiS, Par1:~ (London,190l)E.E.T.S. os.I17.p.2j"9ff. 



128. 

gives the age of Jesus when this occurred as hlelve r and 

he is followed in this by the Middle English writer who 

ignores the apocryphal tradition which places it earlier. 

Although in no case is a d~finite stated in the infancy 

gospels the event must have occurred '\'11: en Jesus was about 

five or six. In the Gospel of 'l'homas tbe encounter with 

Zacch1c?us occurs before Jesus was six, and the second and 

third encounters a r he is eight. 1 This age fits ir. better 

with the amazement of the doctors and with their advice for 

Jesus to go and learn his Abc. Jesus appears younger than 

twelve in the debate and it seems like~y that the poet took 

this age from Luke in the absence of any definite age in the 

infancy gospels. 

The poe"t depends on Luke for the basic framework of his 

poem which concludes with the entry of .£'.1ary and Joseph ir: search 

of their son. Using the words of Luke Mary says Ego & Rat~ 

tuus dolentes guereb~mus te and Jesus replies that he is doing 

his Father's will and that he was sent here to fulfil the 

1 law and b~ing salvation to the \vorld. The final lines of the 

poem are an addition to Luke where Jesus is not understood a~ 

all: here a naive wishful-thinking makes the Romans, as 

distinct from fue perversely obstinate Jewish masters, reccg-

nise Christ's divinity and give him due honour, like the third 

master in the infancy gospe who recognises his superior 

knowledge. 

While the poet has drawn most strongly on Luke at: the 

beginni.ng and end of the poem, for the age of Christ, the 

1. This is a conflation of Luke II, 49-50 and John V,30. 



numbex" of masters, the entry of Hary and Christ I s reply f 

the influence of the apocryphal infancy gospels is strong-

est in the central section. 

When the rst master finds Jesus sitting amongst them 

he reproaches him for out-reaching himself in trying to teach 

his superiors in wisdom but, like Zaccheus, adds: 

Stand pou stille swipe, I seye~ 
And louely lustne to my lore, 
And pou mibt bi alle ~eye 
Beo ful wys for euer-more. 
Pou hast wit In memoria 
And wel 30ng pi wit is core; 
Hit is medlet wip ffolye, 
And pat greuep me grimly sore" 1 

129. 

The doctors are worried that their prou"(profit} will be upset 

from this dangerous teaching which comes out of the mouth of 

a babe. Like the. traditional representation of Synagoga ttey 

are blind to the true learning t.hat is presented by Ecclesia 

and representatives, and they tell Jesus that he must go 

and learn his Abc, before he can teach, but as in the infancy 

gospels, the roles of teacher and pupil are soon reversed 'Vd th 

the question: 

Whi is A Bi-fore b? 

This is not the question asked in the infancy gospel~2 

where the masters are asked to interpret the letter A, but in 

both cases they cannot find an answer and threaten to strike 

Jesus. The ans"\"er he gives is, as in the apocryphal account, 

a detailed interpretation (or significatio) of the form of 

the letter A. Unlike the interpretations in the gospel or in 

The Refutati011 of All Heresie~ (Cap.XLV) of Hippolytus which 

are Qbscure to the point of being unintelligi0le the Middle 

1. 1.77ff. Cf. Zaccheus' desire to teach Jesus and to prevent 
him becomir.g foolish. Quoted above p. 125. 

2. Ther8 are other divergences from the infancy gospels where,for 
instance, the master threatens to strike Christ because he 
will not answer. Here the reverse is true, and one master 
threatens punishment if he does not keep quiet! (See 11.45-46). 



Engli one is simple and obvious. 
A Is prys, wipoutc pere, 
lettre of preo and is 0 ping; 
preo part;yes A hap knet I-fere. 

Bi A Biginnep :pe lettrure, 
ffor A is lyk pe Tr ita. 
preo paI·tyes A hap of Mesure ~ 
Knot in knotte on A VIol be. 
3if pou wolt 1e1.'ne. pou miht hure 
Hou A is lyk pe deite. 
Pe Deite is, pis sure 
Freo and on'} In Maieste, 
And eual.' her after h~o schul dure .1 
In-departable alle :pre. 

I~ the remainder of his sp8Gches Jesus further clarifies 

the nature the Trinity ~nd the mystery of the Virgin Birth. 

Both are explained in images of light: the Trinity is seen as 

an interpenetration of lights and Christ is said to have 

entered l'-lary as a sunbeam. 2 

Pe ffade r liht in :pe sane schal be, 
Pe ffader liht 3it nis nou3t blent, 
Al is.liht In Deite. 
Pen is' hit proued bi Argument, 
Pat ffader and sone, 0 liht beop he. 

The Hiddle English poet probably derived his notion of 
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the Trinity as light from John 3 and it is notable that his dis-

cussion of the Trinity places considerably more emphasis on 

the First and Second Persons than on the Holy Ghost and that a 

similar emphasis on the relationship bet\veen Father and Son is 

found i~ John, Chapter V which was used by the poet at the end 

of the debate. 

The debate also depends on the infancy gospels for smaller 

details. The Je\vish doctors are baffled by Jesus and the con-

tradictions he seems to unite. He preaches a Trinity in 

1. 1. 54ff. 
2./This is an abbreviated form of tht:: more common image of a 

1.l34ff sunbeam passing through glass which is first found in De 
Fide et ~mbolo, 10 of St: Augustine who also spoke of tne 
Trinity in terms of light. 

3. The first fourteen verses of John werE" read at the conclusion 
of the Mass: along with the Celestial Hierarchies of 
Dionysius the Pseudo-Are0pag:L"te tFiey are 1:he chief sources 
of the theology of light. 
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unity and says that he is before all worlds and that his 

knowledge is omniscient. 'rhe i presc~ted by Matthew 

(XI,25) and Luke (X,21) that truth may be hidden the 

wise and the prudent but revealed to small children obviously 

offends the doctors' professional sensibilities. The paradox 

of the old head on young shoulders (puer ~2hlas a tradi tion-

al encomiastic topos -that vlaS given new li in Chri anity 

and it is one that the Niddle English writer brings out more 

clearly than the tvri ters of the apocryphal gospels. 

I am ful Old, ~eih I be 3ing. 1 

It is this paradox, the fact that Christ both Alpha 

and Omega_~ God and Hall., which the Jewish doctors cannot 

accept and this leads them to di.smiss Jesus as talking f.~oly~ 

and they dem;:md to knoW' where he obtained his knowledge and 

obvious authority.2 They also reject Jesus' teaching of the 

Trinity because 

Bi Moyses lawe , nis not founde 
Pe lawes pat pan tallest heere. 

This is a conflation of the episode in the apocryphal 

gospel where Jesus looks on the book and reads words which 

are not found there and Christ's words at Bethesda where he 

says that his message would be believed if people had believed 

Moses. 

Si enim crederetis Moysi, crederetis forsitan 
et mihi:de me enim i1le scripsit. 

Si autem il1us litteris non creditis: quomodo 
verbis meis credetis? 

The masters reject Christ IS teachi.ng because the words are 

not found in the Old Testament. Huch of the argument bebleen 

Christian and Jew turns upon maLters of interpretation. The 

truth, says the Christian, is present in the Old Testament 

-----------_._.----._----------_. 
1. 1.51. Cf. Gospel of Thomas VI,2. _ 
2. Cf. Luke XX,2. The priests say: Dic nobis r in qua potes!:ate 

haec facis? aut: Quis est, qui dedit tibi hanc polestatem. 
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but the Jew is blind to it and so the Christian must become 

the teacher of the Jew, the Chm:ch f child of Judaism must noVl 

instruct her mother, the Synagogue. Thus the paradox of the 

pue~_ senex receives added force as Christ tells of the new 

spirit breathed into the old letter. 

Throughout the New Testament Christ IS divi.nity is proved 

by the \flay in v1hich he ful Is the promises of the old pro-

phets. So here Jesus tells how his birth was prophesied by 

Isaiah and while the Je\\Ts agree that a virgin will give birth 

to the Messiah they say that Jesus cannot possibly be him as 

everyone knows that aIde Joseph we_ddet Marie. 1 The doctors 

are condescendingly polite but soon become angry and leave 

when they find that this young boy IS ~i_t_ and clergye are so 

much superior t.o their O'\'ln. As in both biblical and apocryphal 

accounts they are amazed at Jesus' knowledge but canot accept 

it as true and accuse him of speaking as child al mad. 

As with many of the devotional debates the pretence of 

impartiality which has been mentioned as one of the most 

characteristic features of the genre is often thin: the Jew-

ish doctors never have a chance and the outcome is never in 

any dount. Jesus defeats the doctors bX argument (1.137), 

but it is not important that we shoulD find these arguments and 

the defeat of the doctors convincing. The poem simply could 

not end otherwise. The author is not out to present a full-

scale debate between a Christian and a Jew; his intention is 

is exemplary. That is, he wishes to place before his public 

an exampl~ of what they should beJi0ve and he covers two 

1. CL The similar reason put fonlard by the devi Is in T~ 
Devils f Pa rliarnent 11.1--24. This vlOuld appear to owe some
t11in9 'co Mark VI, 3: the Jews listening to Jesus I teaching 
marvel: Norme hie est faber f filius Hariae, frater Jacobi, 
et Josephi et "Judae-;-et""31monis. nonne ec sorores ejus fiic 
noEiscuci sunt? Et~candalIzabantur in illo. - -



essentlal points of Christian doctrine: the Trinity an~ 

the Virgin birth. It is significant that the defeated 

Jewish doctors slip away almost unnoticed and that the 

poem ends with the Romans who were present acknowledging 

Jesus as the Christ. The poem ends on a positive note with 

the victory of Christ more dominant than the defea-t of 'che 

doctors. 

Both the doctors and Jesus have nearly the same nu..'1lber<& 

of lines each but there is none of the give and take, the 

charges an.d counter-charges that characterised the argumen·t 

of .' The 0\11 and the Nighti~.l~. Jesus explains the Trinity 

and the Virgin Birth but apart from sa_ying that he is in 

errour (1.103) the objections of the doctors carry no weight. 

After the introduction the dialogue is quite dramatic with 

only brief narrative links until the poet takes up the 

account from Luke once again at 1.175. 

The debate is a skilful and entertaining conflation of 

the accounts of Jesus' dispute Witll the Jewish doctors found 

in Luke II ~nd in the apocryphal infancy gospels. The poet 

has also made considerable use of the Gospel of St John for 

his explanation of the Trinity in terms of light. It WaS a 

popular theme in the Middle Ages and can be picked up in the 

art, drama, poetry and homilies of the period. Other Middle 

English versions are found in the Northern Homily Collection 

where the main source is Luke and it does not appear that the 

author drew on the apocryphal tradition. The dramatic 

possibilities of the theme are fully realised in the versions 

found among the plays of the mystery cycles - York (Spurriers 

and Lorimerc), Towneley and Chester - but in all these cases 

the treatment differs from that found in the debate. However 
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a version owing nothing to plays on the same theme in tbe 

other cycles in the Ludus Coventriae 
1 bears occurs cyc ~~ __ 7 ____ 

a striking resemblance in mnny significa.nt detnils to the 

deba'ce poem. This is latest of the cycle plays and 

should probably be in the early part of fteenth 

century. A brief listing of the topics discussed will 

reveal its similari to the debate poem: 

(i) the unity of the three Persons of the Trinity, 
11.65-72 [cf. Debat.e 1.57ff l. 

(ii) an explanation of the Trinity by analogy with 
the three parts of the sun wllich remains still 
one sun, 11.81-4 [cf. Debate 1.133 J9 

(iii) ~he naming of the Three Persons of the Trinity, 
the might of the Father, the wisdom and wytt of 
the Son and the grace of the' Holy Ghost ,-11.89--92 
[ emphasis on the wit of Jesus 11.30;80,178 
in debate. ] 

(iv) an anation of the Virgin Birth using the analogy 
of sunbeam and the glass, 11.96-104 [cf. Debate 
1.124ff) • 

(v) the reasons for the choice of Second Person to 
be made flesh. 11.111-2 11.115-32 [Not found in 

the debate. J 
(vi) Knowledge flowed in Christ £!: pis worde was wrought I 

1.150 lcf. Debate 1.51]. 
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(vii) Christ is without beginning, 1.158ff 168 [cf. Debate 
1.171]. 

(viii) an explanation of 'why Mary was married, 11.237-256 
[cf. Debate 1.159ff]. 

In keeping with the highly Latinate prologue to the play 

the explanations given and the distinctions made between the 

Person8 of the Trinity are finer than those in the debate but 

neverthe s are essentially the same. For example comparison 

can be made of the Trinity-light analogy in both works: 

1. ed. K.S~ 
Chri 

Bl(,ek r Ludus Coventriae or 'rhe Plaie called Cor~ 
EETS 120 (London, 1922) p. 178ff.-



(a) The D~bate: ffader sone l a liht beo~ he; 
hem present, 
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Pe holy 
Heo preo in Trinite. (11.133-140) 

(b) The Play: ;In:pe sunne ~)e thyrtgys thre 
The splendur and :po lyght 
as po thre partys but 00 S1ll.'11le be 
Rygh'(j 80 thre personys be 00 god of myght. 

As in the debate, the docto:cs in the play (1~ 145ff) \vona.er 

hm', one so young could possess such ''lisdom as Jesus displays 

and in both works there is one of the doctors who is interested 

enough in new doctrines to ask for turther lanation of 

matters h 
.. 1 t e Trlnl ty • The common proverbial ex-

pression to ---
2 the bell occurs in both play and debate but this 

tCocc.urence . . 
~ga1ns some s19n1 cance in the light of the many other similar-

i ties betw'een the two ''lorks. 

There are several major differences the first being the 

Latinate prologue in the play and the second the episode in 

which Mary and Joseph discover i,hat Jesus is missing and return 

to Jerusalem.. This does not lead immediately to the finding in 

the Temple but to another short exchange between and the 

doctors whose attitude is markedly more sympathetic than that. 

of those in the debate. The doctors in the play find the whole 

idea of the virgin birth incomprer .. ensible (1.93ff) and do no·t, 

as in the debate, merely deny that Jesus is indeed the Hes ah 

and that Mary gave birth while still a virgin. In the debate it 

is claimed that Mary married because it 'vas prophesied by Isaiah 

that the Messiah would be born in Holy wedlock while Jesus states 

in the play that it was necessary for her to marry an old man 

like Joseph to blind the Devil to the virgin birth. 

'~l. Debate 1.108. Play 1.93. 
2. Debate 1.109. Ihesu1,E.J~st Qat J?ar be belle. Of. The 00mIDon 

debate feature of who has the maistry-£ or superiority. 
Play 1.2. ~~ (the doctors) to bore Q~_belle oI-~~1-~~e~ 

clergy s~. 



A distinctive feature of story in the apocryphal 

gospels and i.n debate is thp. interpretation of the letter 

A. This is not found at all in the pI : perhaps the inter

pretation vlaS too ~>imp] e for the more Latinate taste of the 

later writerfbut the associated concept of the Trinity is 

examined at some IE:ngth. 

All -the ideas discussed above were theological cornmon-

places but it would appear that \vriter deserving "some 

credit for original ingenui in collecting them"l is not 
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the author of the L~.£~~ .. Poy(~.!1triae play but the equally 

unknovyn author of the debate. Unless both works VIere model::"ed 

on a still unknown source it appears that the author of the 

play knew the earlier work and took it as the basis for his 

own version making only additions a~d alterations in the 

direction of greater complexity as befits the more Latinate 

style adopted especially in the prologue. There are no close 

verbal paralle between the hlO works but the debate collects 

all the themes treated in the play which differs considerably 

from the other cycle versions of the theme. 

1. Ludus C~ventriae, ed. cit., p.liv. 
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2. on betwBPn a Christian and a Jew 

The conflict between the r:.ew spiriJc and the old letter of 

the law found in Jesus f encounter "vi th the doctors becomes 

sharper and more generalised in the debate between the Christ-

ian and the Jew. The impulse to convert others to one's own 

faith is necessarily st£ongest when adherents of different 

faiths roeet l and in the case of the Christian and the Jew the 

conflict was a continuing one. But its origin was inherent in 

the beginnings of Christianity and throughout the New Testamen-t 

we see the changing relationship between Christ and his follo\¥'-

ers on the one hund and on the other the Je'itlS I and above all 

the Pharisees. It is a relationship WhlCh becomes progress-

ively hostilej Jewish curiosity becoming hatred and the Christ-

ian desire to convince taking second place to the desire to 

confuJce. 

It was not for long that the Pharisees could think of 

Christ and his followers as yet another Jewish sect; the message 

they preached was becoming more obviously at odds with the 

orthodox teachings of the Phari~ees as the Christians did not 

merely interpret the Law in a different manner from the 

Pharisees but relegated it to a second place. 

Qui& lex Moysen data est, gratia et veritas 
per Jesum Christum facta est. 2 

Christ had come in fulfilment of the Law; previous to his 

coming man was under the tutelage of the Law but with the Word 

nm'l made flesh he is no longer in school. The time of Grace 

has succeeded and fulfilled that of the Law. 

1. Cf. the igious munadharat behveen Moslem and Hindu or 
bebveen various Moslem sects. The Eclo51a 'l'heoduli presents 
a pontrast between Christian and pagan and Philippe de Gr&ve 
wr~tes of,another conflict in his pyalogus fidei et rationi~. 

2. John I,17. 
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The main impulse behind the synoptists' writings is to 

convince the Jews that this is in fact so. Christ is presented 

primarily as the great Teacher who can show us how to see and 

understand the Law in true way. Teaching always in the 

synagogues and out in the open fields he is questioned by 

the people and by Pharisees about his interpretations 

of the Lavl and is reproached for vvhat they rd as hIs 

neglect of it. 

The desire to convince undoubtedly goes hand hand vlith 

a desire to confute the erroneous faith of one's opponent but 

at different one or the other of these impulses seems 

to dominateb From early patristic times up until the !-1iddle 

Ages the latter dominated and the list of works written 

adversus seems endless and inc s most of the major 

authors writing in Latin and Greek up until the end of the 

thirteenth century. In many cases the author writes a treat-

ise refuting the errors of the Jews along with those of othe~ 

heretics,l but frequently "'.:'.he work was cast in dialogue form 

to allow the Jew to put forward his case so that the error 

of his beliefs could be demonstrated more dramatically. 2 The 

impact of works on the Mifd English was certainly not 

direct and so only a brief aCColmt of one of the most influen-

tial will be necessary to indicate their nature. 

The Dialog~e of J~stin, Philosopher and Marty~_~ith 

TrYEho a Jew 3 written during the second century A.D. and it 

1. Irenaeus, Against Heresies deals with Judaeism and the 
Gnostic heresies. 

2. Among the authors of vlOrks confuting the Jews are Tertullian; 
Cyprian{ Origen, Celsus, Evagrius, Isidore of Seville, 
Raymond Lull, Peter Damian and Peter Abelard to mention only 
the more well known. 

3. Translated in The Wrjtings of the Ante-Nicene Fathers, .; 
A. Roberts and J. Donaldson. Rensed by A. Cleveland Core 
(Gra~d Rapids, Michigan, n.d.). Vol.l, TheApostol~£___ rs
Justln Martyr - Irenaeus, p.194ff. 
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purports to be an account of a conversation Justin had while 

walking along the banks of the Xystus in Ephesus. There 

he meets a Jew, 'J'rypho, and in "the course of the conversation 

cribes the manner of his conversion to Christianity. The 

discussion, in which Justiri" has the lion's share, ranges over 

a number of differences behveen Christian and Jevlish obser-

vances, for example sting and circumci on (are they necess-

ary?) , attitudes towards the Lavl, dietary laws, the necessity 

of sacrifices, the divini,ty of Ch st, the mystery of the 

virgin birth and the meaning of the crucifixion. It is a 

learned \vork written to convince a learned reader and much 

of the argument, as in many of the cont"roversial dialogues I 

is over textual matters and points of interpretation. After 

a lengthy argument Justin urges the Jew to accept the true 

fai th but 'I'rypho f whose sincerity of belief and integrity a re 

never questioned however mistaken he may be, declines. He 

declines at least for the moment, for it is clear that he will 

now continue to search the scriptures without Justin's aid 

and will eventually, in the not too distant future,.embrace 

Christianity. 

Similar dialogues gained a new popularity in the 1a~e 

twelfth century ann the topics discussed are usually those 

found in the earlier works. 'rreatment is always scholarly 

and frequently concerned with the minutiae of textu2.1 analysis 

and interpretation: they were definitely not for the layman. 

The writer of the Middle English debate1 may have known 

some of these works but he used none of them as a direct 

source for hiG debate. The reasons fur this probably lie in 

1. Ed. F.J. Furnivall, "A disputison by-twene a cristeneman 
and a Jewll, Minor Poems of the Vernon MS, Part II (London, 
1901) E.E.T.S. O.S-: 117 p.48l1f~-



140. 

the fact that the poet appeo.rs more interested in loping 

a story likely to appeal to romantic tastes than is in 

converting Jews or strengthening the faith of h reader, 

although these are also present in his poem. 

The introduction of the shows the Chris an and 

the Je\v meet g on the road and although this occurs in 

Justin's Dia and in Abelard's Dialogue between a Phi los-

opher, a Jew' f and 0. Christian the device is the common property 
~-.---.;.. 

of most story-tellers. Nore probab derived from scholarly 

disputations is subject matter of the section of poem 

containing the proper (11.3 112). Here the Christian 

and the Jew touch very briefly on the crucifixion and the 

virgin birth, topics which v/ere argued at length in Justin and 

Evagrius, but the Middle English poe~ eager to proceed to the 

romantic part of s tale1 curtails scussion of these and 

moves on to the adventure of the contest between the black 

magic of the Jew and the while magic of the Christian. 

The main source of the debate is a story found in the 

Bon~ universale d~~l?ibus by Thomas Cantimpr~. 1 In the story 

a friar and a heretic meet in Germany and when the friar 

challenges the heretic f s beliefs he is led dmvn under a 

mountain to a magnificent palace which shines with a marveilous 

light and through the pure air they see sitting on a throne 

a king, his queen by his side and flanking them ranks of 

patriarchs, apostles and angels. The heretic asks why the 

friar does not fall down and worship but the friar dra\IS out 

the pyx he has brought vd th him and raises it tmlards the 

queen saying 
Si regina es mater Christi , ecce filius tuus. 

1. First noted by C. Brown I 11 The Vernon Disputysoun by-twene a 
Cristeneman and a Jew!!, MLN 25 {19l0)p.l41ff .. 
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At once the phantasm vanishes and 1 the light is destroyed 

(adnihi ) . Convinced by this display superior magic 

the heretic leaves with the o_r and returns to t.he fold of 

the fai thful. 

The similariJcy with the debate is sJcriking and it is 

obvious that the Middle Engli author found in Can-t:imp=-~~ 

the essential features of his poem: palace beneath the 

mountain, its light, the destruction of the vision when the 

friar produces the Host '>'lith the vlOrds Her~L~~ .!T,ai QOu se, 

and the conversion of the heretic. But the 1',Uddle English 

author di.d noJc accept Cantimpre' s exempl UiU without changing 

it: the subterranean paJace and its lightness remain but the 

events which take place there are considerably expanded and 

a good deal of material of the type foupd in romances (e.g. 

the description of the architecture of the palace, the courtly 

ladies and their squires, the music and the banquet) are 

introduced and a tableau vivant of the crucifixion takes the 

place of Cantimpre's vision of the heavenly hierarchies. 

Whenever the l1iddle English deviates from Cantimpre it is to 

introduce material that will be satisfying to the reader of 

the romances. It is obvious I hm'lever 1 that many of the 

romance details (e. g. the hollow" hill and the sense of advent

ure) are present in Cantimpre and that the anonymous English 

author merely elaborated on these. 

Perhaps the greatest change is that Cp,ntimpre's friar 

and heretic c;.re transformed into Christian and Jew. 1 Brown 

suggests ttat the change came about because there was no 

li terary precedent for a debate bet';'leen a friar and a heretic 

1. art. cit. p.42. 
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'i.1hereas there \'laS a long established tradition of disputations 

between Cllristian and Je'¥v. This is probably so, but the 

chC:l.nge was actually slighter than Bro\ln thought, when one 

recal that for most of the Chris"tiotl apologists there was 

1 :t' .' • b d h . 1 no rea a.lS"Clnct1.0n etween· a Je'v an a eretlC. The poet 

has also changed the setting of the confrontation from Germa'ny 

t.o Pciris i' a more fitting setting for a debate betvleen two 

learned clerks but romance influence may also have played a 

part in the change. 

The Middle English poem dates from the middle years of the 

fourteenth century and is probably South-\vestern in origin. 

Only a small part of the poem, some sev.enty-nine lines out: of 

a total of three hundred and twen'ty is devoted to argument 

and it not this \\lhich decides the contest. As in the 

French bird debates where the debate and the victory are 

separated in time and place, the conflict between Christian 

and Jew changes from the place of the argumen'c to the under-

ground seti.:ing where it will be settled. There is a further 

change as the debate develops into a contest between the 

black magic of the Jevv and the superior white magic which 

the Chris an has in the form of the consecrated mas s-'VI'a fer ; 

and it is this demonstration of superiority and not the force 

of superior argument as in the controversial treatises which 

successfully brings about the desired end, the conversion and 

baptism of the Jew. 

The contest for supremacy is of the very heart of the 

debate genre and it takes in this debate the form of a oon-

test for maistrye. 

1. On the use of Jew as a general term of abuse for an unbeliever 
or a heretic see J. Parkes, The Con ict of Church and Syna-
9ogu0; (London ,1934) p. 300. ~rhIs "deals ma"inly with an earlier 
period but holds true for medieval times as well. ef.Later 
usage of mahomet and ~ahometry to indicate any kind of 
jdolatry. ' 



Pe man pa.t mest is of prys, 1 
Muister ID e be. 

lL~3 • 

The emphasis is less on argume!lt as in '1'he . .9.",,1 and the N~9h~-

than on a t . .cation of superiori·ty. The process more 

eclogue song contests and tbe 

Ec Theodu~i with ~hc b 
-.-~""",-,-.-

magic of Jew set up against 

the Christian IS \..,rhite magic. It is basically not an intellect-

ual con E lict.: if the Jew can show the 

was crucified. 
30ue I pe, 
p;'y"ne. 

tian hOY7 Ch st 

Seppe pe Mayst;r 
To pe and alle 

pe JJla11 pat feyles 
Al loren is his 

of his fare, 2 
• 

This Lhreat to convert is one of the Middle English poet's 

additions to Cantirnpr~ and it is more likely to be deri 

from the romances where similar promises are made if another 

character can ~eet a challen or anSWEr a question than from 

3 learned sources. Such would be in keeping with the poetls 

obvious interest in story-telling. 

Both debaters are described as learned c rks of 

divinity in Paris and the Je,,, is presented sympath-

eticallye This is somewhat unusual because, although it is 

found occasionally in the controversial writers, it contrasts 

'!,.vi th the freq'uent antisemi tism much C'f the Middle Ages \.,hen 

the figure of a righteous Jew was a rare one. 

Pe toper was A leu3 riht, 
A Man muchel of his miht; 
To his troupe hedde he tiht, 

Trewe as pe tre1~ 

1. 11.26-27. 
2. 1. 103ff. But his white magic may, in fact, be the Christ-

ian's best argument as it is this which defeats the J2W 
and convinces him of his error. 

3. In the Altercatio Legis inter Simonern Judaeum et Theop·rd.lum 
Christ:ranmn of Evagri us ( 4th cent.) Chris tian and Je,v -
throw corl-flicting quota·tions from the Bible at each nthC'.c 

;;.and the Je;'! swears he will turn Christian if he is unahle 
first to make a Jew out of a Nazarene. 



pat Ylo1 I 
pulke lay 
ffor :no go 

Chaunge 

::!reuc: 
on 1ene, 
[me] m"i.h>ce him 
T1C}t he t; 

ue<; 1 

De ce this admission of the Jew's sincerity and stead-

fastness it is made clear right from the beginning that this 

is not going to be an equal contest~ The poem with a 

brief conventional sentcntia: 

Alle Blipe mote pei be 
pat folyes blepel wole fle~ 

For a debate to work ef ively it is usually necessary 

that at ast some pretence of impartiality and disinterest 

on the part of the author should be present, but in this 
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debate argu:.ment is of secondary importance only and vlhat is of 

interest is not whether the Jew will convert but the manner of 

his conversion. l-Vhile presenting a sympathetic view of the 

Jew and his sincerity the poet, at the same time, undermin~s 

it. For instance, by substituting the formula Trewe aD pe !.:~~ 

(1. 28) for the more comrnon trewe §:.S stele the poet suggests where 

truth really can be found - in the c£ucifixion of Christ on the 

rood-tree. The point is underlined by the Christian's reproach, 

a few lines further on, that the Jew does not believe in 

Throughout the poem the 

Cross is called tree (11.38,102,250) by the Christian, 

whereas the word rood (11.90,227) is used only by the Jew, and 

of the vision of the crucifixion which he conjures up. 

1. 1. 25ff. 
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The amount of intellectual conflict in the debate is 

small: the Christian asks the Jew the reasons for his lack 

of belief in cruei £i;;.:ion, t.'l1e virg'in b and the mass 

and gets in a statement that, as as the Jew knows i 

God was the creator and never had a son, not even one. There 

is some attemp-t to charac-terise the Jew: es his argument 

on the Old Testament role of God as creator (1.54) and on our 

descen·t from and Eve (1.83) and althoD the Christian 

insists on the his faith brings no contrast is made 

be-tween Lmy and Grace. 'The speeches are I in effect, little 

more than personal credos and there is no to gain the 

upperhand by means argument. The brevity this section 

indicates that, for poet, the main interest lies in the 

narrative section which follows. 

It is in this section that romance influence most 

apparent. The poet 
. .. 

close to Cantimpre for the essential 

features but the grounds of the palace are elaborated into a 

Earadis terre~tre replete with birds and flowers architect-

ure which is described in elaborate detail. The adventure 

beneath the mountain and the splendid palace found there is a 

feature the poem shares Hith a number of romances includ~:1g 

The Romanc~ of_ Guy of N.arvdck and the lay of Six: orfeo. 1 

Like the palace in Cantimpr6 and the one in Sir Ol:feo 

the outer walls of \,lhich were of clear and shining crystal and 

the poorest pillars of brightly burnished gold the subterran-

ean palace in the debate is also characterised by light: it 

is schene (1.156) and c1ere (1.160) and Robe be l,~ot and be ___ -""" ... t .. 

I:J?or"'"ti1e- authox:itat~tI'e -eut of~;:r;y of th";"Geltlc 
features see H . .R.Petch, '11be Other V:CJrld accordinrr to dcs
~r~J2!2.tQ.D§.~in Medj ~y§:l .. Li.~3t;u::,e (i\Jew York~ 19)Or~A' 5hiE:J:d
like opening similo_l~ to tflrYG fOUc'1d in the debate is fOD.ud 
in Antoine de la Sale's ~Gl~de(c.1440)(p.266). Patch also 
points out Celtic use of '~hG bollow hill as the place where 
the mons beI' of challenge is met. E. g. in The TUJZ1\.~ an~ 
Quwaill, ill Ga'llain and the .. Qr.e~lL.J5lJj.g.h:t and 1'he Gr:~ne 'hllight· 
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Molde/Schon al on red qolde (11.173-4). This 
--.....,:.-----~-~~-.-,--

briht (1. 254) is inhabi'l::ed by s and squires who wear 

schire c and schene (1.210) and offer the Christian a 

rich meal i ng iul chere(1.217). It clear that 

the poet, has merely elaborated, in a hj g111y attractive way, 

details in Cantimpr~ and in de~:,criptions of palaces 

found in romances. 

The inhabitants of the palace are nuns but they seem to 

embody, like Chaucer's Prioress, courtly rather than monastic 

virtues and in attendance on them are squires not chaplains. 

They are described as ~ dan~ .. ~/In _E...v.?-pre dere and like 

courtly ladies they welcome the Christian as a guest to their 

palace and offer him food ""hich he refuses to touch. This 

refusal to eal.: also has its Ol:igin in the romances where we 

find King Arthur l frequently refusing to touch any of the d 

of the Pentecost banquet illltil he has heard or seen some 

adventure. The motif occurs in Guingamor, Merlin and in 

Sir Gawain and the Green Kni when Arthur consents to 
------------------------,--------.--~--
only after Gawain has entered on his adventure with the 

mysterious green knight. The poet has transferred the motif 

from Arthur, who Is present in the palace in his role as 

lord of the hemispheri urn iEf~ri us, to the Christian ,,;ho eats 

only after the adventure in which he dest:roys the phar,tasIr. 

called up by the Jew's black arts. 

Previous mention has been made of the poet's method of 

undermining his account of the Jew's sincerity and he employs 

the same method once again here. The Christian's refusal to 

eat may be seen as the romance feature it is, but it is also 

---.-~-.--

1. See Patch, Ope eit. p.236. 
Cf. the questions relating to abstinence from various 

foods in the theological disputations. 



motivated by the Christian's recognition of the falseness 

dangerous beauty of the p~lace. It is, like Spenscr's 

BOVler Bliss F suspiciously sensual: the devil often m:-es 

f means to obtain his foul ends and the Chris an must 

always be alert against this. The setting to four 

of t.he five senses: there is sweet bird-song (1.161[18 f) 

and the muslc of minstrels (1.222) (hearing), elaborate 

description of the hall and golden richness (1.165ff:Sight), 

the smell of flm-vers and spices (11.117-177 ) 1 and the rich 

147. 

foods offered to the visitors by the s (1.212 : taste). 

The suspicious luxur~ of tbe hall s to 

titillate the senses and to put the Christian off his guard. 

Several of the seven deadly . 2 
s~ns may cted in the 

description but they are not ent in any forma.lly organised 

. way and are merely suggeste8 to confirm the suspect beauty 

of the vision. Once in the palace the Jew speaks a word of 

pryde (1.194) and is convinced that he has demonstrated the 

superiority of his magic. Later, in fact, he prematurely 

cla.ims victory. Gluttony can perhaps be seen in the banquet 

refused by the Christian (1. 213ff) while the call to give up 

and stay in the par.ad~terre~tre can be interpreted af! sloth 

(1.195,11.203-4). 

Lecllery is quite clearly to be seen in the unlikely 

presence of the squires who apparently live in the palace-

convent. and are in constant attendance on the nuns. The role 

of the thrush as a singer of unchaste love has been discussed 

and its pzesence in the vision underlines the sensuality of the 
") 

palace and its inhaLitants< ~ 

-------_._-------------_._-~ 
1. Emphasis is laid more on their apparence than smell hO'Vlever. 
2. Those mis are the uncourtly sins of EnV'j' and Anger. 
3. lolBlff. above p.106. 
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It should be emphasis that. there is r,othing t c 

about these details and the poet probably did not incorpori:i.te 

them purposely but such an interpretation is in harmony with 

the poet's use of ateness: it is nicely inapprop-

riate that the Je\v should use the -phrase tre\",e 
--~------~-----

and 

it is the same apt inappropriateness found in the which 

assures the eventual at of t.he ,Jew. Similarly the inclusion 

of Saint John the ist in the tableau vivant of the Crucifix-

ion may be another indication that all is not 

The poet keeps c t to Cantimpr~ls exemplum of the 

beginning and end of the poem and the Jew is converted in the 

same way as the heretic vlhen the Christian produces the Host and 

presents it to the phantasm which promptly vanishes. The palace 

of light is revealed to be darkness l and white magic has the 

---_._--,-,-------------'------------,----
1. Biblical influence is not strong ~t all on the debate ~ut there 

is some agreement betvleen events in the debate and the account 
of Pentecost in the Acts of the Apos 11, 20-1. 

Bo~e was derk 08 be niht, 
Heore sorme and heore mone, 

recalls "The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon 
into blood, before that great and notable day of the Lord come. 

There is 

, and Acts 

And it shall come to pass that whosoever 
shall call on the name of the Lord shall be 
saved. 11 

a further similarity between 
Pe Mon pat"hap synne I~wrougt 
And sipen repentes him ou3t9 
God is Rpayed~ pat us hou3t. 

Leeue we non oper~ 
,38 when Peter calls on the people 

11 Repent , and be baptised everyone of you in 
the name of Jesus Christ for the remission 
of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of 
the Holy Ghost.1t 

In both debate and the Acts food is consumed only after baptisn. 
The refusal of Arthur to eat on Pentecost is probably influenceC. 

'by this. 



!nais.!2J.::f} O'Fer black" The Jew converts and is baptised and 

it is only now, after th(~ successful completion of t.he adven

ture! that they dine. 

In the final lines of the poem the Christian is named as 

Sir Wal ter of Bervlick. He may have been a real priest made a 

penitancer by the Pope or it possible that this too is of 

a piece with the traditional romance ending in which the 
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victorious hero rewarded for bis efforts usually by becoming 

king. 

The poem belongs in a discussion of debate poems but only 

just:' i::he debate itself, unlike the other poems cons red r is 

not of the greatest interest to the poet and there lit.tle 

real argument. The poet seems impatient to expand into the 

romantic adventure which is the real purpose of his story. '1'hc 

conflict )s primarily a verbal one although it is translated in 

the final section into a physical contest in which white magic 

is pitted agains t the Je\v' s black mag'ic and proves victorious. 

This I hovJever I is in keeping with the noted preference in the 

Middle English debates for a clear-cut decision and all the 

debates after The Owl and the Nightin9ale end \'Iit11 at least the 

temporary victory of one of the cont.estants. A more significant 

divergence from the features found characteristic of the debate 

genre is the fact that the contest is patently not one of 

equals and if the interpretation suggested above is correct 

even the pretence of impartiality is non-existent. A different 

kind of treatment making more of the debate can easily be 

envisaged but it is clear that the anonymous poet thought more 

of fitting out a story with X0m~nce interest than of exploring 

the debate between the Christian and th,-~ Jevl & 



Christ's dcscent into Hell to confine the Devil to its 

deepest pit and to rescue the prophets and patriarchs who had 

lived blcnne s lives, but without knowledge of Christ, under 

the Old Dispens on, was one of the great popular themes of 

medieval art and literature. But 'che story as it Woos known 

to the 1-1idd1e Ages was the result of changes and accretions 

dating from the earliest times. 

ReferenC'es to the event in the Bible are few and often 

subject to some argument but the clearest reference found 

in the first epistle of Peter where he speaks of Christ's 

work of redemp1:ion and how this \vas preached to the living 

and also t after the crucifixion, to the dead. 

Quia et Christus semel pro peccatis nost-ris mortuus 
est, justus pro injustis: ut nos offerret Deo, 
mortificatus quidem carne, vivi catus aut-em spiritu< 

In quo et his, qui in carcere erant, spiritibus 
veniens praedicavit: 
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Qui increduli fuerant aliquando, quando expectabant Dei l patientiam in diebus Noe, cum fabricaretur arca: ••. 

The reference is made even clearer in the following chapter: 

Propter hoc enim et mortuis evangelizatum est:ut 
jucidentur quidem secundum homines in carne; vival1t 
auteI11 secundum Deum in Spiritu. 

Just as Christ ascended into heaven so too he descended 

into the lower parts of the world3 but his soul was not left 

in hell and his body did not suffer corruption. 4 It was, of 

course, theologicdlly right that the Word made flesh should 

---------------------------------------_._-----
1. I PeteL Ill: 18-20. 
2. Ibid.IV. 6. 
3. Bphesians IV, 19. 
4. Acts 11 I 31. 

2 



pay the dues of the flesh and go, after death, to the under-

world. But unlike the mortals already confined there whose 

stay seems endless Christ's sojourn is only temporary. Be 

goes there partly to fulfil the demands of the human nature 

he hciS taken on and partly to fulfil 'che promise made by his 

Fa-ther in Boseo.. 

De manu mortis liberabo eos, de morte redimam eos: 
ero mars tua, 0 mars, morsus tuus ero, inferne: 
consolatio abscondita est ab oculis mais. 

1 

Fulfilment of this promise is indicated by Matthew when 
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he says that at the moment of Christ's death graves were 

2 opened and the bodies of the sleeping saints arose. Evidence 

3 
is also found in the apocryprJal Gospel of Peter where the tvw 

soldiers watching over ChrIst's sepulchre see two men, shining 

wi th ligh-;: I COIT,0 out of it followed by a cros s and they hear 

a great voice asking if the cross has preached to those who 

are asleep Rnd they hear the cross reply yes. 

The main features of the theme are already present in the 

Bible: Christ goes to the pnderworld to preach and to rescue 

from hell those who are worthy. But it was probably 

the inclusion of the phrase descendit Rd infera~ in the 

creeds which really established the theme. 4 
J.N.D. Relly, 

writing on the early Christian creeds, believes that evidence 

suggests the descent into hell figured in the very early 

Eastern creeds but its first occurrenceis not until the Dated 

Creed of Sirmium (22 May(359). The phrase was never received 

into orthodox thinking in t!1e East but it is probably from 

the east that it entered into Western creeds. It does not 

1. Bosea XIII, 14. 
2. Matthew XXVII, 52. 
3. The Gospel of Peter 41-47.tr. M.R. James, The Apocrzphal 

New Testament (Oxford,1924/E9). 
4. Early ChristIan Creeds (2nd ed. 1960,London). 

----~,--------------------
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occur: in the creeds of Irenaeus, (AD 170), Tertullian (Iill 200) f 

Cyprian (AD 250) or Origen (AD 230), and the Nicaeno-Constan-

tinopoli tan Creed has merely and.~);;:2E.~d. It is probably 

through Rufinus and his COlmnelltal:Y on the Creed that the idea 

was first introduced to the West and the phrase occurs in the 

Aqnil an creed of J\D390. It is found also in such later 

creeds as t~e ~lnmolum_Quicu~que (art.38 descendit ad i 

that of Venantius Fortunfltus descendit ad fernum c.AD570) 1 

the Sacrament~F~~ Gallicc:mum ( __ c_e_n~~~ad in 

and the late creed of Pirminius (descendit ad inferna AD 750)0 

The credal formula is a bare stat.ement of the fact of the 

descent, an act, in Orthodox opinion, of Christ's soul, his 

body remaining' in the tomb. But as Kelly points out lithe 

words p'::'obably did little more than emphasise the reality of 

Christ's death: according to Judaeo-Christian notions, the 

souls pass on death to the underworld of Sheol " • 1 It was 

primarily in the commentaries that the f11ll meaning of this 

brief credal phrase was worked out. 

Typological interpretation of the Old 'restament enabled 

- 2 
\vrite~s such as Irenaeus and Cyril of Jerusalem to see in 

the story of Jonah and the whale a f.i..g:u~ of Christ's descent 

into hell. In his Catacheses Cyril lectures on Jonah and 

introduces a new motif to the descent, the conflict with the 

devil. 

-" 
1. op. eit. p.121 n98. 
2. Five Books against Heres:i(:~s V, 31, 1 & 2. 



I believe that Christ alE'o was raised from the 
dead; for I have many testimonies of this, both 
from the Divine Scriptures, and from the opera~ive 
power even at this day of Him who arose - \1ho 
descend into hell aIone r but who ascended thence 
'Vli th a great company i' for He wen t oo\tln to death, 
and many bodies of the saints which slept arose 
throug'h Him. 

Death was struck \·Jit,h dismay on beholding a 
new visitant descending into Hades, not bound by 
the clai ms of that place. vrnere 1 0 ye porters 
of Hades, when ye saw Him, were ye scared? What 
unwanted fear seized you? Death fled and his 
flight betrayed his cowardice. The holy prophets 
ran unto Hlm, and 1,10ses the Lawgiver, and Abraham, 
and Isaac r and Jacob; David also, and Samuel, and 
Esaias, and John the Baptist, who bore witness when 
he asked, "Art Thou He that should come, or do we 
look for another?" All the Just were ransomed, whom 
death had devoured; for'it behaved the King who had 
been heralded, to become the redeemer of His noble 
heralds. Then each of the Just said, "0 death, 
where is 1:11y sting? 0 gra\ie, where is thy victorY?l 
For the Conqueror hath redeemed us." 

The conflict between Christ and the Devil is also an 

important part of the comment~~n Syrob'?,lum Apostolo:s~~ 

where I using the metaphor of a fishing line, Rufinus tells 

how Christ used his human flesh as a bait, keeping his deity 

concealed within himself. Just as a fish fails to notice 

the hook inside the bait so the Devil led to see the hook 

of the Dei t.y within Christ and when he s\vallowed it he vIas 

immediately caught and bursting out of the underworld became 

a bait for others. This conflict is usually known as the 

Abuse of Power: the Devil was entitled to possess man by 

what Augustine, in his De libero arbitrio 3,29-31, calls his 

II s trictest rights", but these rights were limited only to the 

sinful. The abuse his rights in seizing Christ, the man 

wi thout sin, \vas the cause of his defeat. 

1. Cyril of Jerusalem, Catethetical Lect~lres A library of 
Fathers of the Holy-Catholic C:hUI ch tr -:--by Members of 
the English Church (Oxford, 1842) 14: 18-190 
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It was tOVlu:cds the end of the fourth century that these 

two stn:~ams r the release of the prophets and patriarchs and 

the duel of Christ with the Devil became fused with the 

Harrowing of Hell as it occurs in Mediaeval literature. 1'.s 

Cyril of Jerusalem points out the conflict was one between 

life and death and this interpretation,ds echoed by the words 

of the High Mass for Easter Day. 

Mor~ ~t Uita,duello 1 
Conrllxere mlrando. 

Chris-c I S mission in the underworld was also discussed by 

Irenaeus, Origen, Polycarp,Justin Martyr and Ignatius and 

questions about the nature of the mission, to preach or to 

release, were discussed by Cyril, Clement of Alexandria and 

.l.ugusJcine. r1'here '\vere two main schools of thought, one which 

included Rufinus,Hermas and Clement of Alexandria,2 and 

thought that Christ and his apostles continued his ministry 

in the underworld and that the redemption was a general one 

including pagans as well as the precursors of Christ, and no~ 

restricted, as the other school which eventually prevailed 

in the West believed, to the Old Testament prophets and 

patriarchs. Views such as those of Narcion who believed in 

a general redemption for all, including Cain and others of 

his kind, were always considered heretical. As far as I have 

been able to discover it is only in the Gospel of Nicodemus 

that Adam and Eve are among those released by Christ but it 

is undoubtedly A.n appropriate sign of the \'lork of redemp-tion 

undertaken by the second Adam. This vdll be discussed more 

fully in relation to the Middle English poem. 

1. See also t.he Victiwae paschali of ~vipo (ed,. Raby, Oxford 
Book of r'1edieval-LatTnVers'e; p.184) • 

2. See his Stromata VI r 6. Clement includes the just pagans 
as well as the prophets and patriarchs. 

154. 
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The main source of the thC'1'118 for mediaeval writers 

was I howmrer f not the Bib I the creeds or even the learned 

commentaries of the and logictns but an apocryphal 

work f the Gospl?l of Nicodemus. The gospel or the Acti ,_P_i __ _ 1 

consists of two parts f the ac·ts of Pilate leading up to the 

resurrection and the account of descent into hell itself. 

2 The second part is thought to be the oldest and was prob ly 

not joined with the Acti lati before the fifth century. The -----
account of the descent given as a formal testimonial to 

the fact of the resurrection by bvo brothers Karinus and 

Leucius. 3 They tell hOlv Jchey vIer0 Id capi.ive in the dark-

ness of hell and saw a great light: coming towards them and 

suddenly all the patriarchs and prophets rejoiced. Simeon 

and John the Bdptist testify to Christ l and Adam tells Soth 

to relate how he received a promise of the resurrection when 

he ,,"ent to the gates of Paradise to beg for the oil of mercy. 

vlh.ile the saints "vere rejoicing Satan orders Hell to prepare 

to receive his great enemy but Hell is wary of admitting Christ 

and tells how Lazarus was once snatched from his grasp. A 

great voice is then heard: Open thy gates, that the king of 

. 4 
1 n. All the devils are throvln into great 

confusion and Christ lays hold of Satrli1 committing him to the 

power of Hell ''''hile he draws Adam into the light. As the 

devils quarrel and abuse one another because of their defeat, 

the saints led by Adam greet Christ, of him thanks and 

worship him and they are given into the care of the archangel 

1. tr. H.R. James, The Apocryphal New Testament (Oxford,1924/69) 
------------.~-----p. 9 4ff. 

2. James, p.117 .. 
3. Caryn and Lentyn in the M.E. Gospel of Nicodemus, edited 

W.H. Hulme, The Middle Engli~Ha~W1n"gof-Hell and Gos~ 
of Nicodcr:1uS E.E.'l'.S. E.S.l00 (London, 1907) • 

4. Ed:- ci t . -V, . 2. p. 133 . 
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Michae:' who Hill cOllduct them lnto paradise. 'I'he gospel 

ends with I<arinus and Leuci us s\-waring that everything they 

have said is true and having given t:he rs r L(:;uci us to 

Nicodemus and Joseph, Karinus to hnnas, Caiaphas and Gamaliel, 

they vlere transfigured and seen no more. Nicodemus reported 

to Pilate who vnote up everything s cl by the Je\Vs abovt Jesus 

and placed the book in his judgement hall& 

The Middle English translation of the Gospel is a fairly 

close rendering of the Latin version A. Like the original 

it begins with Is ah recounting his prophecy and Seth1s tale 

of the oil of mercy. This is followed by discussion among 

the devils as to whether or not Christ should be admitted and 

Satan claims Christ because he is made of manh 
1 
-and he re-

calls his temptation of Christ in the desert. Luci (cf. 

Hell in the original) urges Satan not to admit Christ but 

the gates are broken down and Satan is condemned to thralldom 

in the endless fires of hell. The devils abuse Satan for his 

abuse of power while lidam and the prophets and patriarchs, 

who are not explicitly named, worship Christ. 

This then is the basis for the Niddle English Harrowir.g 

of Hell and the Devils' Parliament. 

2 1'he Harrowin9: of Hel~_f a poem of some 248 lines; is not 

the oldest of English redactions of the theme and its editor 

feels that the original manuscript of the piece could not be 

later than the middle of the thirteenth century while the 

extant manuscri.pts are not later than the middle of the four-

teenth. The poem presents a much abbreviated version of the 

-------------------------------------------------
1. Ed. cit. 1.1293. 
2_ Ed. lV.H. IIulme, ThE" Hiddle English Harrow:lng of Hell and 

Gos)2el of Nicodemus (Lonci.on ,190 'l). E. E. '1'. S. E. s. foo. 
All references are to the Earleytext. 
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theme ~hich can be divided into four major sections: first, 

an in>croduc,tion which lays a good deal of emphasis on the 
. 

sinfulness of man since the fall and hov; he was conderrmed 

to hell; second, a monologue by Christ which has much in 

common 'I;lidl addresses from the cross in which Christ tells 

of the sufferings he has endured for man's sake and yet 

promises redemption; third, the debate between Christ and 

the Devil and fourth, the saveci. offer thanks for their 

deliverance and are received by Christ. 

The framework of the Gospel of Nicodemus in \vhich 

Carinus and Louei us vlri te down their testimonies and finally 

give the complet<::d work to Caiaphas and Nicodemus is not 

found at all in the poem, nor is Christ's cOlTLrnittal of the 

saved souJs to t.he archangel Michael nor the meeting with 

Enoch and Eljas at the gates of Paradise. 

The subject matter of the poem is made quite elear in 

the introductory lines: the poet 'viII tE'~11 of the strife of 

Jesus and Satan. He then goes on to speak of the power of 

the Devil and the compulsion he can use, since the time 

Adam and Eve ate the apple, to bring all those who have died 

into h::'s power. Because of the fall the Devil has rights 

over m~n and it is according to these rights that he holds 

Adam and Eve I Abraham, David, John the Baptist and r-loses as 

well as many other holy men but their inability to escape 

caused Christ to take on the flesh, suffer for them and to 

release them from bondage because Satan could hold captive 

only those who were sinful. Once he had abused his power by 

trying to confine a sinless man his hoJd was broken. 

The second part of the poem cOfltains Christ's address: 

it is a ~p-ctus 1.n which ChrL:;t tells of the hardships he has 
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, how men bound him and beat him but he suf 

e of his love for man, and addressing Adam 

st says he will release him from hell. There is no 

speech in the Gospel of Nicodemus but one 

occur in the plays dealing with this theme belonging to the 

York and Wakefield cycles: their relationship, however, with 

the poem is not at all clear. In the Yo s S I Play 

and the Nakefield play of the Deli'1era.nce of S (t.he 

twenty-seventh) Christ speaks of the anguish and suffer-

ing he has endu~ed for man's sake and promises to release Adam 

from the hold of the Devil vlhose guile Adam and Eve 

to eat the apple, The content is general simi although 

greater emphasis is placed on the suf ng of Christ in the 

poem, while the release of Adam and the of the Devil are 

more important in the mysteries. In poem this speech is 

imro.ediately followed by the debate '\.;ith Satan '''hile the plays 

show Adam and Eve, the prophets and archs rejoicing at 

the light which Christ h&3 sent himl as a token: a 

motif not found in the poem. 

The argument between Christ and satanl occupies the most 

important third part of the poe:;,L, and in the early stages it 

recalls the Gospel of Nicodemus when Christ mentions how Satan 

unsuccessfully tried to tempt him in the wjlderness. The 

argument turns on the possession of the souls of those held 

captive by Satan; and it is a legal argument although references 

to the la\'1 are by no means as full as they are in the York. and 

Wakefield plays. 

1. The conflict betv,Tcen them is seen both as an his toricctJ. 
incident and as a :::n2e of the perennial conflict of 
vice and virtue, good and evil. 



Satan claims the souls as of right: 

reOO1)TI vIol y tel1e pe 
per myht pou Douht be; 
whose buyp uny pyng~ 
hit is hys But hye of 
Adam hungry' com me to, 
Monrade dude y hiw me do; 
ffor f:lil Hppel ic.h 3ef hym 
he myn ant al h:ys 1 

The Devil has, in Augustine's phrase, his strictest 

rights and se are based on reason. Adam, when he WaS 

hungry, did homage to the Devil for an apple! that is he 

became legally bound to the Devil. The legal rights of 

the Devil are ther emphasised in the corresponding 

of the Auchinleck l1S \-vhere his sense of duty compels the 

Devil to add that all sould he possesses 

••• me bihoue:p haue & hald ? 
& wipouten enda wald; -
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sa.ge 

Just as the Devil urged his case with resoun so Christ 

bases his claim on reason, saying that the app and the 

apple belonged to him and i."r3.S not in the Devil's gift. If 

man O\ves anyone homage for the apple, it is Christ. Al though 

the Devil uses a legal argument it is clear that he defeats 

himself by his abuse of his divinely sanctioned right when he 

tried to make marchaundise of otiler people I s property. This 

emphasis on the rights of the Devil is not found in the Gospel 

of Nicodemus and is introduced by the Middle English poet who 

further adds to the original story when the Devil is unable 

to answer Christ's argument that the apple is his and that the 

Devil is a thief. The Devil then tries to salvage at least 

something of his position by bargaining with Christ: you h."lve 

earth and heaven, let me have hell! But he has fai18~ to 

realise that he has already been defeated and when this ne,'! 

line also fails he turns to Lhreats of reve~ge and is bound 

I: 1. 83ff. 
2. AuchinlecJ( 11. B9-90. 
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by Christ and commi tted to the n(~ther Hell. 

The Middle English poet has treated Cl well knOl,m theme 

in a drcimatic manner and as there are no narrative links the 

poem could be acted as it stands. The introduction of the 

Devil's Rights to the theme enabl~:?s him to produce a more 

lively argument and to make it so seem less one-sided than 

it would othe se be the case. '1'he Devil has a good argument; 

it is right and reasonab but in this particular 

case he has exceeded the limits of his rights by claiming a 

man without :::;in. 

Why is Christ I s argument unans\\lerab le I causing the Devil 

to try and bargain? Christ's case rests on the identification, 

made in the Legends of the Rood, between the forbidden tree 

in the Garden of Eden and the rood tree on which Christ died. 

The argument used in the Middle English poem is not mentioned 

in the Gospel of Nicodemus but it is clear that the poet found 

there a hint which he developed into the main source of con-

fIict between Christ and the Devil. As will be recalled, 

im111ediately before the harrowing of hell in the gospel account, 

8eth Is hm-l he journeyed to the gates of paradise to obtain 

the oil of mercy for Adam before he died. An angel shows 

8eth a tree with withered branches in which he sees first a 

serperlt and then later a nevl-born babe (Christ) • 8eth is 

then given seeds l of the apple eaten by Adam and plants them 

on his father I s grave where they grov; into a great tree which 

was eventually used by the Jews to make a cross for Christ. 

That the tree of the knm·J1edge of good and evil was also the 

2 tree of redemption is made quite clear in the gospel but it 

1. Or a branch in other accounts, e.g. Jacopo da Voragine, 
Legenda Aurea on The Invention of_ the Cross. 
---' 

2. Iv1iddle English GOSPel of Nicodernus, ed. ci t. , 1.l473ff. 
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was le to the English t to make it the basis 

of the legal argument in his debate version of the harroYJing. 

It is for this reason that Christ, the second Adam, 

releases rst of all the original Adam and then the prophets 

and patriarchs aftervlards. 'Although Christ wins the argument 

and confines the Devil to hell he makes one significant 

concession: the de of the Devil is obviously not a re ity 

in a world containing so much evil so lesser devils are 

exemp ted from restrictions and are allo,'led full liberty to 

·tempt young men. 

. Like Gospel the poem moves speedily over the actual 

breaking-dmm of ·the gates of Hell but the greater dramatic 

quality of the scene in the Middle English poem is shown by 

the porter's fear as he abandons his post at the gates: The 

final part of the poem contains a procession of the saved 

led by Adam and Eve, and followed by Abraham l David, John 

Baptist and Moses. 2 In the Gospel only Adam is mentioned 

at this particular point a?d the others are merely grouped 

together as prophets and patriarchs. They greet Christ, 

identify themselves, and briefly beg to be released from hell 

and adruJtted to heaven. The formulaic nature of the greeting 

and Christ's reply3 is more marked in Digby version than 

in the others but all exhibit a formal processional quality. 

A fuller and livelier version of the same theme is found 

in The Devils' Parliament 4 (c.1430) but the debate is padded 

out with an introductory parliament of devils, a fight between 

1. In the Gospel he is ordered to make the gates fast. 
2. The sa.me p:'l:'ophets and patriarchs also appear in the York and 

vlakefield cycles with except:! on of p.braham. 
3. lI'l'oday pOD. salt alesed be/And cornen to paraises blisse/ 

~erof ne salt ~ou neuere missc~ e 11.172,192,210. 
4. • F.J. Furnivall, Hymns to the Virgin and Christ, (London, 

1867) E. E. T. S. o. S. -"24.1)":-lir:rr:-----' -
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the devils after their confinement to hell an account 

of Christ's appearance on earth after his resurrection. The 

fjrst half ef the poem Is devoted to two r aments held 

by the devils, the first, at the time Nativity, is 

to discuss the ity of Har'1' s son but they comfort 

themselves \,vi th th01..1g-ht tha-t he cannot. be the Christ as 

his name is Jesus; nevertheless the vi birth puzzles 

them. At the conclusion of this f t rliament the Master 

Devil is sent to tempt Christ and r thi~ty years have 

passed he returns and reports his lack of success to the 

second parliamc:mt. 

There are sufficient hints in the gospel to account for 

the parliament of devils and simiJ ar assemblies \vould be well 

knovln fro::n lives of the saints. 1 Gregory's life of 

Andrel",,v of runda tells hm1, at such an assembly, one 1 was 

rewarded for having made Andrew lust after a nun. The account 

of the temptation in the wilderness is found in the gospel 

but the i a of elaborating this into a parliament discussing 

the paternity of Christ, the events of his early li 

miracles appears t</'be original. 

and his 

Th~ debate between Christ and Satan (11.249-360) is a 

longer and more complex affair than that in The Har:r:owing of 

Hell dnd it is made clear at the beginning that Christ has 

been sent on a redemptive mission as reference is made to the 

Parliament of H~aven2 vlhen Christ reconciled Mercy I Peace, 

Truth and Righteousness and agreed to i..:ake upon himself the 

sins man. Also at the beginning of the debate Jesus 

announces, in accordance with orthodox opinion that the descent 

---------------
1. Dialogues ed. cit. Bk III,p.114. 
2. -yr.--Z6I- 2 . 
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su crist was a soul journe.y, that he is the s 
------~----------------------

and that his body ns dead in the earth. Just as he 

elaborated ear r parts of the story so the Mjddlc English 

author also gives a new dramatic quality to the debate when 

the devils' question - who is calling out? - is answered by 

Christ and not, as in the Gospel, by John the Baptist. 

The Devil his claim to possess the souls of 

sinners by virtue of their humanity, this also is why 

claims Christ • 

••• ~ou art come of 
~erfore hi ri3t we eha1 
for in holi writt ~ou ID 
tlIn helle is no remediel! 

seed, 
e pea, 
rede, 1 

Confident of success with an argument based on right 2nd 

Holy Writ the Devil is unaware that man, lost by onc tree, is 

saved nm<l by another. Adhering to the distinction in. 

2 the gospel between the hell in which the Old Testament 

worthies are found and the nethermost pit to which Hell and 

Satan are confined, Chris,t makes the point, ignored by the 

Devil, that there are two. hells: 

But ~ou woost not ~i silf how 
Pare is a boonde helle, but ~is is free. 3 
Pe boond helle Vias ordeyned for 30u; 

It is by the abuse of his rights that the Devi.l is 

defeated: he was entitled to claim the souls of sinners but 

Christ had hid his deity under the flesh, his sin sness 

lli1der his humanity. The conflict between Christ and the 

Devil is basically one of rights and the falseness of the 

Devil's clair.; is pointed out by Christ as this emphasises his 

purity and the virgin birth. 

-------
1. 1. 277ff. 
2. This is clearest in Latin B but can also be found in the 

other versions. See James p.136. 
3. 1. 282ff. 



Luc ifC:'l'" :p ou IG,e vIldir-nsfrlc ~ 
And seidist y was of 1)e seed of adams kyn; 
ForsolJo y out of pe goclhede come ~ 
And took floisch & blood a IDRiden with-inne. 
For as of the seed of er:pe per springi):> blome, 
So matte we, & partid Di)Joute synne: 
I'in argument 18 fals ~ so is pi doome; 1 
Bi what right v.701dist pou. me wyr~ne? 

In keeping with the parliamentary fiction of the debate 

legal terminology plays a larger par"c than in The Harrovd.ng 

of Hell. Apart from itself other phrases emphasise 

164. 

the special nature of the conflict: bi son assent (1.29) I 

(1.30), cla:-l~e ..• for oure rente (1.31), 101lis 

(1.39) fchal~D5::re (11.40,278), conclusion (1.98), ar<;rument, 

dooil~ (1.295) I bi ri3t (11.278,296) f for.f~te, !£Efeti st 

(11.298,300). Christ engages the Devil as man champion 

'As in most accounts of the harrO\ving of hell the descrip-

tion of Chris t breaking down the gates is qui·te cursory and 

the saved are led out to greet Christ. Expanding on Hell's 

speech of reproach in the gospel, the Middle English author 

concluci.es t.he har:row.i..ng with a lively altercation betw8en Hell, 

Satan and Beelzebub. The poem, according to the author, is 

to be read on the first Sunday in Lent and it is this devotional 

purpose which explains the presence of much of the moterial 

that seems extraneous to the debate: the history of Christ's 

life, his temptation by the Devil and, after the descent into 

hell, his appC:-"oarance to the apostles and Mary !,iagdalene. The 

same purpose calls for mention of the final seal of Christ's 

redempti ve work ,vhich is seen in the brief acC'oun'c of the 

assumption of the Virgin Mary with which the poem cone ludt-'? s • 

----------,,_._---------------
L 1. 289ff. 



It is clear that in both 2:!:_c_Ha_rrC::.::i.n.5L~f_ He~l and The 

Devils.~ ?a(Liamc:mt there is a good deal of material not 

directly related to the debate between Christ" and the Devil 

and this raises the problem of the genre of the poems: are 

they in fact debate poems? Despite this "extraneous ll 

material I believe that they are debates: in both poems the 

conflict between Christ and the Devil is the core of the work 

and the conflict is a verbal one. Christ and the Devil argue 

about their rights in a legalistic manner and Christ wins by 

having the more convincIng argUlllent. The breaking down of the 

gates is a sign of the conquest of the Devil but it is of 

secondary importance only, and it merely confirms what has 

already been achieved by words. In both poems the authors 

have expanded th"} gospel confrontation. into an argument about 

the rights of the Devil over Christ, and it is only after this 

verbal conflict that the narrative takes up the gospel account 

once again. The works also incorporate other features typical 

of ·the debat.es : although everyone knows the outcome of the 

conflict there is a large degree of irr.partiali ty in the treat-w 

ment of the Devil and much of the point of the conflict depends 

on the f..:tct that the Devil's arguments, while not being so, 

at least seem sound. The conflict is also a contest for 

supremacy and once the Devil is proved not to have the upper 

hand he is confined to the depths of hell. The debate between 

Christ and the Devil is central/but material which is not 

immediately related to it~ is introdl.lced for the same devotional 

purposes: to show the reader the ult.imate destruction of evil 

by good, a process made possible by Christ's defeat of the 

devil in the harrm,ling of hell. 
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4. between a Gooa Man and the Devil 

The presence of 1 in v,rorld always posed a 

philosophical and theologic problem: if the One True God 

is indeed a benevolent just God and his creation, as 

is informs us t is good,l,vhy then is virtue clearly not 

alvlays rewarded? The dualist explanation is one of the 

oldest and most recurrent. This sees the 'tvorld as a vast 

battle-ground for the relentless and eternal struggle be-

tween the principle of good and the principle of evil for 

the possession of man's soul. Han is at the centre of the 

stage, the cause of their enmity. The Church, of course, 

had to reject any such explanation which might diminish the 

omnipotence of God, the principle ef good, and the savagery 

of its suppression of the Albigensians in the hvelfth century 

testifies to the intensity of its rejection and perhaps also 

to its ar of the attractive ease of the explanation. But 

despite official antipathy to such extreme forms the conflict 

of good and evil is fundamental to Christian thought and is 

seen most clearly in the strugglE:: for man I s soul bebleen the 

good angels, the tutelary spirits of the ancients baptised 

into acceptability, and the bad angels which attempt to drag 

it with them dmvn into hell. 

While Christianity rejected the Manichaean notion of a 

great struggle bet'tveen the principles of good and evil it 

could not deny tI1e real! ty of evil and the necessity of resj st-

ing it. Life in this world was a militia and to protect his 

soul from sin and the blandishments of the Devil man had to 

become a miles christianus. Metaphors of battle abound in 
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the Ne,v 'l'estomcnt especially .i n writings of St. Paul 

who rst of the miles s anus. -_........-_""""""'_._-_ ... -...--

Induite vas armat~ram nei, ut pos 
aba 

stare adversus insidias 

Quoniam non est nobis col11J.ctaU.o a rsus carnem et. sanguinem: 
s rsus principes, et. potest.ates, adversus mundi ractores 
ten rarum harum, contra spiritualia nequitiae, in coelestibus 

Propterea accipite armaturam Dei, ut possitis resistere in 
die malo, et onmibus perfecti stare. 

State ergo succinti Itwbos vestros veritate, et induti 
loricam ustitiae, 

Et cal pedes in praeparatione pacis: 
In onmibus sumentes scutum fidei r in quo possitis omnia tela 

nequiss ignea extinguere: 
Et galeam salutis assumite; et gladium ritus (quod est 

verb urn ) • 

Thus the Christian will be able to fight off the 

life-long of his three enemies, the World, the Flesh 

and the Devil, and if he stands firm he will be able to say 

with Paul III ha\8 fought a good fight, I have finished my 

course, I have kept the faith" and his will be the reward of 

virtue. FaiJure is death. 

Many of the writings of the Church Fathers and later 

theologians could be given the title of Augustine's treatise 

p-e. agone ChristianC?! and as many concerned themselves with the 

devil wi thin as with devil without. In his Moralia on 

Job Gre~ory the Great comments: 

evil 
they 

What other enemi.es are vIe more subject to than 
spirits, who in our thoughts, beseige us, that 
break into the city of our minds, and hold it, 
taken captive, under the yoke of their dominion? 2 

may 

The Esychomachi~ or struggle within had received its 

fullest and most influential form nea:cly two centuries before 

Gregory in the poem of that name by the Spanish writer 

1. Ephesians VI, 11-17. This is {:he fullest example of the 
bati...le metaphcr but note Job :r: I 7 i I T:im. VI ,12 i 

1 

II Tim.4,7; I Peter Il,lli 2 Cur,X,~; Thess.V,8i Ecclus.5 r 17. 
2. Moralia on Job 22.25. Tr. A Library of the Fathers of the 

Holy Catholic Church (London,1845). 
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Prudenti us \lho took the warfare metaphors found in the 

Bible and more fully in Tertullian Cyprian and turned 

them into Cl. full-scale allegorical battle in which the 

Vices and Vi marshall their forces of lesser vices 

and virtues and fight it out in true epic manner. The 

poem "las immense influential from the time it was written 

and especially so in the Middle Ages where its progeny included 

such learned works as Alan of Lille's Anticlaudianus and 

the English morality plays. 

The struggle of the miles christianus was both within 

himself and without but the object of the con ct was always 

the same: the possession of man's SQul by the forces of good 

and evil. Nhile the struggle was unending in this life man 

was not ~_eft resourceless: before him he had the example of 

Christ who withstood the temptations of the Devil in the 

wilderness and by his crucifixion overcame the Devil. The 

life of the Christian was ~n imitatio Christi and it behaved 

him to be always vigilant. But. Christ was not the only model, 

although the supreme one, and the lives of the saints are a 

vast catalogue of the unrelenting assaults of the Devil and 

it is in only few lives that we do not see his discomfit~re. 

St. Jl-.. nthony battles with the De'vil and sends him packing at 

the sign of the cross, so too the seemingly endless list of 

saints which includes St. Macarius, St. Ambrose, St. Theodora, 

St. Justina, St. James, St. Francis, and St. Dominic. Such 

stories enjoyed an immense popularity, knowledge of them being 
~ 

derived from collections like the Le:,aenda AUE.eC';, through 

collections of saints' lives in the vernaculars and of course 

through homilies and stories associated with patron saints of , 



the churches. All told the message: Resistdnce to the 

alluremen-ts of the Devil was the supreme accomplishment 

d d f 1 1 ·· Id' 1 an uty 0 tle Clrlstlan so ler. 

The Middle English D~.~E.t:.iso!} ... J~~i twene a God Han and 

the Deue1 2 is a retelling of this conflict and, as in the 

morality plays, the Good Man is a universal figure, an 

Everyman and his struggle with the Devil is also Everyman's. 

The poem is written in vlhat is arguably either a Southern or 

a Western Midland dialect and dates from the latter half of 

the fourteenth century. It is one of the longer Middle 

English debates (987 lines) and differs from most of them in 

its overtly didactic tone. The poem is not merely a pleasing 

entertainment like the courtly love debates nor does it 

bolster the faith of the pious in the superiority of Christ-

ianity over its opponents like the Debate between the 

Christian and Jew but it is a work of instruction using as 

a framework the old concept of the Seven Deadly Sins and the 

Seven Cardinal Virtues. Within that framework the Devil 

offers his advice for living and the Good Man, recognising 

that the advice is bad, rejects it and in its place offers 

advice based on faith and trust in Christ. 

The Good Man is an exemplar.l Christian and he goes to 

mass and afterwards 

hamward gon rake, 
And pou3te ful 3eo£ne of pat pe prest spake; 
He eode be him one wip-oute fere 3erne, 3 
For no-man of his penkyng schulde hym \verne. 

-----.---------------------------
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1. Encounters between Christ and the Devil or good men and the 
Devil abound in the Bible and the 2\pocrypha. Apart front the 
instance.:; already mentioned the following may be noted: 
Matt.IV,l;Mark I,13;Rev.XII,7;D2ut.XXX,l5;Job I,6-12;Zech. 
III,l;the Coptic Book of the R~surrectioD and the apocryphal 
Acts of Thomas, John and Peter. 

2. Ed.C. Horstmann, "Dispute between a Good Man and the Devil", 
Minor Poems of the Vernon MS,Part I(London,1892)E.E.T.S. 

If+7"- .-'915;"p-:-jI ~ r f • 
3. ed. cit. 1.19ff. 



He. g careful thought to the priest's instructions 

and is assiduous in follo'l'ling his advice. In his 

with the 1 he cites as his authority the priest: 

After pi red wol I not do, 1 
Ffor ~e prest ne bad not so. 

Aftor pi counseil wol I not dO' 2 Fiar ~e prest soide not 80. 

So seip pe priest on h bok :3 

Relying on the sons taught by the priest the Good 

Man recognises and rejects the badness of the Devil's advice. 

The poeln can be looked on as a struggle between the Devil and 

his ces Rnd the priest with his Christian virtues for i~he 

Good Man. But the sion has been made in favour of virtue 
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even before t.he argurnent: in this case t.he Good l'ian is EverYr:1an 

fighting from a position of strength since Christ has already 

\Von his soul. It is not until the end of the poem tha·t the 

Good Man sees the Devil in his interlocutor but he is never 

in any doubt about his advice. A narrative link of a form.u c 

kind introduces each of the Good Man's replies to the Devil: 

Pe goode man wel \~derstod 4 
Pat he seide was not good. 

This formula occurs without change at 1.191 and 1,::;32 

but there is a minor variation at lines 399,640 and 778 uhere 

the concluding phrase substitutes counsel or !ecl~~nge for 

he seide. The argument makes the Good Man progressively more 

aware of the badness of the advice offered him and at line 920 

the formula becomes more outright in its condemnation. 

1. 11.102-3. 
2. 11. 334-5. 

Pe gode Man, ~at in god was stable, 
Vnderstod, ~at he beide was fable. 

--------~---

3. 1.Sll. Also 1.948: 
4. 11.99-100. 



The failure of -the Goon i·ran to recognise thc.,; stranger 

as the DevIl is net surprising because the Devil meets him 

on his way home front church in the e of a mon ----
riche and add~esses him with great cour 1 The disguis8s 

of t:he Devil \Vere many but' none vrere so effective as beauty. 

The Devil can change himself in-to an angel of light2 and he 

may appear, as he appeared to the brother of the monk Valen-

tinian in Gregory's life of St, Benedict I as a com:t_eous 

companion met on the way who, th flattering kindnebs and 

offers of food and res t, seduces the good man from his true 

purpose, that of fasting fore reaches the sa.int. The 
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Legenda AurCd of Jacopo da Voragine . full of tales in which 

the Devil appears in the guise of righteousness: to st. 

Nicholas he appears as a religious woman, to St. Juliana and 

St. Alphage as an angel, to one unfor-tunate youth he comes 

in the form of St. James the Greater v7hile St. Dorninic sa,v 

him as a friar. 

When, at the end of the debate, the Good Man commands 

the Devil to show himself in his true form the handsome and 

courteous stranger is revealed 

Ffoul as helle - 3athanas, 
As Blac dS eny pich he was -
How foul he was can I not telle, 3 
But foul he stank as stunch of helle. 

So, like the palace in the Disputat:bn between a Christian 

anda Jew a vision of apparent light and fairness is shovln in 

reali ty to be ODe of darkness. But unlike the Debat.e bet\;een 

the Christic:n and the Je\¥ the vision here is not dispersetl 

by the production of the; host but by the sign of the cross 

1. The Devil' s speech is well.--p3.dded 'id th phrases such as 
ffelaw~ i §J2ek \;jJ2_1~ fe~?~.~_~viboutE:n K~lS:; I pr8;V_~ 
1:. e 2 g 0;1 tLJ~~ 1 a ~'?_l._,_~- f 1>..:1- ::{_~ 11 e _.2!2. • 

2. 2 Corinthians XI,14. 
3. 1. 968 



which is d by the Devil his follo'Y.rers I explains 

a devil to st. Christopher in Legenda Aurea, because 

it sYlnbolises 

1 death. 

t's victory cn the Cross over Satan and 

The debate is built upon the Seven Deadly Sins which 
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were, we are told by the Good Man, the theme of the priest's 

sermon. f1'he Good Han g"ives a brief resume of the and 

says that 'i,ye should worship and honour God, love our families 

and all Chris ans and keep always with what is right. This 

is ques'cioned by the Devil who wonders hm'1 this is possiblE: 

,,,,hen there is so much evil (especi ly loss of property and 

illness) in the world and it is in rep1y to this speech 

that we first see the Good Man's acceptance of whatever God 

, good or ill, because he kno~s t was for [ his] 90de. 

The order in which the sins are dealt with is pride, 

envy (wrappe & oude) , anger, avarice, lechery I sloth and 

gluttony. This is basically the order of Gregory's list with 

two small changes: the order of envy invidia and anger 

has been reversed and lechery placed between avarice and s 

sloth instead of at the end. 2 

The list 0= the cardinal vtrtues was not as popular as 

the deadly sins, and there was never the same degree of 

agreement about which virtues should be included as there \\'as 

for the sin. In this case the virtues are humility, charity, 

patience, alms-deeds, chastity, busy~ness and moderation. 

The argument begins with the Devil dismissing the priest's 

teaching and claiming that he "dl:" show \'lhether the priest 

~--.-------------~----------------

1. This method of dispersing the devil is used in the Legenda 
Aurea by St. p..nthony, St. Theodora and St. Justina-.--Fo:r: 

explanation given to St. Christopher see Vol.4,p.113. 
2. Gregory's list is ..§.llperbia L • ira l invidia, ava~iti.~lacedi~, 

gula, luxuria (sii-Ziagl). Ira and invidia could be easily 
reverS-eo. A full study of the theme i;-M. ~\T Bloomfield ,
The,_Se.::.e~adly Si22E.. (Hichigan State COilege,press,1952). 
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spoke wisely or foolishly. Just as the Good Man's recog-

nition of the badness of the Devil's advice is given in a 

formula repeated as a narrative link at the beginning of 

his speeches so,too,the Devil contradicts the priest's 

teaching and asserts that the vices which he blOws so \lell 

are in fact not vices but virtues: 

With the bvo remaining sins the denial that they arE' sins 

is not stated as baldly but there is the same attempt to 

\vhi tewash them into acceptability. 

This attempt to make the. sins respectable. is character·· 

istic of the Devil's whole approach to the debate. While the 

Good Man appeals to the aut.hori ty of the priest and Pe Bok to 

justify his arguments the Devil appeals to the authority of 

worldly opinion. He advises t1:2 Good t1an to be proud and 

overbearing so that men \..,ill respect him and he also says 

that people will laugh at him if he keep company with Eor5':. 

wrecches and 

Wel Men may seo alle bi pan 1 
Pat neuer-more wol he beD man. 

Envy is made insidiously familiar and therefore more acceptable 

in the same way. 

----------------
1. 11.189-190. 



Sif pOll sest pi bro];mI> or pi ktm or a·-nopur 
he be fcircr peD ball be, or ~isor pen ~ou 

Or ricchor or baldor or be of beter i-tol~ 
Pau3 b herte be wo 
& of~ldJlke lH1t hit is so, 
Who miht;e pe blallie? 1 

~ 71.' L +. 

Anger v1111 ensure t AlIa men of he benne schule ba fart -....-,....--"'-.-.."">-."-.........., ........... ~-<=...."......,--</I-. _-_ ""'-_ .... __ ~ 

(1.394) and avarice, like pride, will give you a reputation for 

wisdom (11.448f£). The Devi I' s mes is one of egotistical 

self-indulgence which finds ie more convenient not to be 

restricted by marriage ties vi/hen the call of carJ2e d.Le.~ rings 

loud. 

It in the speeches of the Good Han that the bulk of 

instruction of the poem is contained. The basic attitude is 

one of acceptance: everything that God sends is for our good and 

-vle should love Christ because he created us, died for us, and 

called us to his heavenly feast. The Good Man's replies on 

the cardinal virtues contain a large number of theologi 

commonplaces and offer a kind of encyclopaedia of the thought 

of an average educated Christian. Pride vanishes upon consider-

ation of the helpless state into which man was born and how 

Adam and Eve were expelled from Paradise. The pride of men js 

absurd as the biting satire on men I s and women I s fashions sho,,;s, 

when after death the body will be food for vlOrms and the eyes 

run out, teeth turn green and hands and fingers rot. 

A.cceptance of God's sending forms the Good Man's attj tude 

to envy also: envy is without cause as God gives everyone a 

share and that share, whether smal or larger, is aeemed 

sufficient by God. The Good Man has obviously learnt well 

his lesson from the priest because he dismisses equally eff€:ct-

ively·the remaining sins. Prayers are useless if said in angeX", 

and while condemning avarice he says that ~inning is all :right 

if it is used for one's own ne and to support the Church 

1. 1. 323 



and the poor, but ind this attl is an a\vareness 

As that all is vanity that Al 
---,-~--.~~----~------~~-.-.----

fantum hit were. He lists the evi of wealth (inability 

to S f fear of robbery, greedy executors) and laP1ents 

the clinc:~ of the Lechery is condemned but marriage 

and chilbearing are sed; gluttony s lot.h are condeJIlticd 

but tion and a b care for the well-being of others 

are held up as worthy Christian acts. 

The debate ranges over a wide 

the didactic parts in which correct 

of material from , 
tian attitudes are 

expounde~ to highly i ve and very pointed COITllnent on 

those of mediaeval satire, fashion, and the clergy whose 

veniality and slothfulness are held up by the Devil as 

of the kind of behaviour to him. Their general lack of 

observance of the rl tes of the church is attacked and thG: 

Good Man counters by telling hm'l a true Christian should 

order his life. 

The anonymous poet keeps up the fiction of a conversat-

ion by numerous markers that indicate the speaker expects 

some kind of feed-back from his listener and he does not 

allow it to become a series of separat.e speeches on vic8s and 

virtues as could easily have become. He achieves this by 

frequent use of brief resumes of the argument introduced with 

a formula such as QOu speke~.!:. or pou counsei t me a luytel 

while ere l which effectively brings the other speaker back 

into the debate: an important ature as some of the speeches 

are very long and the existence of the other aker coule. 

very easily be fo:rgotten until it is once again his turn. 
,---_. --,------, 

1. See, for example 11. 79,139,143,176,293 1 etc. 

175. 
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Questions fulfil the same role in keeping the second 

speaker in the conversation. For example, the Good ['lan' s 

long speech against pride has a series of questions scattered 

throughout it: 

HOli scholde I be pro'tld~ when I pis se? (1.216) 

Hou scholde I pc-mne be p:r.'oud. for eny p' ? lng •••. (1.237) 

Rou scholde I be proud or el1es modi? (1~291) 

Both Good Man and Devil charge that the other is folted 

(1. 605) or of 1-l~y_t~l..3,rj.t and this also serves to bind the two 

speakers together. 

The debate is not 'cold without humollr and it is a chc~racter'-

istic of the Devil that as soon as he finds' himself stuck ior 

an answer, which is quite frequently, he changes the topic. 

Lete we ~is tale go 
Leue we pis disputyng, 1 
And speke we of OplJ.r pi!Jg. 

He tries the same escape in practically the same words 

again at 1.316ff while he later turns on the Good Man and 

bad _,~n si.9:.ge_, nomore (1.352) and in the end is reduced to anger 

by his inability to find an answer to the Good Man. There is 

more conscious humour when he claims to know better than the 

prient why men go to hell and also when the Good Man carefully 

explains that by breaking the commandments one becomes a thrall 

of the Devil's and he tells the Devil of the way the Devil 

lies in wait for man. There is an especially nice touch when 

he explains to the Devil the torments of hell while the Devil 

explains to the Good Man the unpriest-like behaviour of the 

priests. 

Victory paturally goes to the Good Man who defeats his 

opponent firstly by a~gun~nt: 

1. 1.136ff. 



De wikkede goat, ~er he stood, 
Wax for wra~~e wel~ai3 wood, 
FfoI' he r:JD..s oue:r'-COillG:r1 be-hyncle 
Ffor n,o OllEiweres c e he not f;.yude. 1 

and secondly makes quite sure of his victory by exorcising 

his opponent. 

The argument iS I for the most r dramatic, -v,Tith 

narrative comment being res to the introduction in which 

scene is set and to the conclus where the poet describes 

how the Good Man crosses himself and di Is the Devil. The 

(mds \y-ith the Good HEm returning home and the poet IS 

conventional prayer for Christ's mercy. The ches of both 

Good J:.~an and Devil are fully dramatic reveal an awareness 

of the presence of a listener and links are limited 

to the fo:r:mula-like comments disCUSSGd e 

The Seven De&dly Sins and their opposing virtues provide 

the poem w:;"th an admirably clear structure and it is obvious 

that 2 poet took care over the clarity of his argument, a 

clari t.y which could only improve his \york as a vehicle for 

instruction in the best way' to live a Christian li He is 

also at pains to ensure that the debate does not de gene 

into a series of set pieces bearing only a nominal relationship 

with each other and it is this that gives the poem a great al 

---~---"-------,---------------

1. 1.950ff. Note the implication in 1.952 that this was, like 
the contest bebveen the Christian and the Jew, a s"lruggle 
for maystrie. 

2. Note the way in which he divides the Good Han's replies to 
gain the maximum clarity. See especially 1.6lff (Seven 
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sins with Pr the most important) and then the three loves 
of man) 1.123ff ( reasons why one should love Christ) 
1.195ff (three reasons why one cannot be proud), 1.573ff 
(avarice binds man in v-lays). This emphasis on the 
number three may signi ci:mtr a reminder of the Trinity, 
and it is found, also in t~2 Manls reply on Wrath where he 
does not expJ. number the tlu'ee effects of wrath. All 
the Hanls replies a similar clarity and logical 
subo~dination of 



178. 

of its v 1 t:alit:y and the impressi on tha.t \'le the free flow 

of a gCll.u.ine argument. The unevcmn(:;ss in length of the 

speeche~ does much ~o encourage this ssion. 

It is c that: the world we ar~ dealing \,li th here is 

removed from that of the bi debates: the debaters are 

men, not animals endowed with human characteristics, and they 

argue seriously abou·t a serious Rubject. The moral purposes 

of the devotional debates ensure them a certain earnest-

ness of tone \~'hich never allows them to 1 into pretty 

tri viali ty \"hich characterises some the love debates. 

Despite its 

the Devil shares wi·th these love debates and with the other 

devotional debates features which justify its inclusion in 

the genre. As in the other debates the poem is essenti ly 

a verbal argu.llent involving a contest for supremacy. Al though 

the struggle for supremacy not made as eX"Plici t in this 

debate as in some others lit does! hmvever, moti vaJce -the 

DAvil's attack. ~he argument is presented as a well ordered 

and logical onel and personalities play little part in it: 

up until t.he time he recognises the Devil and expels him the 

force o~ the Good Man's rejection of his ideas is lit morc 

than arl understated acknQ\\7Iedgment that what he said vlaS not 

good. 

The pretence of authorial impartiality, a typical feature 

of the genre 1 is difficult to maintain when a body of cOITuDonly 

received truths comes into conflict with ideas that it explicit-

ly rejects. From the reader!s pojnt of view, if not from the 

Good r·lan' s, the Devil is recc'gnised f.rom the outset and i.nterest 
._ ... _._-_. --

1. See above p.J.77n.2:thc logical 3tructuring and ordered 
subordination of ideas in the Good Manls replies. 
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is focussed on the Good ~'lan' s response to him. If the Devil 

wins, it, will not, he becat.lse of superior argurr.~mts, those 

are the property of Christ c:md his Church f but because of 

the 'h'eakness the Gooa Nan. Thus in the vlider vievl, 

impartiality in a case suer.. as this is not ?Dssible: by 

definition the Devil is false and S0 too '\.\7ill be any arguments 

he may use., HOil\'ever, his arguments possess a disturbing 

plausibi ty "111ich successfully presents the of 

his victory O\Tl~r the Good Han and which ensures that the 

debate has a cer t.ain freedom and does not become a rnere 

The Dispute between a Good l':i:ill and 1:11e Devil shares 'vi th 
~-""~.........".~-----------.. -,,,,,~-.... ,---~---

the other Middle EngJish ates a preference for the out·-

righ t, victory of one of the contestants. In the case of the 

devotion~,l oebates the victorious contestant is determined 

beforehand, spite any pretence of impartiality which may 

be found in the poem, by which slde of the theological 

fence he is fOwLd on. As in the Disputa~i~n between_~ 

Christian a~1d a Jew the victory is partly achieved by superior 

argument and partly by stlperior magic - the power of the 

I-lost or the sign of the cross. The Dispute betvJeen a Good 

Man and the Devil is the most lively of the Niddle English 

debates after The Owl ana the Nightingale and, although 

an altogether poorer example of poetic craftsmanship than the 

latter, it reveals a good ear for the rhythms of conversation 

and a sense of the ebb and flow of real argument: something 

\"hich is frequently lost in the formal alternation of 

speeches found in the shorter and more stylised debates. 



5. A Note on The Mirror of the Periods of Man's Li 
.. 
J. 

179 ~ 

The l:hemc of the eternal conflict behleen vice and virtue 

is t;3.ken up once again in The M:~.rr0E-of .. the Periods ~_n_l_s 

L but treated in a manner quite different from the 

preceding debate. Man is s 11 the object of conflict 

but, unlike the G00G l'oian I he has not yet been Vlon over to tIle 

side of virtue: he stands at the centre of the s assai 

by various allegorical figures, the Vices and Virtues, Age 

and Youth, Conscience and Freewill who urge him to follo;'1 them 

and promise him an abundance of rewards, earthly or heaven]y, 

if he does. Han I s role is limited to choosing 'Vlhich one he 

will follow and his choice differs at various points during 

his life but finally comes repentance and he is led into the 

paths of virtue. 

Some mention should be made of the poem although it differs 

in a number of significant ">'lays from other debate poems, and 

it may best be considered along vvi th other poems like Deguil.Le-

ville's pelerlnage de la ~e Humaine and the English mor~lity 

plays to 'i,",rhich it bears a strong resemblance. The st.ruggle 

between t.he vices and virtues and that between Age and Youth 

are common enough debate themes, but their treatment here does 

not accord with that found in the debates. The large dramati~ 

~rsonae tr"3 Mirror is unusual in a debate 'Vlhere there are 

more commonly only two speakers, although 111 the French bird 

1. Bd. F •• 1. Furnivall, in Hymns to the Virgin and. Christ 
(London,lB67) E.E.T.S. o.s. 24 f P.58ff. 
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debates numerous speakers are heard. 2.'his however occurs 

only in the parliament section ivhich follows on ar.d repeats 

an ear·~ier debate between two characters. 

Whi e characters in the r·Li..rror can be effectively 

placed into two mnjor groupings, of vices - youth - bad angel 

- and Freewill opposed by virtues - age - good angel and 

Consc:i. ence, tJ:..ere is little real sense of conf:Lict bebtleen 

them. Vices and virt:ues -t.ry to persuade a third party f Man I 

and it is here thac their main concern lies and not in the 

conflict ~vi th their opposite number. 

Unlike the French poems, or even Prudentius, where the 

vice-virtue conflict is treated, the vices and virtues here do 

not battle or even argue with one another and, also unlike 

those works, Man is the central figure yet he plays only 

the minor part in the arg"ument of making a choice bebveen the 

assailants. Virtue, of course, comes out on top in the end 

but it is more by force of patience and time than by arguTI1ent 

or superior strength. 

Argument or clash of ideas is the core of a debate and 

there is usually some attempt to present the ebb and flmv of 

conversation: a debate is not made merely by the juxtapo~ition 

of two opposites but it is just this \.;hich 0 cc u r s 

in the l1irror. Because they are so interested in Man the 

vices and virtues have little time le to fight each other 

and instead of arguing they merely make statements expressing 

their allegod cuI function. The degree of argument varies 

throughout +:he poem but is perhaps strongest in the section 

dealing with the conflict of vices and virtues where the argu-

ment is conductcr1, like a debate I in a1 terna te stanzas, but 

even hEc're emphasis is p1c1ced more on persuading Man one way or 
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other than on destroying by force of argument the 

i119 ce or virtue. 

ably the greatest differe~ce between this and the 

, and it is one whic11 reveals the poem' 5 debt 

to the ity plays, tbe time scale. Generally the 

time s most debates is true to life I tho.t is the 

poem lasts the normal duration of an argument, a part 

of one The exceptions an~ few, but even in those the 

debate is usual concluded on one day, and judgment on 

another. For 

,Je"v" the daba te is concluded before nightfall but the 

test which gives victory to the Chris an takes place the next 

morning. In the bird the argu~ent is similarly co~-

eluded at one although j udgmen t f as in The 0,'11 and 

the N~.5l.h~ingale and TI:~ Cuck~he ~ightingale will take 

place in the future. I 

The Mirror includes found in debate poems 

but these are present as a s es of tableaux in which con-

flict between opposing points view is subordinated to the 

desire to persuade man to folIo,,,, certain courses in prefer-

ence to others. They resemble debates but the poem of \'lhich 

they are part does not. Like Pearl which will be discussed 

later, The Mirror of the Periods of Man's thrmV's light 

on the nature of the true debate poem by the close resemblance 

it bears to one: poems of the psychomachia are conflict 

poems but they are not debate poems which are essentially 

verbal conflicts between t'i'1O characters 1 and \"hile these fT:ay 

1. It may be pointed out also that the majority of debates 
restrict themselves to one place and those that more 
(the French bird debates, the r-1.E. debate between the 
Christian and the J'ew) make a clear division betllJeen 
debate proper in one place and tournament or in the 
other. 
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be this is not COI'lmon. The Mirror and 

ias found in the morality plays diverge from 

deb in t.heir larger time scale, in the nurnfJer of 

characters involved and in the predouinantly physical nature 

of con ct. 



6. The Debate bebvecn the Worms. 

An awareness of the trans of life and the proximity 

of death is one of the great constants of mediaeval thought 

and in one temperament it induces a quiet elegiac IT:elancholy 

wh in another a violent contempt of the ~vorld and a morbid 

cination with its corruptihility. Both of these reactions 

to mutabili ty a:r:e present in the .behveen the B~dy and 

U~ .. .li'o~~ and will be examined but it is the conte~~ptus muncli 

that really finds here one of its more extreme expressions. 

transience of the world did not ~troy its beauty 

but the knowledge of certain heightened it and man 

183. 

was seen to be in harmony with the natural world with its cycle 

of and ath. 1 
In The Lament of the Soul of Edward J;.Y-> 

formerly attributed to Skel ton, the poet vlelds his sense of 

the earth's beauty to his knowledge that it is dust; the world 

he s is 

No sertayne butt a chery fere full of woo. 

Gower, in Prologue to his Confessio 2 s uses the 

same ima in speaking of worldly goods whi the anonymous 

author of fteenth century lyric Farewell, this World is 

but a Cherry Fair sees a parallel between the cherry that will 

rot and his own li and death. 

This lyfe, I see, is Dut a cheyre feyre; 3 
All thyngis passene and so most I 

Similarly the maiden in Pearl explains death by means of 

an image dra"l,vn from the natural , .. ,orld: 

1. ed. C. Brown, igious Lyrics of the Fifteenth Century 
(Oxford 1939/67)p.-250,l.2'2: 

2. 1.454. 
3. ed. Brown, op.cit.p.236 1.8ff. 



For ~at ~ou leste3 wat3 bot a rose 
Pat flowrcd and fayled as kynde hyt ger.l 

The same at.titude towards mutabilit.7 gives rise to the 

widespread cry of Ubi sunt! Nhile this is at least as old 

as ovid,2 and probably older, it enjoyed enormous popularity 

throughout the Middle l\ges as the large number of instances 

of the theme testifies. Most frequently it takes form 

of a lament the passing of the great heroes of the 

classics or the Bible, as in Jacopone da Todi's hymn Dic_ubi 

Salomon olim t.am nobilis ,,;hich would appear to be the source 

of many of the later catalogues, and in the Love-Rune of 

Thomas of Bales, Lydgate's As a OIDer rose and many others 
------~----,-~--------

beside the most famous of them all,Villon's Balade.des dames 

du ~®2s_J_' _ s. Less frequently it takes on the aspect of 

a more generalised lament for the passinq of happiness as 

in the Hiddle English Ubi sount Stui ante nos fueraunt but 

closer to what is found in the debate of the Body and the ---
Worms is the stanza in The Lament of the Soul of Edward IV 

where the king asks 

~fuere is my gr~t conquest & vyctory? 
Where be my Rentis & my Ryall aray? 

Where be my coursers & my horsys so hy? 
Where is my grett plesure, solas & play? •••. 

Whe:r'e be my byldyngis & my cas lis Ryall? 3 

Here, as in the debate of the ~odL_and the Worms, there 

is a personal note: the lament is not for legendary heroes or 

heroines but for the loss of real tangible personal property. 

Frequently in the body and the soul debates the elegiac note 

of ubi sunt is changed into a bitterly ironical taunt as the 

body begins to rot. No longer full of graceful nostalgia 

------------- ----------------- -------------------------------------

184. 

1. ed. E.V. Gordon, (Oxford,19S3) .11.269-270. Note also Lydgate's 
As a my.§:somer rose with i-ts refrain of Al stant.on chaung 
like a mydsomvr roose. 

2. Met.XIII',92. Ub1--:-ii:li1Cfac1Jndus Ulixes? also Boethius, 
~nsol~t.PhilosoEh.II/metr.VII •. 

3. Ed.cit. 1.61ff. 
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ubt......£unt becomes a rneans of pointing out the horrible reali ty 

of dea and the impermanence of man and the worlda 

In a world without medicIne as we knO'd it and trouble(t 

with political instability and internecine gh"cing ath was 

always near at hand and frequently ptililic. l'iutability \1aS 

no"c a phi ophical idea but a fact of life: it could be 

seen in the plagues which swept Europe, in the wars, the fall 

of the powerful, in the lure of crops and even in 

change of the seasons and the apocalyptic warnings of itinerant 

preachers could always be heard. Death ,'las the way to eternal 

life but vle frequently find a mor1::id fascination with the 

1 physical facts of death but rarely do even tOlub sculptures 

reach the repulsiveness of that of Francois de Sarra with its 

? toads and ~vorms. 

Death was the beginning of the process by which man would 

return to what he originally was, dust. Dust to dust and 

ashes to ashes were words often repeated fatalistically3 but 

the process of change and corruption began only after the 11 

and is the direct result of sin. l.vha t Gmwr says of the 

poli tical vlOrld in the prologue to th.:;;:: Con ssio Amantis can 

also be applied to the moral world. 

For Senne of his condicioun 
Is moder of divisioun 
And tokne whan the ,,,orld schal faile. 4 

The sin of disobedience brought transience into the world but 

where there is no sin there is also no transience as can be 

seen, for example, in the contrast in Pearl between the worldly 

garden subject to seasonal change and the spiritual sinless 

garden where jewels grmV' likE. flowers and there is no fading 

----------------------------
1. See Brown, Religious Ly c,s of thQ Fift.eenth Cent'Ury (Oxford, 

1967),'\3od send us patience ].rl our old age"esp.l.25ff. 
2. See 'r.S.R.Boase,Death in the Middle p"ges:Mortality,Judgment: 

and Remembrance. (Lvudon,1972)p.45. ----

!: :~~~~~~l~~~~f~o than in the lyric Erbe :t..()JLQf.~.AJlf~:1llLJY..';lh..JY.QI1 .. , 
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and v/here the encounter:::, maiden and finds 

comfort for h s in this 'vlOr1d. 

Not only is there a contrast the transience 

of the sinful and the permanence of the sinless but also 

one beb.",reen stench of sin and odour of sanctity. 

The latter e is today an clich6 but to the 

mediaeval mind it vias sti 11 and literal as can be seen 

from the account of St. Patrickls Purgatory in the Early 

SOClth English Legendary where visitor finds in hell that: 

M t 1 .. 1 ore S80ruwe ne more s unC:1: neuere ~seJ.3 e nas 

but once through the Glorious Gate 

Gregory 

swote spices were, 
So muche swotnesse me mi3te 3iuen: ase ~at suote 

smul dude pere... 2 

Great in his Dia s speaks of a stinking vapour, ___ • ..........0"--_ 

seen in a vision by one Deusdedit, which surrounded the hO~,lses 

of those whose hearts were touched with carnal ure, but 

those \'1hose hearts vTere from sin had their houses left 

untouched. So the svveetness of heaven which comes from its 

essenti sinlessness will also be found in those saints who 

have rooted sin out of their hearts. The list of saints who 

gave evidence of their sanctity by the sweet aroma of their 

corpse is a very long one and inc111des, among others, Vincent, 

Polyccrp, r.largari ta of Hungary, Severus, Thomas Aquinas, 

Cyril1us and Methodius, Vitalis, Pope Gregory (who himself 

tells of the odour of sanctity of Theophanius) I Swithun and 

Raymcnd Lull. A corollary of this is found in the cases 

where the t.omb of a Saint is opened up many years after h 

death and the corpse is found to be intact and AI-so hol it 

-,-------- .. - --------,----,-,-------------
1. ed. C. Horstmann E.E.T.S. o.s. 87 (London i 1887)p.206,1.3l0. 
2. Ibid. 1.468ff. 



I wa.s y,d th--out.e weOffirne: as it euer a--Li. ue ';las 0 In the c.ehC'lte 

of the body and the worms we are dealing with the corruption 

of a sinner and although the author does not make the point 

the contrast. between this and the odour of sanctity that 

popularly surrounded the bodies of so many saints would have 

been irflI!1edi,ately abvious to any mediaeval reader 0 

The history of the theme of the body and the worms is 

difficult to trace as there is no continuous tradition from 

the source up to the mediaeval period. It first occurs in 

the Book of Job, Chapter VII, 5: 

Induta est caro mea putredine et sordibus pulveris 
cutis mea aruit, et contracta est. 

and in Chapter XVII, 14: 

Putredini dixi: Pater meus es, mater mea, et 
soror mea vermibus. 

Despite his vivid imagination of the putrefact.ion of his body 

Job still looks forward to the resurrection: 

Et rursum circumdabor pelle mea, et in carne mea 
videbo Deum meum. (XIX, 26) 

The reasons for the apparent absence of the theme from Latin 

works before the Hiddle Ages is work for the literary sociol-

ogists and I shall be concerned only to examine some of the 

many mediaeval treatments of the theme. 

That the fate of the body was to be food for worms was 

impressed on the popular mind by the preachers and we find in 

John of Bromyard's handbook for preachers, the Summa Praed

icantium the following warning to the rich2: 

------",----
1. Earl~South j~nglish Lege],}~:a£¥, ed. ci t. p. 51: speaking 

Of"· the body--of St:. Edward at the time of its trans lation 
froB Wareham to Shaftesbury. Note also the tale of St. 
Erkenwald. 

2. Quoted by G.R. Owst, Literature and Pulpit iE Medieval 
England (Oxford,1961) p.294. See also W.292-3. 1.468ff. 

187. 
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Jnstead of wives shall toads; tead 
of a retinue and throng of followers their 
body have a thronq of worms and their soul 
a throng of demons. ~ 

And an anonlymous preacher explains in a sermon found In 11S. 

Royal 18 B.XXXIII: 

Wh 01'0 Se;ynt Berna.rde wold correcte all tbese 
worldely men p loue more pe world pen God. 
his Meditacions •.•.. he seyp on pis wise: "Where 
ben all pase vorldely lovers pat were here a litt91 
before with vs? Now per is no pinge lefte of hem 
but Bakes and vormes •.•••.•. pere fles is 3even 
to \'10

l
rCil

t
es to fete, and POl:' soY/les is put in-to J. 

euer as~ynge yre. 

Imd similar vlarnings were given in the Blickling Homilies, 2 

in the Fes al series homilies by John Hi 3 in the 

Northern Homily Collection4 as well as in numerous lyrics,S 

and a d-ramat.ic version of the theme is found in the Wakefield 

play of Lazarus. Seminal works for this 'cheme ,.vere the bocks 

de c.ontemptu mundi by Bernardus Morualensis and Pope Innocent ----.. -~ ~,~--~~-

Ill. Innocent's work is proba.bly responsible for much of 

popularity the theme, and expresses an extreme, almost 

hysterica1,distas for the body and dwells at length on the 

corruption of the flesh and the vanity of all appearances. 

However its popularity, and that of the body and worms theme, 

cannot be questioned but it is surprising to find that it was 

still consid€:red worthwhile translating by Geo:r:ge Gasco':gne. 6 

As in other devotional debates the Hiddle Engjish 

1. Middle English Sermons ed. W.O. Ross, E.E.T.S. 0.S.209, 
(London r 1940) p.98. 

2. . E.E.T.S. 0.S.58 Pt.I esp. p.58, and 98, 110f£. 
3. ed. Th.Erbe, E.E.T.S. E.S.96 (London,1905)pp.84-5,141,294. 
4. English l\1etr.:tcal Homilies from Nanuscripts of ~he Fourteen'th 

ce~rturz by. _Tohn. Small (Edinburgh, 1862) ,Dominica iii post 
Ge~avam Eplphanle p.134ff,esp.141ff. 

5. E. g, ,rhc La ~(~~!._pa:¥.r v7he~ the Tt~~hy TO\';1er 1 ~ur Hundus 
~illtat, Dsto memor mortls, But thou say sooth thou shalt 
be sl1efit and:--:Fa"re';iel-r;Thls \\lor1d is but a Cherry Pair. 

6. In-fhe~'-fi:r:st part of 'fhe broomme of DC:??~S da .... y.: 
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Debc..te between the and the WormsldoGs not open with 

characteristic 

features of the love debate; tead the poet tel hOvY in a 

time of plague, probably the Black De of 1347-50, he went 

on 19rimagc: and on one holy day found hims f in a church 

looking at the nevYly erected ef gy of soroe great lady \'iho 

had succumbed to pesti He gone on pilgrjmage 

moti vc.. ted, vle may expect like most pilgrilrlS 1 by a search for 

spiritual well-being and in the expiation of his sins: 

plagues 

could be, and were, seen as a scourge sent from God in 

punishment for the sel absorbed worldliness of man: the 

plague in the real world becomes a memento mori p lel to 

tha t in the poet I s dream vision f a way: ()f bringing sharply 

home the lesson of mut lity \'lhich is also taught in the 

conL!..ict of the body and the worms. 

'The link betvleen these two "Y'orIds I that the plague 

and that of dream, is the beautiful effigy in gilt copper, 

gold and paint lying on top the lady's tomb: she died of 

the plague. In the following stanzas we see her body com-

plaining to the worms, and the effigy becomes a pitiful 

attempt to capture the transient beauty of the lady vlhich 

has passed as surely as the childhood which Machaut looked 

back to nostalgically and contrasted with the present de-

plorable state of the \-v-orld in the introduction to the ~

roent do~y' de ,!1avarr<:.. 

It is while looking at the effigy ~hat the poet falls 

asleep f and like the dreamel: in ~_Gar:ll is Rap!: and rauesched 

------.---,-.----.--~,---- ------
1. Ed. K. Brunner, "Streitgesprarh zwischen einem Leichnam und 

den Wurmen",Archiv 167 (19:35)p.29ff. 



from himself and hears str@lge argument between the 

putrefying corpse of lady vlhich s beneath her 

beautif"ul e gy and the insRtiabJe worms who are eating 

her. The lady addresfJes the HOrI'1S first and catches up the 

theme personal beauty that was introduced in the form 

of her effigy. 

By 30\7 my flesche is ho.rribi11y arayed 
Whilk VIaS n. fyg'\.JY6 whylo ID fres and eta 
R~.ght am .)1"abyll and odoru,s and swete 
Beste belofed of any creature 
J.!1ldy sof'erayne cald, I 3071 ensure. 

Of bewte I was a 1 precious 
Of gentil blode descend;Y1:1g of right 1yne ••.• 1 

After telling hOl'1 she was sought out by great men, the 

lady complains that the worms, thin when she was first d 

in the earth, are relentlessly grO'i.\'ing -(at. And then sb 11 

worldly, she laments that the worms are vncortes and using 

the traditional theme of ubi sunt calls out: 

Now where be 36 kl1yghtes cum forth in place 
And 38 worschipful sqwyers both hye and base 2 
Pat sumt~~1e to me offerd 30ur seruyse. 

190. 

Unlike the body and soul debates \vhere it is used by the. 

soul to taunt the body the. ubi sunt theme is used here in its 

traditional way as a lament. 7'.s has been mentioned a common 

part of the theme was t.he c?talo,]ue of heroes dra\'Jll from the 

classics or the Bible but i~'l che debate these are found not 

in the ubi sunt passage proper which belongs to the lady but 

. h f h h \., l' h' h' 3 ~n a speec 0 t e worms were tney ~st t e Nlne Wort leSt 

as vJell as Helen, Polyxena, Luc£ecc and Dido who also frequently 

appears in catalogues of names. However th r sense of dut" 

does not allow them merely to list these ubi sunt heroes 

----_.----_._--------,--- -------
1. ed. c • 1. 3 
2. ed.cit. 1.74ff. 
3. Judas l1achabeus/ Julyus Ccsar, Godfray de bolayne, Alexander, 

Ector, ]~rthure, King Charls l Duk Josuc. 



without telling what became of then, as a second catalogue 

makes car. 
With vs for to halde er ~ai sot fully 
30w v'11to devollt~e and waste vttyrly 

.Pe cokkatr;ys pe basilysk an.d pe dragon 
Pe lyzerd ~e tortoys pe coluber 
Pe tode pe lGowclevmrp and pe scorpyon 

vypera lie snake and pe eddyr 
Drawpaude pe pyssemoure and pe canker 

Pe t3py'tterd pe t!18wkes pe evet of kynde 1 
Pe wa'Lyr 10;)'c11e Pilld oper ar not behyude. 

'1'he lady 1: ebe against the unpleasant state of things 

and i-t is the task of the worms to shovl her the inevitability 

of it, and to show her that she ,,,,as sent warning of this fate 

during he)::' li by messengers sent by the worms: these are 

lice, nits and worms found in her hair anci bed. Once she has 

heard this the lady recognises the truth of it and submits to 

the worms' will. Her fault?: a reynawnQe E~ide in herself 

and the world and for this she suffers the punishment approp-

priate to the ungodly and acknowledges the truth of Ecclesias-

~ VII, 17. 

Humble yourself greatly, for the punishment 
of the ungodly is fire and worms. 

191. 

The worms appear as servants working ceaselessly and with~ 

out reward both to punish the worldliness of the lady and to 

2 bring her to accept her fate I' but they are fully aI,vare of 

their role as a memento mori: if we had a sense of smell or 

taste do you think we would consume your rotting flesh, they 

ask. 

Despite the repulsiveness of the subject matter the Dpb"lt>~ 

between the Body and the Norr,'s does nut show the unht:al thy 

fascination with putrescence which cha£acterises the Old English 

-------------~.------

1. ed. cit. 1.104ff. 
2. In 1.103 they speak of t.heir \'lOrk as seruyse and urge the 

lady to remember \-lhat she - dust. See 1.148,1.171. 
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Ad dY.'e f, s of t:.h~~ Los t Soul to but: like the Visio 

Fulberti it shows that can be avoided and that 

there is the possibility of salvation still. Once she h<l:J 

recognised her worldly pri as the cause of her fate an ('1 

said to the worms Lat vs s 
1 the lady can f like ,To!:1, ---

look forward to ,the day vlhen will rise again for the 

Last ,Judgment. 'l'he worms may, , be the means of 

l .j-' 2 sa vac.lOD. 

The purpose of the poem is as a ~~::E::s;.:.!.~ori or, as t.he 

poet calls it, a ~?2~~ (1.212) to 1 people back to God, 

to rernerrber the vanity of \vorldly 3 and to follow the 

advice given by Lazarus in the Wake eld Cycle. 

Amend thee, man, '\'lhilst thou art here, 
Lest thou abide a bitter i 

Mien thou art dead and d on bier, 4 
Hit thou well thou art too 

The lady in the debate, as she admits, is one of those who 

were too late. 5 

The body and soul debates have for a good many years 

attracted attention of scholars in Europe and America 

\'lho have devoted much labour to examining the history of the 

theme and relationships of the numerous vers 

most of the West European languages and I do not propose 

consider them here as much COITment of necessity would be 

---------------------
1. 1.192. Cf. Job XVII, 14 and XIX,26. Quoted above p. 187. 
2. See the narra of the homily for the Third Sunday 

Epiphany in the Northern English Homily Collection. 
3. Especially s of women. 1.173ff. 
4. ed. M. Rose: _._y!akefie)~st~ Plays (London,1961) 

"Lazarus" p.273, 1.182ft. 
5. ed. ci t. 1. 176. 
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little more tha~ tition ~ 1 k f" 1 weL - nown aces. There is 

of course a similarity between two at~e themes and 

while the debate of the Bodv an.d the Worms uses the ubi sun 
--,-~=.--... ---"'----~---

topos and like the Visia rti admits that it is too late 

for ch2nge now· I do not think that tJlere is much evidence Jco 

8hov1 that the body and soul debates influenced the debate 

of the body and the worms in any dj rect \"ay. It is true that 

the major topic of argument in the ~.-!..l}~b~t, the re-

current debate theme of __ l?!.rye. (who is the master, the 

or the soul, and therefore to bear responsibility for its 

damnation) finds an echo in Body the Worms but little 

is macle of it. The lady in stanza five says she was sof~r~ne 

in life but by st.anza blenty-four she has been forced to admit 

tht h · 't 2 a - nm'l s e ~s soget '0 wormes. But the greatest similarity 
_____ .P"'"' ...... " 

lies in t.he fact that both debates are in intention mementi 

mori: the popularity of the body and soul debates may have had 

SOIlle influence on the writer but they are unlikely to have 

suggested the topic. That was widespread enough but the poet 

must be credited "lith making a debJ.te out of it. 

------._-------------------------_.--.. --.-------
1. The most important studies are those by T. Batiouchkoff, 

Lec"bbat de ~.me et du corps, Ro~,ania 20 (1891)pp.1-55, 
513-78; -M.U:-Vog'el, Some AS2ect.sotthe Horse and Rider 
Analo_9L.in th~~e b~-en tho Body a"!1d~e Soul 
(Washlngton, 1948); Lou~se Dudley, The Egvptlan Elements 
in t.he J.Jegend of the Body and the Soul (diss • Bryn Mal'1r) .~ 
"1911; J. 6:-Bruce-;--r!ACOi1fributio~.-i' to the Study of liThe 
Body and the Soul" Poems in Eng1isl:", .t<ILN 6 (1890)p.193ff; 
R. hI. Ackerman, "The Debate of the Body and Soul and Parochial 
Christianity'~ .§J2eculum. 37 (1962)p.54l • and Rosalie E. 
Osmond IS unp1...wlished thes..i.s; Th8 ~~c_ti2.~~.hip betlveen booL 
~ soul ~.!1 se,:,.erltee!:.!-h ccntuJJ: nc:n-dram~~ic 1itera~ 
-vnth spec~al referencE' t.o the Debate Trad:Lti.on. (Cam.br~dge 
Ph. D. thesLs-T§ 6 7 - (, 8) .--_.- .-

2.8ee o.lso Stanzas 6,11,12,15 and 20.None of these,however,refer 
to a conflict for mastery between t~e worms and the lady. 
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It is not immediately that Pearl has any place in 

a discussion of the Middle debate poems and its 

inclusion must be justi , as critics are usually in 

. h 11 kl d C J 2. .. agrcernent vH t We e an on .ey :Ul seelDg 1. t as an examp 

of the lost tradition the Christian consolatio, a 

most well known through Boethius ' highly influenti prosi-

mstrum De consolatione ae. The poem is not a 

debate but bears such a strong similarity to one that a brief 

examination can usefully shed further light on the charactep, 

istics of the debate genre. 3 

The r..arrat structure of the poem at once reveals 

similarities with and differences from the debate genre. It 

opens with an acco~~t of the poet, ford?]k~d d luf-daungere4 

entering a flmvery erber in which he falls as and 

i~mediately finds himself in another second garden which is 

a continuation of the first one, but one where jewels grow 

like the flo\vers of-the first. The next pCirt of the narrat-

i ve I the Debate bebveen the narrator and the maiden he finds 

5 in the jewelled garden,occupies the bulk of the poem and 

this leads on to the vision of the heavenly Jerusalem and 

the narratorls attempt to reach it which wakens him. 

1. R. '!{el , 11 The Pearl: An In ta tion of the Middle 
English Poem", Studies in Eng by 11embers of the 
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English Seminar of Charles -un~L.versity 4 (1933) ,p.5ff. 
2. J. Conley---npearl and a Lost Tradition h

", ,JEGP 54 (1955)p.332 
3. Dorothy Everet~ (Essay~ on t:~i le EpglishLTtE:.rat~ure (Ox 

1955)p.96) wr1.tes t:ilai: Pparl couJd "be called a homily, a 
debate (0-~"sJ~ut:atio) or a

C

V3.sIon of the other \vorld ll
l and 

most critlcs refer to the disc:ttsRion bet.weE"n Pearl and 
narrator as a debate. 

4~ 1.11. This and all subsequent references are to !:.ear!., 
E.V. Gordon (Oxfo!'d,1953). 

5. 11.241-976. 
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The Naturcinqang is, of co~rse, a prominent feature of --=-__ ~_~ ... _~"_-.:r.-...,,._ •• =~_ 

the courtly debates but it was also a feature of the love-

visions, and a good deal of other poeLry besides, and as 

such need not have been borrowed from ths debate genre. The 

fact that the narrator engages in a conversation with the 

maiden while-in a dream suggests that the poem is closer to 

the love-vision than the debate, and while they are two 

distinct and separate genres they were on occasion brought 

Fov,'ls and The Cuckoo 

and the Nightingale. ___ . _~ ___ .__ _>0.'_ 

The DcbaJce itself is perhaps the finest poetic argument. 

in Hiddle English surpassing in depth and subtlety any found 

in the debate poems. There is an orderliness about it not 

usually f01.mc1 in the debate poems: poinJcs are raised and care-

fully coun.tered and one never loses sight of the other speaker 

during the speeches of his opponent. This sense of order and 

discrimination belongs particularly to the maiden as can be 

seen from one of her first speeches when she rebukes the 

narrator's impetuosity. 

Pre worde3 hat3 bOll spoken at ane: 
Vnavysec1, for sope, \vern '3.l1e pI'e. 
Pou ne woste in worlde quat on dot3 mane; 
Ps worde byforo py wytte con fie. 
Pou says pou trawe3 me in pis dene, 
Byca wsa pou may wyth y3E.Jn me ~e; 
Anopcr pou says, in pys countY'e 
Fyself schal won wych me ry3t here; 
Pe prydde, to passe pys water fre - 1 
Pat may no ioyful jueler. 

And later we see her drawing the !Flrra tor I s attention to 

disUnctions between earthly and heavenly conceptions of royalt.y, 

between makeles and maskeles 2 wh:i ch he h~.l.d confused, and between 

the two Jerusalems, the heavenly one ano that in JudX land . 

1. ed. cit. 1.29lff. 
2.l.78lff. 

. ~------



The liveliness of the debate is 

narrator by a string of questions 

anat:ions and exp:r:esses doubt as to 

the maiden's statement.s,l and by 

2 
address~ It is also noticeable that 

over the use of narrative links 

generally avoids placing the link at 

on the part of 

asks for 

truth of some of 

use forms of 

ches: he 

beginning of a speech 

vlhere it vlould ac t 0.8 2, ni marker between one speech 

and another and places it re in mid-sentence. The 

gain in dramatic vitality ach by this method is consider-

able as the argument on from aker to speaker . " lmmen~ 

iately and is not by a necessary narrative link. 3 

Despi te this superb a it is hard to think of t'1e 

Pearl as a debate poem. main reason for this is that 

196. 

the narrator and the are not in basic disagreement: they 

have their differences, but these stem from misunderstandings 

on the part of the narrator whose understanding is limited by 

his earthliness. The maiden, on the other hand, is a avenly 

creaLuTt:), her understanding untrammelled by the burden 

earthly senseSi she has the perfect knowleoge and undersi-anding 

that is attRinable on]y in heaven and, unlike the pOE·t, she 

is al'i-vays right. She understands him perfectly, sees his 

errors and confusion and the cause of them and can roundly 

1& See 11.241,249,328-9,332,336 etc.; 1.42l(mayPYS e~.t!-,e\;re?), 
481ff; 1.36 

2. See 11.241,257,265,279,289,325,397,421,439,489,745,769,902. 
In most of these the narrator is addressing maiden al-
though she, cia11y in the early stages of the debate, 
calls him ueler. 

3. Only onc€' is re no narrative link bettveen the speeches of 
the narrator and the maiden. This is at lil.768 and 769. 
Narrative links berore the speech occur a1.:: 11.253-56; 361, 
589,965. They occur in mid-sentence : 241,279,289,325, 
378,398,421,443-4,4G9,494,602,746,958,78l,902,938,962. 
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rebuke him in an att_empt to him sec the ater truth 

of which possessed. 

In the ate poems the opponents are alvlaYs true oppon-

ents: they are antagonistic disagree, 0 violently, 

and their main interest is in fending their o~n position 

and attacking that of their opponent so that ctory may be 

theirs. This is quite dif from the sense of oneness 

we find between the maiden the narrator, where the 

narrator does his utmost not to disagree with Pearl. 

And, quan. we depnJ.:'i;ed 5 we warn 
God forbade we be now wro~e ••• 

on, 1 

I wolcle by-sach, W"Jrbhoutan .debate. 6 .2 

He not want to disagree but is intellectually s 

and is forced to say when t.here appears t.o be something false 

about Pearl's account of heaven: 

'Blysfur, quod I,'may ~ys be trewe?' 3 

But on the whole his attitude towards the maiden is courteous 

d lib · . 4 an s m~ssJ.ve. 

The parrative movement of Pearl towards the establish-

ment of harmony between the narrator and the maiden I and tr~e 

narrator's understanding is gradually illuminated under the 

spiritual guidance of Pearl until at the end of the poem he 

has reached a state of acceptance of his loss and finds con-

solation in harmonizing his will with that of God. The essen-

tial movement in the poem is then the progressive removal of 

differences and misunderstandings and this is quite unlike 

1. n.378-9. 
2. 1.390. 
3. 1.421. Se~ alRo 1.481ff, 1.590 
4. See 1.361ff, 745ff, 901ff. 
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that of the poems where we see the p sive 

unfolding aboration of f renccs until the stage 

is reached when one of the aters can argue no further 

and is ated or the t takes on a mere violent 

form and in battle; a process Oche complete opposite 

of that. found in Pearl. 

Not only does the movement of the narra differ from 

that us 1y found in the ates but also rela"tionship 

bet'iwen debaters. In 1 of the debates considered in 

this study there is some k of equall ty betiveen the debaters: 

they are matched, perhaps not completely evenly, but there is 

not usually a great gulf that separating Pearl and the 

narrator. In the debates either of the speakers could prove 

the better but in Pearl it clear that the maiden is 

superior in courtesy, tanding and wisdom. She is 

a better debater and the narrator, confused and out of his 

depth I is no match for her; 'ivhenever he tries to find fault 

with ideas he only reveals his own errors of understand-

ing. Like Philosophia in Boethius Consolatio Ph 

Pe has a superior understanding and she and the narrator 

have a relationE.hip more like tl.l.at of teacher and pupil than 

that between hw equal debaters. Stephen Gilman 1 termed this 

a vertical debate but it seer,.s to me that the ~quali"!:'y' of t.he 

deba'ters is an essential feature of the debate genre I and that 

frequently the movement of such vertical debates is more that 

of the co~~i£, a movement to\,lards harmony. Fundamental 

to the debate genre is the fact (or at least the pretence} 

.----. -,------
1. The Art of La Celestina (Madison, 1956) p.159. 
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each of the deba~ers h~s a ance. In Pearl 

nut exist: the ni'JtTator cannot with Pearl r 

indeed he does no t want to. 

Pearl lS not a debate and any t l:o call it a 

cal debate only obscures the of its genre; 

despite its apparent similarity to debate poems the 

basic movement of the n 

not the deba~e. 1 

is 

----_._ .. --_. '''----

1. In a poem like where there is such a sense of love 
and unity bei:ween speakers 'there can be no victory 
for one as in the debate poems. But the movement in 
Pearl from argument to d3monstration (the vision of the 
heavenly Jerusalem) is SOTIlevlhat analogous to that in 
the debate of The Christian and the Jew. 
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This account. of the devoti debates in Middle English 

is not e~~austive but it cover 1 the most significar:t 

examples of the genre. rrhere: are some poems "ihich perhaps 

in which the narrator vlalks through a 8t and overhears a 

eussion betweerl t.wo men, the rst. aring that his Slns 

are so great. that Right must be done without Mercy but the 

s speaker assures him that Mercy s ses Justice. The 

ve movement of the poem is closer to that of the 

conso1 o than to the debate and the rst is grad·-

ually 

the sh 

uaded of the truth of the omnipotent power of llercy, 

in attLtude being conveyed by slight changes in the 

refrains. The introductory elements, the t, the poet 

walking 

argument s 

example of 

that it owes 

the overhearing motif, along vli th the lack of real 

t that the poem may best be regarded as an 

religious pastourelle. It is clear, , 

origin to one of the numerous debates between 
1 

the Four Daughters of God. This theme, based on Psalms 8~,10 

was e:htrernely popular in the Middle Ages and debates between 

-------~------

1. 1>1isericordia, et veri tas obviaverunt sibi: j usti tia et 
pax osculatae sunt. 



the four sister:> are four.cl in the S2}lr~?r Il'i'::::l1di.' Grosseteste! s 

Book II of and many others. In 

most cases re is a genuine rational be'tvJeen the 

sisters but these, along debate Mede and 

from cons ration here as they all form only a constituent, 

and 0 minor, part of a very much larger narrative and the 

argument is not, as it is in the debates, main interest 

of the vlOrk. I\~ercv pcissi th Ri3 t.vlisnes certainly stands by ----.. ----~~--

itself but is felt to be closer to the consolatio. It is 

strange that the theme of the Four Daughters of God never 

received, to the best, of my knovlledge, independent treatment 

as the effort required to turn it into a dramatic debate is 

small. l 

There are also many Marian dialogues in Middle English 

in "lhich the Virgin Mary reproaches the Cross for the pain 

it causes her, or talks with the Christ-child, or with Christ 

on the Cross. In others she joins vdth St. Bernard, who 

201. 

shares her sorrow I in vlhat is really a meditation on the passion 

r ~han a debate. These dialogues are generally closer 

to the c0l1so1atio than to the debate poem lacking, as they do, 

the essential antagonism of the lat!cer. In my discussion of 

it was this lack of antagonism between the narrator and 

the Pearl-Maiden which was considered the determining factor 

in classifying the poem as a cons01atio and not as a debate 

and it may therefore seem that my exclusion of the Narian 
--~-----'---" ----

1. Even in the mystery cyclE-s it is no'C treated as frequently 
as one woul~ expect. [Cf. The part it plays in the 
French mysteres: see Hope I :£.1].~, Four Daughters of._~od 
(Bryn Ma','lr, J90 n J. Sce the Salutation 2nd Conce?tion play 
in the Coventry cycle. 



dialogues is a purely arbitrary one as too, are 
consol es. But, in fact, there is a at di rence 
beb.veen~~n~and it is this which justifies brief discussion 
of Pearl and exclusion of the Ma an dialogues. 

In the latter there is a sense of oneness 

beb:een the speakers stermning f:com their shared love and 

f: is no rational, logical argument or exchange 

of ideas. One speaker not contradict the other but 

there is an alt:ernating cyc of lament and consolation 

vv-hich in'censi fies our sense of their unity of purpose and 

of ling. 

In ~ there is also a sense of unity between the 

maiden and the narra'cor but it is a unity which must be 

achieved firs·tly, by an orderly rational exch of 

In the first part of Pearl before the vision of the heavenly 

Jerusalem, there is genuine nt: the narrator and the 

mai den are et t cross-purpos(:;s and the maiden tries to sho',q the 

narrator th8 errors of his understanding by a quiet logical 

expositi on of vlhat is true. Narrator and maiden, despite any 

personal feelings they may have towards each other, are gen-

uinely and dialectically engaged in disputation. Secondly, 

the unity which is ired by both maiden and narrator is 

achieved by the vision of the heavenly Jerusalem. Maiden 
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and narrato~ only attain a sense of unity in the final section 

of the poem when the latter reconciles himself to the will 

God. It is in the will of God that narrator and maiden find 

their unity of purpose and trup. feeling. This, then, is the 

essential difference between Pearl and the Marian dialogues: 

both are con~c;l~es but in Pearl vle see the way towards 

consolation argued in the best literary debate in Middle 

English whereas in the Mari.an dialogues logical argument is 

of no account and the alternation of lamen~ and consolation 

becomes an emotional meditation 0::1 certain essentials of faith. 
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It will have been from the preceding discussion 

at the ~1i English devotional debates form a much ss 

homogeneous group than the b d debates: th in their sources 

and in the forms which the es take a wider va~iety can 

discerned. Perhaps the most obvious fference between the 

Bird Debates ana the devotional debates that in the 

vle are alway s ling with hn:nul1 characters not: vIi th pe:>:sonified 

tractions or \\'1 th animals which have been endo,,;ed I',.;i hU.man 

characteristics. It is clear that many of the features, such 

as the Naturein~ containing a description of a spring 

s and the overhearing motif, which form an integral part 

of bird debates are not found in the devotional debates. 

The nearest one gets to that kind of introduction occurs in 

'1'he De_b_a_t_-E~~ _b_·e_t~_'E'~e~,_ .. _ .. _. _B_O __ C!,y a!ld the l'iionns which; like The 

Mirror of the Peri of Man's Li , employs overheari "lg 

motif within the framework of a dream vision and which begi,ns 

not with the usual, and perhaps expected, description of a 

spring pleasance but with an account of the ravages of the 

plague. A similar introduction is fourld in some of the body 

and soul debates but without mention of the plague. 

The 1>lS Laud 108 deba te begins: 

Als I lay in a winteris nyt, in a droukening 
bifor the day. 

And in the Harley debate the same combination of darkness, 

dream vision and the overhearing motif is found: 

In a thestri stude y stod a lutel strif to here. 

~.ye are o told that the season vJaS \'lin ter in The Mi r:ror of 

the Periods of Man's Li but nowhere do we find a spring intro-

duction the seasonal introductions just mentioned are 

usually very much att.enuated. The rejection of spring in 

favour of winter was probably dictated by a sense of poetic 
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ss ~ spring f the season of love Cl.nd growth sits less 

ly lili t11 the moralis and devotional of these 

s thari does vlinter which reinforces the sense of 

spi£iLual deadness which poet hopes to revive. winter 

and plague add thei;.,::, mm grim warning to that sounded 

in body of the poems, while there is a s of another 

kind thE.~ late summer·-auturnn introducti on to Pe 

In the other debates introduction is also brief and 

to the point and it may be, as in the romances r more 

than a silence as in Jesus and the Jewish Docto~s 

and The ------- of 11el];., whi in the remaining dehates 

discussed there is a brief narrative introduction which 

serves to locate the debate which follows on immediate 

The devotional debates have formal features in 

COInmon than bird debates: we do not find in them the 

appointment of judge with the purpose; of eulogizing him nor 

do we find indeterminate conclusion found in English 

in The ow~ .. and the Nigh~.J:ngal~. Unlike the bird debates where 

the main unifyir.g factor is the subject matter! love and the 

nature of women, and a small number of structuring devices 

such as the formal nature introJuction, che overhearing motif 

and the appointment of a j'l"!.dge, the main unifying factor of 

the devotional debates is their purpose. 

This purpose which unifies an otherwise fairly disparate 

group of poems is devotional: the poems are intended by their 

anonymous authors to instruct the reader in certain basic 

elements of his faith and. to strengthen that faith and wit~h 

it the reader's v;ill to fight against the forces opposed to 
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hiI:1, the World, the Flesh and t:le Devil. The Chd.stian is 

always characterised as possess of superior reason, 

ability to arrjue and even superior magic but behind all 

this lies his supe faith gooJness. The Devil and 

the J8':,Jish doctors might marvel at Christ I s wisdom even as 

a chilJ but it the same kind of vlisdom that the Iv1an 

shares and which enables him to expose the fraudulence of 

the Devil~ 

In the Deb~te between the and the \filorms and in the 

body and soul debates the moralising intention even clearer. 

The readers are asked to ponder on the of this body and 

to find the nlea.ru; f vlhich are point.ed out in the conclusion of 

the poem, to avoid such a horrible fate for himself. 

Because of this aim it is apparent that freedom of 

argu.'1lc:mt mus t limited: it would be unthinkable for the 

Devil or any of his cohorts to win. Despite fact that 

the outcome of the debates is knm1'n be they are begun 

some pretence of impartiality is maintained and it is this 

characteristic feature of the debate genre which keeps the 

argument n1i ve. We all knm1' who \Vi 11 ""in t.he debate but the 

poet f in all CaF:leS I manages to create an impression of free 

argumen<t. 

As in the bird debates the conflict is a verbal one and 

victory is obtained by the Christian or the Good Han vlho has 

the best arguments. In the case of The Debate between the 

BO£'Y and the iflorms it is the latter who possess the best 

arguments and their victory points '..:0 the horrifyingly 

inevitable wages of sin. A_.Qi~p~~a:~i0!l.be~\~~~ian._and 

a Jew ends with a demonstration of superior magic and would 
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seem ~o contradict the characterisation of a debate as a 

verbal con ict: in \'111ich the t argument wins, but in 

fact supe white roagic of the Ch stian is his best 

argument, if not a verbal one, as it convinces the Jevl of 

error.. SimiLArly the Good dispe the Devil t.h 

the s of the cross but from the IS point: of V1ev! 

he also had b8s -t arguments as sophis and f.caud-

ulence of the Devil made quite clear from everything 

he s HoweveJ:' in the debate betweEm Jesus end 
--~---------

Do~ the argUlnent is ended only by the entry of Mary in 

search of her son. 

Unlike the bi debates vlhich sholv some slight change 

over the peri covered ( e tenden to become more lyrical, 

stanzaic, to use refrains etc.) the devotional debates show 

no historical development and only little interconnexion and 

a reason may suggested for this \·Jhich may also help explain 

the lack of features held in common by these poems. In the 

bird debates the debate structure or form is imposed on a 

theme (love and the nature of women) which is not by itself 

cast in a dialectic mould but in the devotional d8bates the 

form is suggested by the theme. That is, the structure in 

the latter grmvs out of the theme chosen for treatment and is 

not arbitrarily imposed on a theme which does not automatic-

ally suggest a debate structure. This may account for the 

fact that t.here is a greater uniformity among the bird debates 

which are more "traditional" and greater variety among the 

devotional debc:;.tes which are more "original". 



CONCLUSION 



Ii1 the COUI se 

debates and devot.iol1 

s survey of Middle English bird 

I have at'cempted to anSVler 

several questions: what are 

debates? and, of the bird 

sources of the Niddle Eng 

ates, what analogues have they 

in French literature and Hhttt re tionship, if anYI do they 

have with one another? Secol1cay! what are those features 

characteristic of the 

one to consider this 

an independent genre? Re 

and one with ldhich this survey 

between debate and dialogue? 

5h debates and Wllich enRble 

group of poems as forming 

to this question is a third, 

: what is the difference 

My investigation into the sources of the Middle English 

debate was two-fold: firstly, an nation of the origins 

of the debate form in general terms secondly, a closer 

and more detailed examination of e sources which contrib-

uted to the final form of the bird and the devotional 

s. A general investigation into sources of the 

debate form is one fraught with difficulty as the number of 

poetic forms bearing a resemblance to the medieval po~tic 

debate is large and most could, possibly, be thought of as 

sources. Hm-,rever the example of the Arabic ~adharat of 

As i which r such a close and striking resemblance to 

the medieval debate without there being any historical like

lihood of influence, serves as a warning to tread carefully. 

Most serious contender as the source of the debate 

the classi 

histori 

eclogue but, despite Hanford we have no 

dence which would justify linking the tvlO, an6 

the method of ££mpa.catio which Hanford found to be such an 

essential of the eclogue is not founu in the deb 

208 
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The need for care is further illus·trated by -the 

ctice of the libets in the schools in which a 

defender and 2. contradicLor eng2.gc in a discussion which 

is snmmed by -the mas tc~r. The structure of the debates 

is, of course, very similar but it is true that defence 

and contraa ;.ction are an ess8n-LL:.:.l feature of any argument, 

literary or otherwise, and despite the resemblance the 

facL that the nlaster fulfills a simi to that of a 

judge in the debates it would be unwise to see here the 

influence of the ibets. 

It iE hard to see any changing but unbroken tradition 

from ::;dc:al La medieval times that could e:h'Plain the 

debate form and one has to fall back on the idea of indepent

ent origin. A study of the Provencal tenso and 

the earliest of the vernacular debate forms, suggests that 

this may be t.rue. There is no convincing evidence to link 

the medieval poetic debate with any earlier form and the 

likelihood of independent origin is reinforced by the general 

availability of dialogue forms ip all literatures. It does 

seem lik2ly, however r that the great popularH:y of Lhe 

mf~J.ieval debate owes something to the importance of the 

dialectic method of the schools althol1gh it is unlikely that 

tllis influenced the actual form of the debate. 

A study of analogues in Provencal and French also tends 

to confirm the independe.oce the Middle English poems. 

The Provencal .:t:~ and ~rtimen had an undoubted influence 

on the Northern French ~~:-P('l rt::.~ but neither of these 

had any influence on the English poems as far as form is 

concerned and their influence ca~ traced only through the 



ideaE of courtly love. In both the Provencal and the 

French poeEls vie ~:;ce a e bet\'le8n historically real 

people and only a small 11. uTfllier are imagined. 

It is easier and IT,ore f:r:uitful to trace sOll_rces for 

individual debates and it is even possible to discover 

the Insto-r-y of the various elerl2nts which give a group 

'::..LV < 

of debates like the biJ'd debates their dis ncti ve character. 

Beast fables which would seem to be closely related to 

bird debdtes were, on investigation, found to be less import

an-t as sources than a complex of ideas derived from French f 

Provencal and Latin. The development of hi , and as cial

ly the Nightingale, as singers of love can be traced from 

their mj nor role on the edge of the classical l~..:2-::J 

that: picturest~l1e spring setting of trees and streams which 

is found id,·.al for love. This development began in Latin 

and found its way into the ~~ of the Provencal troubar 

douY's where it became almost obligatory to begin each poem 

with a description of a pleasant setting, the Natureing~n~. 

The influence of the Provencal lyric poets was extremely 

great on the lyric poe~s of Northern France and it is to 

these latter poets that the anonymous English authors OVle 

their knowledge of the spring intruduction rather than to 

the Provencal or Latin originals. All the birds in the 

debates discuss the same topic; love: their descent from 

the loc~ qualified them preeminently for that. 

Despite the fact that the association of birds and love 

,vas developed on the continent it ts striking that the bi 

debates are an especio.lly English phcr.omenon [ even those 

written on the continent appe~r to have English connexions. 



rrhe reasons "lhy this shottld be so are not ly clear but 

it is s~gnificall·t that England 1.S 'cbe horne the 

beast fable: both bird debate and beast f le appeal to 

same kind of tas te. It is also clear that folk·-lo:c,,::. 

a considerable piJ.rt in 'che Hiddle }:nglish debates and p 

tly provide the initial idea for a debate. It is 

the proverbs which give the English bird debates a 

1 
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tality t.han their French analogues in \",hich the 

are more 11 terary and the \"ri ting frequently precious. 

seems tt relationship between the English and French 

art from the fact that Loth present birds endowed 

with h u.rnan sties. The birQ debate in French is not 

independent as it is in EIlglish but is merely a continuation 

of a begun earlier. The courtly conceits of the 

French deb s are a world away from even The Cuckoo and che 

Ni51h_!:..J:.. and English poems introduce s nch uncourtly 

birds as the owl and the cuckoo and, to a lesser extent, the 

thrush, birds which find no place in their French analogues. 

The second question I ha.ve attempted to answer in this 

survey is the most importa.nt: what are the distinguishing 

features of the Middle English debates? It has been mentioned 

that the bird debates a closer family resemblance to 

each other than the devotional debates but despite this both 

groups of debates have a number of important features in 

conunon. 

All the MiJdle English s are imagined or purely 

fic1.::ioYJal debates, and nothing s to the Provenca.l tenso, 

Ea~timen or the French 
.::;!... •• _'""----

is found. The only possible 

exceptions are t:he flytings or ins matches/like the onc 
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Dunbar and Kennedy,but these arc and not really 

mainstream of Middle English literature. Of the debates 

considered all except three (those Ly I ClanvoVle and 

Dunbar) are anonymous. Debater:; tractions, Ylhich 

are found frequently in Latinl, occur in Mi English but 

only in small ntmlbers and the same is true? of personifi.cations 

such as summer and win-ter. 'l'he 9 st nurnbe:c of debaters 

are ther hmnan or they are birds 0. with human chardcter-

istics and in Jehe majority of cases the number of debaters is 

strictly lirnited to tv.ro it is not uncommon for more 

characters (some speaking, rs not) to enter as the poeffi 

comes to an end. 

The debates are all cast in a narrative framework although 

the degree of authorial ion varies: in some the debate 

is fully dramatic after the introduction but usually 

there are brief narrative introducing each new speech, 

and in one case the narrator can contain his feelings no 

longer, as he overhears the argument, and breaks into the 

action to send one of the participants off in flight. 2 The 

narrative introduction to the bird debates is more fully and 

more formally loped than is iound in the devotional debates. 

All the bird deb S begin with a description of a p anee 

into which the poet wanders and chances to overhear a aebdte 

between two birds. The extent of this description varies and 

is, in some cases! very brief. The introduction to the 

devotional generally set the locale for the debate or 

are merely a for attcnt.ion in the romance manner. The 

overhearing motif is found in the devotional but 

1. See Wal r's Streitqcdicht. 
2. '1'he CucJ~.o.o2E.£~tJ:1e·.N~ght'J}lqa~E... See above p.98ff. 



group3 "the introduction is often used to name the topic of 

the debate Lut in no case is a topic proposed as it is in 

sides even before the poem begins. 

The dehate is conducted with varying degress of acrimony 

and reasonableness and, especially in the bird debates, there 

are frequent chargns exchanged of madness an~ other personal 

abuse, and the conflict often threatens to boil over into a 

full-scale battle as happened in the French bird debates. 

In t.1Iis respect., the devotional debates are suitably more 

restrained and exchanges are never marked by the kind of 

abuse found in ?Jhe Owl and t!1e Nighti12,s,c:le. 

In the Provencal partimens and the Northern French 

the case. 'This 'vas done with the intent.ion of eulogi zing 

the person named and in the expectation of future patronage" 

The motif is found in '1\he Owl and the N'ightinqale and in 
-------.~--,,----"--.-

Clanvowe's bird debate but otherwise English preference was 

for the outright victory of one of the debaters which would 

bring the argument to a close. An indeterminate conclusion, 

also found in the continental debates, makes an appearance 

in The Ov1l r.l.nd the n Ni2htingale and The ParI iament of FOvlls 

but, not surprisingly, in all the devotional debates the 

arglli~ent ends with the decisive victory of the forces of good 

as requil'ed by the moralistic intention of t.he authors. It 

is typical of the debate genre that the victory 5s won not by 

bal:tle but by superior arguments. The Christ.ian' s white magic 

is a demonstration of Superiority but it is also the best 
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argument he could use to convir.ce the ,Te'i'J the error 

of his ways. Likewise the NighLi.nga co.n feat the Thrush 

by producing one exer:ip) lJm, the Virgin Nary I which is 

of overwhelll1ing force. 'rIle:: birds in The Ovll and the Ni 

can agree to go to Nicholas o[ Guildford for judgment only 

because each belie::ves that she possesses the superior arguments. 

The contest for superiority is perhaps the single most 

impor'can t feature of the:: debate g(-~nre. It is not p1.esent in 

the Scillle dogTee in all 'che debates but it is always present; 

perhaps clearest in the bird debates it still is an essential 

element in the devotional debat.es but in a less strident form. 

This conflict in essentially a verbal one and although it may 

threaten at times to become a physical one, especially in the 

bird d2bates, 1.'i1is never occurs in any of the Niddle English 

poems or in the over\.Jhelraing majority of debates in other 

langua0es except the French bird debates of which it is a 

characteristic feature. 

Each character is convinced 0:1: his ovm superiority and 

argues his case logically and sornetilnes with a good deal of 

personal abuse. Although the conflict is a verbal one it is 

not lH~G the E2::!:,T~~_yf the eclogue song contests in v\7hich 

the singers merely try to out-do one another. The debate is, 

or at least pretends to be, a logical, rational argument \vhich 

can be won by the debater who can argue the most cogently. 

The arguments need not really be more cogent: all that ,is 

important is that they create the impression of being so. A 

corollary of this is the pretence of impartiality which should 

be present if the debate is going to seem genuinely free and 

not one rigged to show the author's preference. It is, 

however, only a pretence and thClt is all it needs to be. It 
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is quite clear that anyone knowing of role of the 

nightingale as a stcr of love would it unthink-

able for her to be Likewise it would be impossible 

to seriously cons r the possibility that Devil and 

his friends just mi have the best axguments. Despite this 

the poets often go to tro~ble to maintai~ some kind of 

. f' i' J't 1 pre c.enee 0"':: .lmpar ':.L a _1. y. 

'J'herc are other atures as well: both gener-

ally! but not always f have roughly equal speeches \vhich serves 

to bolst:er the impress of impartiality, seve the 

atcs employ legal but this is ably in a 

vague, haphazard way which makes it unlikely that the poet 

modelled his work on current legal practice 2 ; most the 

s f'~ llow che time- o£ a real, if sometimes gthy 

argument and most take place in the one setting, although in 

some debates we are told that. the judgment vdll be given at a 

later time and in a di place, in all examples of the 

genre the debate or argument. occupies the greatest part of 

the poem and is the most important centre of interest in it. 

Not all the debate poems, c f possess all the fe 

just me:'ltioned but each has a considerable number of them, and 

all share the common feature of a al conflict between two 

charac rs, each striving by means of superior reasoning to 

gain the supremacy over his opponent. It is obvious that the 

bird debates and the devotional s are very different, but 

it is equally obvious that they belong together as examples of 

the same 

-----.---~----. ------------------
1. E.g. the characterisation of -the Je'v-l in his debate vJith the 

Chris n. 
2. But Gee Atkins' editiun of ~he Owl the Nightingale p.liii 

where he says i hat his pOE:mls"-cTose1.y n10delled on the form 
of a 1 cent~SL.2a~-v-c2se. ~M:-l;ri lson --;--Ear] y fviIclche 

(London,1939}p.1GO,agrees. 



In the introduction to this survey I drew attention 

to Utl~yrs opinion that there is li real difference 

between dialogue and debate, and that the sharper element 

of conflict in the latter is not enough to dia ng~ish it 

clearly from the former. I thJ_nk I have shovm throughcuJc 

ad.s study f and in my remarks ~tbove f that there is a 

dj fference bet:vleen dic:::.loguc and deba-ce and that, aIt.hough 

a sharpe}~ element of conflict is characteristic of the 

latter, it is by no means the sole ature of the genre. 

The debate poem is. a dialogul;:.; form but it uses dialogue in 

216. 

a distinctive way and in combination Vli-th a number of othr;r 

features whi ch are more peculiar t.o it and in the process it 

becomes easily recognisable as an independent poetic form. 
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lish Debates. 

1189-1216 le. 

mid-ltlte 13-1;:11 cent-m .. }, 

late 13th century The Thrush the Niqhtinqale. --_. - ........... ---."""'"-, .. -------~-~~--

late 13th century Jesus and JG\vish DectorG. 

l350~late 14 century The Good Man and the Devil. 

mid 14th cent11ry betvleen a Chris 

Pearl 

1382-1383 The P iament of Fowls --------""---

May, 1392 (Brusendorff) The Cuckoo and the Nightinga 

late 14th century The betvwen the p:odl and 

the WO:J::"ms 

c.1430 The Devils' Parliament 

mid to 15th century The Clerk and the Ni9:htinga.le 

c.1513 The Merle and the Nycl}.!:ingaill 



2 

APPENDIX IT 

Not.ice of Other 

] !1m aware f nOvl at the end of this discuss the 

Niddle Er:g debate poems 'chat there are many which 

could jus have been ioned: some are genuine 

debates excluded only by the limitations of scope sed on 

this thesis, others are only 1 and are still 

others which r though no'c debates, have c::. nur,lber of s 

in COHh'IlOn vIi th e genre. 

The debate of Death and Lit 2da-t:es from the late urteenth 

century but is found only in a manuscript of the 5 

It begins with a nature introduction (flowers, water, bi 

and the debate f is set "'vi thin the framework of a 

vision and there . 
~s leng-thy des of the landsc of the 

dream-visio!l and of the appearance f ef t and allegorical 

retinues of the two ladies, Death and Li The argument re-

volves on the question of rights: does Death have the right_ 

to clai~ e~eryone? It is a genuine confli~t, of liturgical 

orig"in 3 and in narrative movement res that of The Thrush 

and the Nigh~ale as Death introduces the means of her own 

defeat by boosting hOY1 she jousted w:,., th and overcame Jesus. 

This is immediately taken up by Life \1ho continues that story 

1. For example f in MS Trinity c~li·.-·;ubli n 4 ~f. 59 b there is 
found a five stanza fragment based on Kniqht's Tale. 

v -

The fragment is obviously introductory but judging from 
the last preserved stanza i~ is possi~le that the poem 
developed into a 

I ",rirh my brother lay I 
Palaman, whan he chese th may; 
I or he of her a sighte, 
There re I chalenge her to righte. 

2. • Sir Israel Gollancz ,Death and 1,i£fe (London ,19 30) Se] act 
Early EnqJ ish Poems V. ---------- ----

3. IOTd ,-p""'7"xTl-.---"---



and tells how ChrIst defeated ileath he harrowed hell; 

she t,hcn s ~hc sign of the cross 1 those slain 

by Death ve. One of tIle rnost orig al Middle English 

1 debates is Winner and Waster dated ly at 1352. 

and is 

set with the of a dream vision. Hucb of the poem, 

as in the Par1ement of the Thre s is devoJced to 
,,_,~c.::...-_ 

elaborcd::e descriptions of the scene, cos Gumes I tents and 

banners represen the fferent orders of society. The 

topic of the debate is a rennial one, that those 

v,rho conserve and those \'vh0 spe.nd i it is argued speeches 

of roughly equal before the King, Ed\<lard Ill, who is 

to judge i t_. After listening tu their arguments ord.ers 

that ~\1illner should go to 

mains in London but it 

permanen'l:ly.2 

Pope in ROffie whi Waster re-

clear that Winner is not banished 

This verdict is taken a step further in Robert HenrYRon's 

Ressonin betuix Ai Youth 3where the poet concl by 

quoting both the refrains of the poem, the one praising youth 

and the other, the advice Age, warning that the flowers 

of youJch fade soon. This kind 0f conclusion is not at all 

uncommon in the genrei most notable is The Owl and the Night-

where one feels th Nicholas' verdict will be one 

that reconciles the two bil'ds, and not one that gives a judg-

ment. Similar verdicts are found in the courtly debate The 

and the Heart where Dame Venus finds that both eye and 

1. ed. Sir Israel Gollancz lA Good Sbort Debate bet'<leen 
'and Waster (Londo~,1920), Select ~arly English ~gems 

2. outcome is found in the Old French De Car-,-e-s'-n;-,e--e-
de Charnage. 

3. ed. IL "Harvey \\iooa 1 '"['he Poems Fables of Robert Hep_~::.i.:~P~ 
2nd . (Edinburgh & London,1968) p.179. 



heart are ~ecessary in 10ve~ so too in Lydgd 's Debat:e 

where the judges, the 

the cl ispllce ruling all three 

spe rs are necessary for JalJel's social harmony and 

pros ty. 

llS "'le have SE-en the contes t Eor superiority is cm essen-

tia1 ~ture of the dehate genre but some of these poems 

mentioned above this element" if pres is deci \<J'eak. 

Henryson I S debate beb'ieen and Youth a static, almost 

processional 

locking of 

lity about it and there is little real inter-

The same is true of his other poem also 

2 that bebveen Death and l1a11 where \ve see 

tvlO well known characters put through their equally we1l-

kno';'Jl1 paces ~ the only thing not knovm. in advu.nce is hovT long 

it will t~kG Hall. to acknowlodg'e the omnipotence of Death ~ 

in this case,: forty-·e3qht A similar situatjon is found 

in the dialogue between The Parte Sens and the Parte 

~11ec!::{~3 found in lithe proverbis of the garett over the 

bayne at lekingfeldel!. The part sensitive sin the praises 

of various worldly goods while the intellective elaborates 

on his refrain of Vanltas vanitatum. The elements of debate 

arc certainly there t but it is not until tl'e end of the poem 

th3.t the part intellecti.ve assumes a positive role instead of 

responding antiphonally to the pa sensative. That it could 

have developed into a debate can be seen by the \'lay Dunbar 

treats a related theme in the 11erl.?-E:1~ the Nychtingaill. 

1. ed. H.N. MacCracken,The MInor P00ms of John Lvdgate Part 11, 
Secular Poems E.E.T:S:Cr:s·T:r:f(Lor.cJon,19341i?:S39.A s Idr 
\TerdictDasea on sod 0.1 uti li is given the Old French 
La dn Vin et de l'Aue ed. A.Jubinal,Nouveau 

."' ~-~~ 
au~ et autres pleces lnealtes 

, s --"~"'~~-~s-vol.·I-(par{s ,1839 rp- 29 3ff~-
2. ed. Wood p.2l1. A processionu.l quality, rather than that of 

a debate 1 exi~3ts also in 'The Parlement the Thre -?-9.8S. 
3. Edited under that title by E. Flligel,'IKleinere Mltt:eJ,lungen 

aus Handschriften" IAngl~~~ (189l)pc 473 



~~e biId debate domin~ted the debate genre in Middle 

r::nglis~ to an ex·tent unknovm in France and a1 though there 

is a small group of love debates in r::ngli v711ich do not 

feature birds as the speakers they are generally of inferior 

quality. One such poem is Lhe previous mentioned debate 

of the and the Heart l : it is a translation from French 

and the most that can be said of it is that it .:'s fearsome 

justice to the execrab French of the original. The Rom;::n 

d~a ~?pe lays a hea'vy hand on the poem v;;-11ich does not 

escape e ~c~~g~~ also found in the French bird debaJces f 

especially in the account of the arming of the two contestants, 

the.ir retinues and in the cription of their tents. As in 

the bird debates the discussion, on who bears the greatest 

responsibility for loving, developes into battle and peace 

is restored only by Dame Venus who reconciles the pair. 

Smnl~whilt more lively is the debatc-:\ between the Clerk 

and the H::2:SbandmCJE:.2 which like Ihe _'rhrush ~d _ '!=11e 1i~..9.0tiE3ale and 

The C rk~ th~ Nightingale is a discussion on the nat1]re 

of women. The tendency of the love debate to become 

discursive and more lyric, previously mentioned in connexion 

with D~nbar, is also seen here in the use of refrajns to 

encapsulate the positions of the conisstants. The poem is 

a very lightueight affair and \'I7hac character it has owes 

much to the husbandman I s down-to-earth advice to ~['urn ~e hyr 

paltur & let .. hyr go." The Clerk, as eX1?ected, upholds love 

and women but it clear that there is little argument and 

1. ed. E.P. HanmlOnd, "The Eye anC'. the lieart", J\nglia XXXIV 
(1911) p. 2 35ff . For textual corrections t.O Harm-nond see 
F. Holthausen, "The Eye and the Heart'· ,.T'.nglia XLIV(1920) 
p.35 -

2. ed. R.B. Robbins, Secular Lyrics of the XIVtb and XVth 
--~"-:r- ------~"-Centuries (Oxford,1952/55) p.180ff. A very much reduced 

form of the nature introduction Clppears merely as De a 
9rene w09E'_.E.,Yde .a.3 I .. lc~~,/I hs-rde <: meruolse corny~I~'EEion. 



that nei vli 11 

Poems such as Me 

or change his altitude. 

1 
aD6 l\:uchc 'l'ha.nk" conLtin deba te tures: 

a nature intcoducLi.Ol1, ovcrj-Jearing mutif cmd the debate 

elements of a s superioritj, but on the whole the 

poem appears almost c er to a pastourelle encounter and 

ii'ltroduction is remi scent of the I' au'crier forrnula of the 

pastourelles. The comic ate of the ter's '1'ools has 1 

like other Ct3semJ:Jly poems f excluded as have the few 

exarnples of fly"tlng \vhi occur, ly in Middle Scots, anj 

\",h1ch resemble the insulting tenf':.£ (see Appendix II1). 

Lydgate IS Hurltmin~!--.l1eL .~ __ is so a comic debate bebveen 

men and their boisterous wives ng wisely (and in d8bate 

tradition) refusing to j 

There are Ellso a small nQT]loer of otber poems which [ while 

they are not debates, reveal some similarities with the genre. 

Dunbar's Thrissil and the Rois is a concilium animalium 

as found in the fable tradition but it contains references to 

the rivalry of the rose and the lily which is as old as SecJulius 

Scottus' dobate on the theme, the Cert~men rosae lili The 

G~l~ T~~ge, an allegorical battle, c be considered a 

deb b~cause it is not primarily a battle of words as is the 

case even in those poems in "lhich the argument eventually turns 

into battle. Closer to the debate genre, and in some ways a 

c parody of it, is 'rhe Tretis of the Tua Mari t ~vemen and 

the vlhich opens \Vi th a beautiful locus amoenus into which 

the poet goes and overhears th~ee ladies speaking not of love, 

but sex and their husbands' capabilities and encies! As 

------------~-

1. ed. J. 1, Twenty Six Political and Other Poems E.E.T.S. o.s. 
124 (London,191):fYp. 6fr.-<----~--



in most of the love debates the topic is clearly announced 

'l'hink ye it 
That 

of a c3emandf:> d'amour: 

ane blist banc1 
a deill bot 

bindis so fast'1 
deith ane? 

Each t)~ies to outdo th~ 0 cht::rs in their magnificently 

ribald tales and ar turns lo the reader and asks him to 

judge - which of the ree would you rather marry. 

1. eo.. v:f. Mackay Mackenzie, The Poelfls of Wil1iam Dunbar 
(London, 1932) 11.47-8. Also 1. 41f:C"'-~-----

224. 
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APP[:NDI}~ I I I 

Tencon, Je rti and Debat amoureux 
----:r-.. -~~-"-

Twelfth Provence ve birth to tvlO ne,\l debat.e 

genres, the (P and jen~parti (Proven-
~----

never rose to the greatness 

of the ~~ t.hey a considerable measure of popular-

i ty as -the large number extant tes es. The difference 

between the tvlO forms is 

the first speaker presents i tions and invites t.he 

cne \,1hi 

the debate \<lith their min re made up and no choice is 

offered. 

Both forms present opposing 8w-points in alternating 

stanzas and much technical virtuos into the matching 

of rhyme schemes and even rhymes. It is COITUTIOn for: a judge 

to be appointed in the final torn although no examples 

of a judgment have been found de te fact that the 

ten~C?~:"meu~_ and 12art~naires are invari Jy real historical 

figures. 

The tencon developed earliest, 
---;>--

o t being one 

between Cercamon and Guilhalmi \\7hich can dated at about 

1137 but by far the greatest number date from the later years 

of century, and it is in these that the virtuoso element 

is the most marked. 1 Except in the insulting tencol1s, poems 

akin to the flytings found in Old English and Scottish poe·try f 

the scussion proceeds in a fairly amic \'lay and from the 
-----------

L r example those beb,'een Bernart. de Vent and Lemozi i 
Hairnba ut d I l~urenSfa and Guiraut de Bornelh; Bernart and 
Gaucelm, TIeculaire and Uguet rand belv.'een Raimbaut de Vacq1.1ei
ras and Albert Marquis. 
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introductory stanzas it becomes obvious that writ.ing 

of wc~s a cornr,:on and accepted part of Provencal 

poetic acti ty.l 

In ulting tencon personal feeling of 
---r--~ 

most 

Cl1::>us.i. ve finds no res nt. but: t~his appears to be a 

peculiarly form and s are not found in 

Old French bor rov18d the form from 

The Pei te:n cons are be-tween a re or 

and an imagin charC::.cter or hlO imaginary ters 

and they than ei the love ten con or 
- ....... ~r---

in-

suIting tencon. They differ from other tencons and ~le 
--+--0 --r---

jeux-_partL§.. by being written by on onc author and not the 

customary tv.;rc but in some cases it is difficult to judge 

'i.vhether or fiat the tcncon is feig119d.2 
~-~ 

The most striking, 

and closest to the imagined debate as i-t is found in 0 French 

and Middle English, are those by that strange figure, e 

Monk of Montaudon in which he goes up to heaven to debate 

with God the vital question of whe r or not women should 

rouge. In these and in the Debate bet"'leen a Sorceress end 

h.e~_ Confesso! r the Debat.e be.!:'!5:'C'n the Vi:r;gin Mary and the 

Cross and the Debate between the the Soul a fuller 

narrative framework is giveni often it is necessary to explain 

the circumstances of debate but it contrasts with the 

completely dramatic 

In the ten~ons and in the cansos Provencal poets . 
es1:abl:i.shed a repertoire of themes tf'at "'las to be played out: 

in Europe for more than hunclred ars: the faithfulness 

-----------------_._--
1. especially the introductloDs to the tencon between Dc 

Catola and Harcabru which takes place jus t-before they rt 
COIrlpany and to those bei:"'leen Peire Vidal und Blacatz and 
Glriraut de Bornelh and Rairrbaut d'Aurenga. 

2. For exumple in the case of the tencons between the Countess of 
Dia and Raimbaut d: AUJ.'cr'lgCl f and bel~vGen Raimbaut de Vacqueir
es and his Gerloan (1i stress. 



or treachery of women,} the debate as to which were greater 

the pains or the joys of 10vc/and innumerable other themes 

all on ~118 topic of love. All the questions debated in the 

j e~~~~:E.~:r~~~ s. relate to love calc:i. are of-ten vli tty and sophis-

ticat_ed but: all too frcquentIy ab~3nrd t:o the point of being 

grotesque. Is it better to be a husband or a lover? Which 

best supports love, the eye or the heart?, who is the noble 

L:!./. 

and ·worthy of love?, should one I s lover be a friend or ellemy 

of one's husband?, which is better, the to~ or bottom half 

These questions were proposed at the outset of the dis-

cuss:r.on f a procedure not com~nonly followed in the debates 

although the nature of the conflic·t is made quite clear before 

11erle and the liYc0.t}21.gc:-.i11. More frequently than the tencons _-,l __ 
----~~--~ ~~ .. ~ ... - --
the ieu~:J2artis close vJith one or more tornaoa in which each 

speaker resolves to send the matter of dispute to some noble 

lady, or less frequently lord, for her arbitration. This 

sounds similar to the appointment of a judge to decide who 

is tne better singer which occurs in the song contests of 

the Lclng2?:es but in the jeux-partis the narning of a judge 

becomes a medns of praising the lord or lady mentioned, and 

from whom the partenaires no doubt expected some suitable 

reward. It has been mentioned that no actual verdicts have 

come down to us and indeed it seems unlikely that any were 

actually given: if they had been given surely at least a few 

would be ext~,nt in view of the large number of ~x-partis 

------------ ,- ---------, 
1. Discussed :tn nThllerOUS t0ncons t for 8x.:mlplc~ that previous ly 

mentioned behveen Uc Ca ~oTi:l and Barcabru. The same theme is 
discussed in The Thrus~l. and the :t:-1iqbtinqale, '1'he Clerk and 
the Night.inq3.1e andThe -CIcrkand "the Husb,3."ndman. 

2. Appears - in"· the ;.:.encon bebveen·-Peire-Vldal and---Blacatz and three 
times in those -b~' Re"rnart de Ventadorn. It is also part of 
the deb9-t_e betweel) The Cuckoo and the Nightingale and is 
found vndely 1n O.ld-l:"'rencT-fJ::yrlcpo-eTFS'-. -------



we have. 'Ihe pOets 'Nere intere in praising, not in 

bet.ween Jel:ian Brete1 and Robert de la Pic;rre \vi11 suf CB to 

indicate what \'laS l:ypicaL 

-- Rob ,or soi~ ansi, se vous vol~s 
Cex Audcfroi 1IOI.J.cart 9 qui bien 8 t 811tent 
Proions qu! i1 nOl.1.S en face jugomen"G ~ 
Li gels ve.ut micus u vi',rrG rbs cl ):88 close 
U trop languir et puis cs t.re--us8 [;e3~~ 8·a-6I~~f-;':!.8d 

- Par' Dieu, Bretel, se vous-b:Cen ~i pense·s----'-~~· 
Sire Ermenfroi iqui a pl~s longuemcnt 
Ame et pl\1s ale aveuc l~,Jj~Bt 1 th~:.....p::.obiltty 

nons d~ra .•• 

The eUlogistic purpose in n&mi~g a judge is a Provencal 

innovRtion and was taken over by the writers of the Old French 

s and by writers suc~ as Machaut and Christine 
.=:.--,-,--,~-. 

Pisan and it is probable that naming of judges found in 

Th~w}-2~!~_E::!:9htinu9~ale. and The Cuckoo and the Ni~..EDale 

are for th.e same eulogistic purposes and may be derived 

ultimately i~om the Provencal use. It is rare to find one 

of the ~rtenaires claiming victory as both birds do in The 

Owl and the Ni or to find them admitting that they 
------~------.----~~--"~~---

were in the '\-"rong like the Thrush in The Thrush and the Ni t-

2 
ing~~~ or th~ Merle in Dunbar 1 s bird debate but it does occur. 

It is not possible to find any direct relations1l:Lp between 

the Provel:cal debate forms and the Hiddle English 10\l'e debates 

but it would appear likely that the themes of the debates and 

the role of the judge (not a significant one in English) are 

ultimately of Provencal origin. The most significant di rence 

is that the English poems are all imagined or feigned debates 

----------------------------------------------
1. cd. A. Langfors, Recueil G€npral des Jeux-Partis Francaises 

S.A.T~F. lParis,192-6) Vol:I,p.29X-.----- , 
2. See especially the ~~':'£2:E.~~ between Si and Mir Bernart 1 

and Perrin and the Count of .Anjou. '}.:ven an admission of 
defeat may be a subtle ferm of flattery. 



whereai'. the Provencal ones took plRce bet.wecn real peop 

and ~his accounts too for difference in the role of 

the narrator. I~ the Provencal feigned tencons the narrator 

invariably took an ac in the cussion and was not 

restri c1 as in the Hi EDglish poems to reporting what 

he had overheard. Only in one case, The Cuckoo the 

N.i 

after 

does the narrator intrude in an English 

discussion has begun.
l 

During the fourteenth century a nUIT0er of poems ared 

to revitaliss the old we 11 w"orn of the C' • 
'-' . 

they were longer than the je~~~, usually with a fully 

deve narrative frame\lOrk and 1 ~ere imagined debates 

and the poets do not usually take an ve part in the debate. 

Machaut and Chris ne de Pisan aL in their debates but 

only to suggest: a s table judge and only in the ~.ugement do2::, 

Machaut take an active debating part and 

here role is more that of a de dant, like Chaucer in 

But s effacerrent 

of the narrator is the rule in the Middle English love debates. 

The j eU--12.a£!:2:. form is res ctive and does not admit of 

great variety so what variations were possible had been v1ell 

played before four~eenth century and an awareness of th 

can be seen in greater importance assumed by the narrative 

framework. In some of the d~bats the narrative interest is 

--------------------------------------------
1. It should so be noted that both tencons and jeux-partis 

• ---'r--:- .. \ -
were wrltten to be sung. Polquet de Marseille sald 
that a verse without music was like a mill without water 
and few mills grind on as drily as a collection of 
jeux-Eart~ with their music. Contrast, for example, 
Langfor s \ rn.ighty collection (without music) wi t.h the , 
edition (plus music) of the OeuvJ:'es completes du trouve"C~ 
~9am ~. ___ Hal) e by E. de Coussemaker (Paris, 187 



dominant and co~pletcly oversh terest in the cont0ntion 

and the s for supremacy. 
.. 
.J. aut's Jugements and 

----"",~---

Christine's ates are perhaps more called dici:i 

stories containing a debate ause there is 

usually no or defence outside po_ssages 

linking the s s of t:he speake:r.'s. re are no incerrupt-

ions and the I! atersl! more often an not appear less 

interes their: opponent wrong than telling 

their own story '\.Vh they do at length and 

we ar8 listening to one tale we are quite ob vious -to the 

fact that it. is sed to another speaker 1;vi thin the poem 

and is meant to ·trate the superiority of 's 

claims over those of his forgotten opponent. 

One of 1.:he c t 

(c.1340). It opens conventi ly with 

a May setting and a secluded grove to Hhich the poet is led 

by the singing of bi and there he sees a knight and a 

noble lady meet and their conversation. The lady 

is obviously grief-stricken and to comfort her t.he knight 

tells her his story to show that while she may have a at 

sorrow his Eat de VOllS maus cent mille foi~gringnour. She 

naturally disagrees and Hachaut comes fon'lard to suggest the 

King of Bohemia as a suitab judge and advised by his a 

orical courtiers the King concludes in favour of the Knight.
2 

The stories stand independent of each other and in 

Christine1s Livre des Trois s the debate form is little 

1. In Christine de Pisan's Livre du nit Poissy the debate 
propel: and judgment OCC1.J.PY onl~l T99-l1nes out of a total 
of 2075. 

2. 'rhe sane theme is debated oJ.so in j'·!achal1 t I s Jugement dou 
~ ... N~..EE$_ c9E~cre_~:Iu~!"'t _9.<:)1.: ROY de Behaign.e 
and ~n Christ~ne de Pisan IS Li "re du Dj t de Poissv. 

• c 
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more i:~1an c~. convenient framev;ork on which to string three 

stories; a fro~ewo~k possessed of the added advantage that 

it enabled one f easily and aptly, to praise one1s (prospect:,-

ive?) benefactor by nan.i.ng him as a judge endowed with all 

virtues. Prair;e of the n21.rned judges is more lavish than is 

usual in the smaller sand Christine de Pisal1 is .:d.-__ ---'''"'- " •• ___ . 

particularly fulsome in the praise of the Seneschal of 

Hainault 'Vlho she nOlrtinates as ju::1ge in three of her debates. 

No verdicts are given in Christine's poems but in those 

debates where the discussion is expanded into a full txtal 

be a judge or a parliament, such as Mac..haut's debates 

and Philippe de Remi' s Sa.!.!3~ cl 1 AJl1~ verdicts are given. Legal 

coloration is found in most debates to some extent but 

particuJ.arly so in those which cnd with a parliament (t.he 

French bird debates, Chartier's Par~el':lc:.:r:tt. d' Amour f Thibaut IS 

Roman de 12 Poire 1 and also in the su~~ary of decisions 

handed dovm by various great ladies and recorded by Andreas 

Capellanus in De arte honeste amandi 1I,vii). 
-,. 

The themes of the debats are gAnerally those of the 

j~~rti~ (the pains versus the joys of 10'/e,. "lhe is the 

worthier of t:wO lovers? who suffers the most for love?) but 

because of their greater length interest in the tales of 

t:he two speakers tends to overhsadow that in the actual 

conflict; another change to the ~.ux-parti is the frequent 

nature introduction after the manner of the pastourelle. 

__ ~_o _____ _ 

1. '1'he fullest development of the (;ourt of Love trial is 
found not in poet.ry but ij1 ti1G prose Arrets d 'Amour 
(c .1474) of Martial d I }\uvergne. 'The only Hiddle English 
d~bate to use legal terminology to any significant extent 
is The Owl and the N chti~ , 



IlPP:CNDIX IV 

The pas t:onre e O~G an extraordinary uniformity of 

subject matter and form. A conven~ional formula, autrfier 

(the other day) opens the poem the narrato~ usually 

riding; the se 9 is ir;,vC1l~iab1y a spring mo-rning in Hay 

and narrator s of an unhappy love af or more 

often he overheal'::s a shepherdess singing. s overhearing 

motif i e• '-' comraon. i.n the English and Fr"ench bird debates and 

it is probable it was derived from the toure1le. 

The narrator I \;ho j s usually a knigh'c i goes to the shephe}:r1.-

eGs and woos her. She refuses, frequently showing the 

two, and to ,;"in her the knight flatters 

her (she is so beautiful she must be o~ noble parentage) and 

o her gi of furs, jewe1ry and even as a last resort 

true love ar.d marriage. Throughout the poems there is a 

contrasJc between t:he courtois behaviour the knight and 

the realistic, often moralistic vievY taken by the pert 

shepherdress. Occasionally he gets his waYI sometimes by 

force but more frequently by flattery. 

The number of people in the pastourel1e is usually two 

but occasionally the narrator does not engage in the conver

sation and merely overhears onc between t,;'w lovers. 1 

The fferences behvecn pastou:::-eJ and debate are as 

obvious as the similarit s. The hEart of t.he pastoure11e 

---~-.-~,---.--.,--------------
1. See J. A.udic.u, La Fastourel1e dans la J2oe~.ie_~~~ du 

moyen age (Paris f 19 i-:r)NO:-x.Vl. 

232,. 



is a conflict nbout lOVQ: it is a con ct of ,·,ills and 

not, as in the debates, a conflict of minds o~ intellects 

and the winne:r \','111 pOS£H;~SS 'che stroDge~c 11 but not 

nec8ssarily i:be better argument:s. Al so i'c is a usual fecd:ure 

of t.he pas 'couxel that~ 'C}18 narrator is on0 of the speakers., 

vlhereas in the deba-r_e the narrator usually fades out sight 

completely after the narrative introduction. he mayor 

not return at the end of the poem. The~ce are one ')r t\vo 

cases however where narrator does take an acti- e part in 

the poem, no " s but even 
---~--

here does not engage in the debate but plays rather the 

role of a ex machina to t tIle Nightingale out an 

impossible situation once she is sturo.ped for an answer to 

the Cuckoo I s ch s. 

The pastourel never enjoyed a popularity in England 

comparable to that in France but those which vlere ,-lri t.ten 

1 keep very close to the French models. Only two are of 

interest for further light they shed on the association of 

birds and love. The first entitled by its itor, The Maid 

and Iv~aS1?ie_2 opens in the traditional manner but the 

maiden refuses the chevalier \.vi th a refrain the crm\re shaJ. 

byt~~ and once he has got what he \'!ants he refuses to 

marry her or tell her his name because nO\v 
----.~----~~--------~--

3 
In the second 1 itillen that_l::~'y~es _.pe brou.srh!... to rest, the 

maiden refuses with the words L£..'dE.....£Eyde shall neuer hoppe yn 

----~--<-,------ ----
LEg. HenrYE;Ol1 t Hobene TI,e Nut-Brovm Maid and 

C0Il!.r::._c:>.~r the _,~_._.~::" ____ ..9~_n(: ;-- HeY..L~r:.o:1y .lc:>ly_~g.r 
~y clct~ .. , I~e, ~Tly_d.y~_~~~.~_ n(lt~ ll1 ~a~~.x E~gl~sh !;,y~'ics 

ed. l". Sldgv.7lck and B.K. l!13r.,bers, (London,1907,. 
2. ed. J. o. Halliwell, NUQ,:;.e }'oeticae: Select eces of Old 

English popular POGl.rYn:;Olicron~T'(44) p.42ff. 
3. cd. }~i:-Padol:tord andA~ R. Benham,lI'1'he Songs of Rawlinson 

1-18. C 813" I Al]_2l- i ~ 31 ( 19 0 9 ) p. 380 f f. 
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Abs t 

The thesis is an investige_tj on into the Bird Debates 

and Devotional Debates found in !1i English: emphasis 

is on the ori of the form themes. In 

Part the na'cure debate is cussed and is found 

to be essentially a al contest supremacy t'iVeen 

two antagonistic rs. The difficulty of finding 

sources for the debate form is also discussed in Part One. 

In Part Two a detailed examination ef the contributory 

influences which formed the Hi ate includes d CUSSlon 

of the beas-t fab f the role of birds in the locus amoenus_, 

proverb~,--dl bird and analogues of the form in French 

and Latin. This leads on to a led critical examination 

of the lvliddle Eng sh bird debates in 'vlhich the characteris-

tic features of the genre are explored. Part Three embodies 

the results of similar research into the Devotional Debates 

'\',i th empr.a~ is on sources F analogues and a critical examin-

at:i.on of the poems as debates. 

The appendices present an approxlmate chronology of 

ehe 1Y1iddle English debates dis2ussec:, a brief accour:t of 

miscella!18ous other English debates which do not fall into 

ther of my two categories as well as an account of anal-

agous debate forms in Provencal 2nd F're!1ch: the ten~, the 
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