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INTRODUCTIOH 

When I was introduced to Pearl in a medieval narratives 

class , I immediately found its beauty and conciseness most 

appealing . Through my religious -raining as a School Sister 

o f Notre D me I have acquired .·o ne f acility in the stu · y of 

SR ' r ed Scripture, and I was pleased tha Pearl was replete 

with re ferences to th Bib e . 

Before I had egun any serious study into the bacJ: · 

ground of ~ea:i:l, I was captured by it:s nsuous be uty, i ·ts 

concisenes~ , and its descriptions of garden , pearl-maide , 

and New Jerusalem . The poem seemed o me to nca1sula 

the history of man ' s salvation by its portra-al of life, 

d eath , reconciliation to d e \ .. h, and finally the call to be 

faithful until man's Resurrection. 'l'he call that echoes 

from :?e~EL is an ag -old call : God asks His people to be 

faith f ul 1.1ntil death . But thi fait ll fulnes:::> is not an eusy 

task ; human lives are filled \ ith so~row and hardship , 

people are calle d u pon to sacrifice canst~ tly , and the~ 

los~ their loved ones through wars and accidents and are 

even ca.lled u pon to relinquish their young to death . 

'I'rGa ting these various problel1s o death, Pearl has a 

, o ssagp for all ma~1kin- , a messa e o_ r ":\ co 1ci l iation and 

c0n.solation . The thread that is o-en skillf lly t roug,o t 

iv 



the poem is the thread of consolation. The poet-narrator 

is moved by grief through vision to comprehension and con­

solation. Everything that transpires in the narrative 

leads the reader slowly and sur ly along the path of con­

solation until he is convinced that Pearl is concerned 

mainly with consoling the bereave d rather than with mourn­

ing the deceased . It is true that an element of consolation 

is often present in an elegy , but in Pe arl c nsolation is 

the fundamental purpose that uni fies the argume nL and deter­

mines its direction. 

The reader listens c are fully as the na~rator move ~ from 

disbelief to acceptance . He wants the narrator to believe. 

Pearl does console, for by the end the r ader feels consoled 

More to the point, t he reader feels exhauste d and cleansed, 

as if the experience of the struggle itself has had a puri­

fying effect. He has accepted the wiil of the Deity as the 

narrator has accepted it. 

v 



CHAPTER ONE 

PEA.RL: DESIGN, PLAN" GENRE 

History has preserved for us one of the finest poems of 

the fourteenth century, Pearl, in MS Cotton Nero A.x. in the 

Bri t .i sh Museum. Since Richard Morris 's first edition in 

1864 :?earl. h as found an eve r-increasing number of editors, 

translators, interpreters , and admirers. This paper wilJ 

attempt to contribute to both an unders tanding of the poem 

and a recognition of the r easons for its appeal to many 

persons~ 

The more extensively one studie s the poem , the more one 

is struck by the ssential simplicity underlying the ornate 

language and intricate meter . In any stucty cf a poem as 

complex as Pearl it is ea<·y to b ecome so involved with the 

parts that o ne misses the whole. The quickest way to come 

to the heart o f the poem is to concentrate on the central 

figure, the narrator, whose progress from g . ief to under-

t d · · t. he:::._ dramat l' c hear t of the poeFl . 1 s an lng l~ It is through 

his eyes that t e poem deve l ops. .It. is b · ,1a t c h.ing his 

1 Char les Moorman , The P ar l Poet (New York : Twayne 
Publishers Inc., 1968) r p. 315. 
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reactions that one senses the message the poet wishes to 

impart: that one may receive consolation through a with-

drawal fr6m the secular world with its sorrows into a 

spir itual dreamworld which provides answers to those sor-

rows even as it explores and explains the mental state of 

the dreamer-narrator and honors the memory of a b e loved 

chi ld now dece ase d . Hence the poe m, long recognized as both 

dream vision a n d e le gy , p o s s e sse s a lso the generi c char-

acteri s tics of the consol a tio. The re f ore t e genre of P~ar l 

may be desi gnated dream vision-e legy -con~olatio . 

In establishing the genre within which he is working, 

the Pearl poe t use s his abilities a s a poe t and a layman 

seeking comfo r t -a t he r tha n as one interested i n th p r oblems 

for their o wn sake . It is this f a ct that rais s t h e poe m 

above the exce lle nt and places it in the r e alm o f the im 

mortal. One can read Pearl eve n today a nd fin d it speaks to 

him, for th e the me of con al a tio n i n th . l o ss of a loved o n e 

is universal, defying time and s pace . 

The ove r all pla n o f the poem--and a ss re ly plan is a 

major eleme n t i n genre - i s simp l e yet challe ngi ng . The po~m , 

masterf1. l in ' .J,... 

l •- S concisene ss, i s d i1ide d i nto 101 stan z as. 

The first twe~ty are d e voted mainly to present i n g the poet 

narT tor•.; st -:_ t of :rJ.i rL. a n d to d e s crit i n-;:1 the drea1 country 

and the p a r l herse lf; t~ e C ' 1tral s ixt. T stanzas prese !l t the 
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lecture between Pearl and the narrator that includes instruc-

tion on basic theology . The end result of this lecture is 

that the narrator e xperiences acceptance and consol a tion. 

The last twenty-one stanzas contain description, this time 

of the New Jerusalem , and end Ni th the poet 's reflection _2 

To comprehend the relation o f the o v erall plan to roes -

sage , on e may we ll consider the elements of each genre c on-

tribut ing to this h ybr 'd form . Firs t, then , the study c a l ls 

for conside r ation o f material wh ich places t h e poem within 

the dream-vision c ategory , a category wh i ch l ends itself to 

symbolism and the acce ptance of superna ural forces . 

Medieval man felt s trongly that ext r ior forms of n ature 

spoke directly to him; thu · the snake s edd i g its skin S?oke 

of the r e newa l of li fe wh en man changes his ay from sin to 

repentan~e , and the lion cub sl eping three days af t e r its 

birth reminded him o f Christ ' s sta y in t e tomb . He felt 

that in the s ame way his d reams somet ime s revealed to him 

truths bey ond t he ken o f his waki g i ntelligence a d that a 

literary reco rding o f a d ream , whethe real o fictional, 

m:ght we ll con sol ida e tho se truths . 

Because med i eval reader · demanded a authority for 

everything, the mech-n ics of the dream vision pro vi ded a 

2 Larry M. Sklute , '1 EYpectation and Fulfillment in 
Pe a rl, 1

' Philolo gical Qua terly, 52 (1973), 667 . 
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me a n s by wh ich they c ould suspend , a t l ea s t t emporar i l y , 

the i r di stru st of the pure l y fictiona l and c oul d a ccept the 

fan tas t ic i mage s o f t h e d ream vision as having the au thor i ty 

o f t ruth . The d e vice of the sleep and the vision i n field 

or wood was put to a great variety of use in the f our t eenth 

- 3 c e n tury . 

On e c a n no t f ai l to notice that t e dream vision is the 

vehicle t he poet u ses , but to describe Pearl as a dream 

v ision a nd t o say nothing mar would r · veal little about its 

p lan or purpose . The oem supersedes t e ty ~cal dream 

v is ion whic h was c ommon in the late id le Ages--the dream 

vision in wh i ch ad e mer , who is lso the "I, " or n rr a tor , 

o f t he poe 1, fa l ls asleep and - xperiences in a dream a 

serie s of event s which are , in the thi n inq of certain 

c ri t ics, oth fantastic and allegorical . 4 

The descr i ption of the marvelous l a dscape ith which 

th~ account o f the Pe rl ision egin_ is interesting espe-

cially becau se the poet has freedom to indulge his fancy . 

I n the l ater descriptions of the e w Jerusal m leis t ied 

clo ser to t he l e t ter o f an author:tative te tad so c a ~not 

b e · s imagin a t ive as n the f ' rst description of his 

dreamwor l d . 

3 Moorman , p . 36 . 

4 Moo rman , p . 33 . 
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Howard Rollin Patch describes the vision in Pearl as an 

otherworld reminiscence where in a dream the poet-narrator 

goes toward a forest in which are hills and towering crystal 

cliffs. Here are the fragrance of fruit, the singing of 

birds, and the beauty of a stream passing over precious 

stones. At the foot of the crystal cl iff the narrator sees 

the maiden whom he is seeking . Later he also beholds the 

Celestial City, as he relates in lines indebted to the o k 

of Re velation. The j ewe l s in the stre m a 11d the fragr a nt 

fruit remind one of the Garden of Eden , but the whol e cc unt 

is highly orig ina1 . 5 

The re is no dis agreemen ' · th _n, tl · t the poet employed 

the dream vis i on. Bu t critics have arg ed whether P arl is 

an allegory or an elegy. I b e ieve th the author of e rl 

combined the dream vision with the elegy to form a hybrid 

genre, the dream-vision elegy, beca use neither genre alo e 

could carry out his plan effectiv.ly . In support of inter -

pretation of the poem as an elegy, Isr ·e l Gol ancz states: 

Whatever theologica questio s m~y oe e unciat d 
in the c our e of th poem , Pe rl i ~ to y mi d, 
without a doubt, an elegiac poem exprescing a 
personal grief, a poet ' s lament for the loss of 
his child, and in its trs tment transc s the 

5 Howard Rollin Patch, The Other World Acco~di~g to 
Descr~ptions in Medieval Litera t ure (Cambridge : Harvard 
Unive rsity Press, 1 950; , p . 1 0. 
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scholastic and the theological discussions of 
the time.6 

Richard Morris, who prepared the first printed edition 

of Pearl for the Early English Text Society in 1864, saw 

the poem as an elegy on the death of the poet ' s d a ughter, 

an interpretation supported by a number of passag s in the 

poem itself. rrhe reader encounte rs c .rtain personal refer-

ence s : the maide n herse l f re fers to er h avi g left the 

11 WOrld's wo " (761) 7 at a " young and t .nder age " (412); the 

poet asserts that at h e r death she was not e t two years old 

and that she had l earned neither at rnoste r nor Creed 

(483-85); upon first s eeing her , the oet cognizes her 

immediately (16 4 ) and asserts th t s ,vas " earer hai 

aunt or niece" to him (233). The conclusion that the poem 

revolves around the death of a child and that it is thts, 

on one level, an elegy is almost unavoidable. 8 

The poet-narrator would hard y have bee n moved to imi -

tate the virtues of the child if s he had not monopolized his 

affection while she lived in this world . He feels such 

desolation when he loses his precious earl t at only the 

6 Israel Gollancz, ed ., Pea -l (Ne w York : Coope r Square 
Publi.shers, Inc. , 19 6 G) , p. xxvrr:-· 

7 Subseque~t l ine refere;ces to Pe9rl 'ill be c ited 
parenthetically i n the text. 

8 Moorman, p. 39. 
t 
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possession of heaven itself will console him. It is also 

diff:i.cul t . to conceive o f a poet 's contriving the death of 

a two-year-old. Had he wished to contrive anything, he 

probably wou l d have fabricate d the death of an older child 

so that, when he met his pe arl in the garden, readers could 

accept more readily the child ' s facility with the language. 

In the total context of the poem the child's death is 

ultimately seen as a significa nt experience for the nar-

ratorr mainly insofar as it opens hi s eyes to the true and 

eternal source o f his long ing . The poet moves through his 

grief to a final consola tion in his great sorrow. After his 

consolation he c an final l y b e reconcil d to her death and 

thereby draw closer to his own mome nt of salvation. 

Albert C. Baugh spe aks of Pearl as employing two dis-

tinct genres: the persona l e l e gy , whe rein a real loss is 

recorded and reacted to , and the medie val sermon which uses 

the vision as a vehicl for teaching or preaching on a given 

subject. Through a comb i ning of genre s the narrator is made 

to understand the meaning of Pe rlts death and so to obtain 

freedom from the burden of his sorrow .
9 

There is a gentle interwe aving of the two genres in the 

poem: the dream-v~sion mode provides a visionary setting and 

9 Albert c. Baugh, e d . , j Literary History o- E 1glanci 
(New York· App1 Pton-Cen ury -Crof ts , ILc ., 1948), p . 235. 
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accords with what the reader of that time would expect, and 

the elegy renders the narrative personal and believable and 

relevant to today•s reader. The loss is reali the grief is 

real. Hence pure joy fills the stanzas which tell that the 

poet recognizes his lost pearl in the events of the dre am . 

One strong argument against a llegorical interpretation 

is the fact that the poet seems to make the pearl-maiden 

herself provide exegesis wherever exegesis is necessary. 

Such internal explanation is rare in alleg ry. The intended 

meaning of each e l ement in the parabl 1 for instance , is 

expounded in the manner of a medieval sermon; after all of 

the explanation given by the maiden, it is unlikely that any 

. . . 1 ft 10 
h1dden mean1ng 1s e . 

In introducing his edition of Pearl E. V. Gordon 

observes: 

To be an allegory a poem must as a whole, and 
v.ri th fair consistenc:... , describe in other terms 
some event or process; its entire narra ive and 
all its significa t details should cohere and 
work toward this end.11 

With Gordon's assessment I agree. To be sure , there are 

allegorical elements in Pearl. The parable of the workers 

10 A. c. Spear ing , 'S ymbo_._ ic a d Dramatic Developme nt 
.i.n Pearl," Moaern Phil?logy , 9 ( 19 6 2) 1 l c 

ll E. v. Gordon, ed., !:_earl:_ (London: Oxfo d niversity 
Press, l9.53), p. xii. 



9 

in the vineyard (501-588) is at least symbolic and perhaps 

suggestive of allegory. In effect, the opening stanzas of 

the poem ·where the pearl slips through the poet's hand is 

allegorical of the child's death and burial. But an alle-

gorical description of an event does not necessarily make 

that event allegorical. Neither does inclusion of such 

material render an entire lite rary work allegorical. 

We have considered the dream vision and the elegy and 

have observed that the author of Pearl intPrwove these two 

genres to create a hybrid form called the dream-vision 

elegy. There is yet another g nre at work in Pearl; a 

definition and an explana tion of its purpose may be helpful. 

The consolatio, or consolat'on, was recognized as a 

literary genre in its own right from the time of the Gre k 

writer Cantor, who lived from 335 to 275 B.C. Among classi-· 

cal Latin authors who made important contribut'ons to the 

genre of the consolatio mortis were Cicero and Seneca. The 

principal custom of the genre was the citation of so.!_acia, 

loci commune s or "topics" of consolation, which were handed 

down from one generation of practitioners to another. 12 

The pagan consolatio was traditionally divided into two 

sections, the first devoted to the afflicted person, the 

12 Ia.rl Bish:Jp, Pe a .L in IJ...: s Setting_ (O f ord: Basil 
Blackwell, 1968), p.-r6. 
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second to the cause of the affliction. Christian writers 

deviated from this f orm, and there are ind i cations that even 

in the early centuries o f Christianity Christian writers of 

the consolatio used it as a vehicle of instruction rather 

than in the original form of consolation.l3 

The element o f consolation is to be found tlroughout 

Pearlw In the ope n ing stanza the mourner is discovered in 

a state of rebellious and despairing grief, but by the end 

of the poem h e has arrived at a state of resign tion to the 

Divine will and has reache d a mood of assurance and ho e . 

This transit~on is effected through th vision · n which he 

is assured by the maiden t hat sh~ is s a v d and which indi ­

cates to him the way he too can obtain salvation . 14 

Several scholars have associate Pearl its .l f with the 

genre of consolation. The first of these is J ohn Conley in 

a paper on " ~earl a n d a Lost Tradition ," the tradition C:!ing 

t~e Christian consolation . 15 Also V. E . Watts in a pa er 

entitled "Pearl as Consolatio " compares the poem ith some 

13 Richaru Tristma , " Some Consol a+-o r Strategies in 
Pearl," The Hidd e Engl i ch Pearl , P.d . Jon Conly ( OLre 
Dame:· University of Notre Dame Press, 1970) r p . 273~ 

1 4 Bishop 1 p . 15. 

15 John Con l ey , The Pearl_ and a Lost Tradition ," 
Jour n a 1 o f E. n g l i s h a .l d Germanic P 11 i J o log· , 5 ( 19 5 5 ) , 3 3 2- 4 7 . 
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Christian consolatios of the f our t h century, all of them 

examples of the consolatio mortis. 16 

The narrator's immediate grief develops at ·the very 

beginning of the poe1n into a pondering o f the unive rsal 

problems of l ife and death. His constant questioning over 

his personal los s moves the poem along . As he str uggles 

for understanding, the reader too r eceives the answe rs and 

is moved to under~tanding. 

The nar rator u ses the dream vision as a means of b e -

stowing consola tion on himself and his readers . The mark 

of a gre at writer is his a bi lity to get hi s readers or 

listeners involved and conc _rned with the roblems that h e 

is forced to encounter. The reader is h ar ly conscious of 

the method the Pearl-p o e t uses because he immediately 

becomes involved in the heal'ng process . The dream v is ion 

makes the poem b e lievable and i porta t . The poet - narrator 

constantly quotes Scripture as his a , hority ; the read r 

familiar with the s ource feels drawn into his vision . The 

Pearl-poet was conscious o f us i ng sources that his readers 

would be quite familiar with . The elegy makes t he po em per -

sonal; the dream-vision makes the poe m plausible; and the 

consolatio gives it its appeal. 

16 V. E. \\fat ts , 
32 {19 63) 1 34-36. 

11 Pea~l as a Consolatiof" Medium Aevum , 
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Though the form of Pearl is influenced by medieval 

forms such as the elegy, the dream vision, and the consolatio 

and though the poem is thoroughly medieval in spirit and 

workmanship, as a whole it is unlike any other Middle 

English poem. To many readers the human emotion manifested 

in the poem appears to be its driving force and its motive. 

It would seem that the poet-narrator has used th~ologi­

cal \vri tings (as Chaucer did) without being himself a theo­

logian. He avoids technical language , and he uses his 

information as a poet a d a layman s e eking comfort rat.h er 

than as one interested in the problems for their own sa e . 17 

'l"'he poet-narrator wa s a religious man; arguments ov r whe the r 

he was a clergyman still continue, but wheth_r h was or was 

not, the entire poe m speaks of religio s matters . Grief 

leads the narrator to see the mixed nature of the wcrld. He 

comes to th realization that the decay of the body contrib­

utes t o the beauty o f nature. He ponders the nature of 

happiness , specifically false and true happiness . In l osing 

his pearl be believed he had lost true h ppiness . He had 

mistaken false f o r truP- happi ess because t .e Pearl-maiden 

remind him he lost "but a rose." 18 The se o frequeni: 

references to sacred Scripture ard the final act of 

17 Sordon p. xxxl. 

18 Coriley, p .. 3 4 0. 
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resignation to God' s wil l f o llow i ng the poet ' s accept a nce 

of his Pearl's pre s e nce amo ng the e l ect bo t h indi c ate a n 

atmosphere of d e e p religiou s feeling . 

Pearl commun i c ates a distinct and poeti c a l ly credibl e 

experience. The f ee l ing resu l ts main ly from the poet ' s use 

of the proce ss of vi s u a l ization as t he organizing principle 

of his narrative , a technique that allows the reader to 

exper ien c e the ob j ects and the act i on of the oem along with 

the narrator. 19 W H. Scho f ield x presse s t he reader ' s 

feelings mo s t s u c c inctly when h says : 

The poet o f Pearl see ms to us a man who in all 
proba b ility by examp le s we ll as by pre cept 
made clearly mani fe st the e a ty of holin e ss . 
He wa s a libera l minde d - nd sym athe tic an of 
God, e ndowed as few of his race with the ~~er 
to embody lofty thought in fitting phrase . 

Pearl the n e mploys elements of at least three distinct 

genres: dream vision , elegy , and consolatio . That genre 

is in itse l f a consideration of rhetoric and p rtic larly 

of that par t o f r hetoric which concerns itse l f with arrange-

ment and o rgan ization of material indicates that the poet 

may we ll have under stood the contributions of literary 

1 9 Larry o. Benson , Art and Tradit'on in Sir Gawain and 
the Gree n Knigh t (New B~uns~ick ~ Rutgers University Press , 
1 965),p . 1 80. 

20 Willi am Hen ry Schofield , "The ature and Fabric of 
~E!_," PMLA, 19 (1 90 4) , 20 3 . 
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effectiveness which all elements of rhetoric might make. 

With these contributions Chapter Two will concern itself. 



CHAPTER TWO 

RHETORIC IN PEARL 

The Middle Ages were less dark than was once supposed. 

They were a time in which man sincerely p ursued knowledge ~ 

They cons t ituted an e ra of considerable creative · uctivity 

in art and lite r ature . Far- reaching changes in literature 

v·lere taking place during the Middle Ages , among the more 

importan t being the cha n ge -over from the quantitative to an 

accen t ual system of verse , the developme nt of the love - the me 

in literature , and the recogn'tion of the vernacular as the 

normal li terary ~edium . These changes brou ht forth much 

comment and many questions , questions rela ing , for instance , 

to the nature of poetry and the poe ic art , or again to the 

proces s o f trans lation and the pro er methods of attaining 

an ef fective prose~ These recurring problems c alled f or 

attentio n and rendered discussion among scholars and school -

. . . t bl 1 men almost 1nev1 a e . 

To understand the growth of a literary tradition in 

England , one must take into account the diverse efforts that 

had been made or were bei g m-de to pronounce on literature 

1 James J . Murphy, Mediera l Eloquence (Berkeley: Uni ­
versi ty of California Press , 1978) , p . 47 . 

15 
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and literary matters, whate v e r thei r: origins o r their imme -

diate purpose. 

Rhetoric signifies "the craft o f speech"; in accordance 

with its basic meaning it teaches how to construct a dis-

course artistically. The works that appear previous to the 

fourteenth c e ntury did not conceive of poe ry and pro se as 

two forms of expression differ ing i n essence and origin. 

On the contrary, both fall within the inclusive conce t of 

"discourse." Rhetoric, the second of the s ven liber 1 

arts, takes us deepe r into the world o f m dieval culture 

than does grammar . Th e art of the o twas f ' rst ~ nd f ore -

most to prove himse l f in t h e rhetoric 1 tre tme t of his 

material. There were not many formal works availa le o the 

Pearl-poet as he sought h e lp to find ways to capture the 

essence of wha t h e fe lt as h e contemp_ated the loss o f the 

beloved child. Most of the material available cons'ste d not 

of formal works of rhetoric but o f de ... ail . and occasional 

comments on literature generally~ There were still exta t 

treatises such as the grammatical and rhetorical works of 

Bede and Alcuin or the thir t eenth - ce t ry nanual known as 

the Poetr ia nov a by Geof f rey of Vinsauf . 2 7i thin the s p ce 

of about a century- -about 117 5 to sometime before 

2 Jame s J. Murphy , Rhetor ·c in iddle Ages 
(Ber}\ele y: University of-Califo nia-=_r_e_s-~-,-, --::::1~9=-7=--:-4-:-)-=,~p- . 102. 
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1280--European teacher s of g r ammar produced s i x Lat i n work s 

about verse. These perceptive works are Matthew o f Ven-

dome's Ars versif i c ato ria (c. 117 5 ); Geoffrey o f Vi nsau f ' s 

Poetria nova (1208-13) and Documentum de modo et arte 

dictandi et v ersif i candi (after 1213) ; Gervase o f Me l kley ' s 

Ars ver s ificar ia (c. 1215 ); John of Garland ' s De arte 

E_rosayc a metr ica e t . rithmica (after 1229 ); and Eberhard the 

German's Lab orintus (af ·ter 1213 , b efore 1280) . 3 Each of 

the s e rhe toric a l treatises attempts to provide advice for a 

writer wish i ng to c ompose vers . E ch wor distills the 

precepts bor n to experience and observ tion and transmits 

these as i njunction s for discovery , order , l n , and word -

ing~ Ye t, at the same time , it is cl ar that all the 

authors were t eachers o f the ars grammatica as well as the 

ars rhetorica. All l ooked to the roduction of written 

materials rathe r than the orat'o as ancient rhetorics had 

done. 

The Poetri a no v a was the best k no n of all the medieval 

artes poetica e undertaking to teacl the principles of poetic 

compos i tion in the Middl e Ages . Poetria nova is a treatise 

on rheto r ic a s a pplied t o poetry , an area o f l iterature with 

which rhetor i c had n o t previously concerned i se l f . The 

main points for con s idera tion in Poetria nova are 

3 1ur phy, H.hetoric , p . 13 7 . 
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abbreviation and amplification; arrangement and organiza­

tion; and style and ornamentation. 4 Using the suggestions 

given in the Poetria nova, the Pearl-poet constructed a 

moving account of his own personal sorrow. 

The fourteenth century was the age in which English 

poets came to practice rhetorical verse , poetry adorned 

with all the colors of rhetoric, taught by rhetoricians 

like those already mentione d . Th se doctrines were not new 

to the fourteenth c ntury ; Po tri a nova was two centuries 

old by the Pearl-poet ' s time, and Geoffrey himself had 

rectly attributed to Cicero . What was new and exciting vas 

the fact that English too could be treated in the high 

style o f medieval rhetoric. 5 

And so the stage seems set for the Pearl-poet 's 

entrance. The whole method of co position of Pearl , includ-

ing the planning o f the o em l s ems determined by the pre-

cepts l earned from the rhetoricians and co.posers of manua ls 

of this period. 

4 J. W. H. 
Medieval Phase 
1943)' p. 96. 

But it is not rhetorical doctrine but the 

Criticism: The 
ersity Press , 

5 Larry D. Benson 1 F~:...:..r_t ___ a_n_d_· _T_r_a_d_l_··_t_i-:-o_r--=-----;--------
The GrP.en Knight 
1965) 1 P• i24 • 
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poet's artistic sense that is the basis for the poem's 

6 appeal. 

The Poetria nova of Geoffrey of Vinsauf o pens with a 

well-known passage about the necessity of planning one 's 

work beforehand and of predetermining the limits of it sub-

ject matter. The ideal is diversity in unity. Now this 

ideal may tell us something of me dieval poetry . When the 

poem has made its essential statement at the ery beginning, 

then the task of the poet must b e to resta e the th me, 

refine it, and draw from it all its im licatio s and 8 an-

ings. We find that medieva l poets are fond o such resta e -

ment; they repeat a single oint s though to draw all 

possible meanings from it. 

The Poetria nova containe d us ful re e t and was a 

very popular work. It was a metrical composition of more 

than two thousand Latin hexameter lines and was a success 

even in its author's lifetime . Useful pr cepts are briefly 

treated, whereas the chief place is gi en to a de ailed 

treatment of such questions as , first, the diff rent ways 

of opening a poem, elements of arrange t and orga ization ; 

second, the methods of amplifying and abbre iating 

6 Dorothy Everett, Essays in iddle Engl 'sh Liter ture 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press , 1967), p . 93. 



20 

expressions; and thi r d, the p roper u se of styl e and 

ornamentation. 7 

We are just b eginn ing t o appreciate the rich ness of 

artistic inve n tion wh i ch b ecame availabl during the Midd l e 

Age s to poe t s , dip l omats , preachers , linguis s , gr ammarians , 

te a che rs, and a nyone e l se interested in language . or its uses 

in human affa i r s. Medieval rhetoricians h ad charge d poets 

with t h e b u r d Pn of adjusting l a n guage so that it would make 

me n's emotion s serve their reason . And o Geoffr y of 

Vinsauf p re a ched t h at the most im o ta t point was how the 

poet used the material at hand, which ro ab ly was not 

or i ginal. The precepts laid down by Geoff ey ssu ed the 

writer o f a t l eas t variety in his work , n if he we a 

brilliant a r tist abl e to work thrcugh the rules vTi n his 

own genius, o f greatne ss . Nearly always , t e rhetorical 

theor i sts s eem to assume that an author ill be working 

from an earl i er s ource , and , the refore , what little the y 

have to say about overall structure (dispositio) is c o n ­

cerne d with ways o f stripping o ut what is no l o nger needed 

(abbrev iati o ) and fitting in n ewly effecti e ang,age (ampli -

ficatio) . Poe t ry' s business is one of persuasion , per~uasion 

7 Atk ins , p . 99. 
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arrived at through the e motion s aroused by f igures and 

images rather than through logic. 8 

Let us briefly cons ide r the main points of Ge o ff r e y' s 

Poetria nova. The art' f icia l opening o f any wor k, Ge ff r e y 

snys, renders a mas s o f par icul · r facts compreh e n s ible . 

The poet can control the response t o t he material by f ocus-

ing the subj e ct matter as he w nts t h e reader to u s it . 

Poetry argue s f or a certain o'nt of vi w. In addition t o 

the artific ial o penin g , the o t has noth r ve r y eff ctive 

means of controll ing h is subje t rna t e r : by mpl ificat ' on 

and abbreviat ion. Gi v en a subj ec , one may ither reat it 

at great lengt h or d ispose of it qu · c y . Am lification 

achieved by l e n g the n ing material , spi ning out th t which 

is lucidly a nd succinc tly e r s e d in he beginning 

Abbreviation, on the o t her hand , is the c ondensat · on of 

0 
lengthy material~__, As Geoffrey him e f says , " Yo r way i s 

twofold, eithe r wide or narrov , a rivulet or a stream ; you 

will ei t .her . . check off an item r i e ly , or t reat i t i n 

a lengthy d i scours e . The passage t rough each w a~ is no t 

without labor '' (Poetria nova , 206-10 ). The alliterat' ve 

method employed by the Pearl - poet lent i self well o the 

method the rhetorician s advi s e d f o r bei g var i ed but 

8 Payne, p . 45. 

9 Murph y , Medieval Eloquence , pp . 8 0-8 1 . 
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consistent. We f ind t h a t the poets who are the most trad i -

tional and formulaic in their style are u s u ally the mo st 

rhetorica1. 10 

The rhetor i c a l process did not stop with a particular 

definitive p e rsuas ion , but was rather a c ontinui g inter-

action among what one man could see , what he could make 

others see, a nd h ow they in urn could r . eat and amplify 

h t . 11 t a s e e1ng. 

One of the reasons tha he Po t ia nov w s so o ul r 

with the a rt i s t s o f this period \vas Geoffr y ' s r cogni on 

of the importance o f orderly , lanned com osi ion :n a nar-

rative poem. He gave directions for w ys of begin i g a 

narrative poem with a didactic s tatement of ·heme , and he 

prese nted amp li fi c ation and abbr via · on as tee .niques of 

treating port i on s of narrative to evelo th chos theme . 

This concep t o f t he role of ampl"fica ion and abbrevia tion 

in litera ture was a c ce ted and r acticed y any poets who 

wrote during t h e Middl 
12 

Ages . 

The Pear l-p oet was able to use the theories ex ressed 

by his contemporaries in the various rhetorical anuals and 

to ada pt thos e available or to formu. ate his o\n . Through 

10 Benson, p . 12 5 . 

ll Payne , p. 4 6 . 

12 Will i a m Henry Schofield , "The atu~e and Fabric of 
Pea rl," PMLA_ , 19 (1 904) i' 188 . 
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adaptation of the mater ial available he was ab le to use his 

own genius and to c reate the works f or which he is famous . 

It was his task to adjust his material by extending or 

shortening it as he saw fit. The success in performing t .hi s 

adjustment separated the great from h e mediocre . 

Description is a method of amplification . In this 

method the type of des c ription which a oet u ses can de er -

mine the length of the passage . The rl - oet carries his 

description s to such l engths that m ny tim h , descri tion 

seems more integrated with the wo tha n th ndbooks and 

manuals suggest that it should e . When e oet- narr tor 

describes the g arden or h e s ream we see e act h a he is 

describing . Many times he u ses conven ion 1 atterns of 

description but more o ften he e laborates and uses his own 

genius to add to our e njoy ent . The hand ooks em hasiz d 

description for its own sake; the Pearl oe ma ke · t an 

integral part of h i s work. To d ic t e l andsca e of he 

vis ion, for instance, t e poet draws on the m ,dieval tradi ­

tion of describing the other world i terms of artistic 

objec t s of this world. Thus the reader ees t e mar relo s 

landscape and c an id entify immediately y;'th the sur-ound­

ings. The Pearl-poet is traditional y t origin~l ·n the 

vividnes s of his descri p ions . 

In the discuss ion between the Pea_l- aide1 a d the 

poet-narrutor \e see anotheL means of am lification. Here 
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the poet-narrator in his choice of incidents and situations 

to relate makes the narrative short or lengthy. The deci-

sions must b e made on what to abbreviate or amplify . The 

ability of the artist was t ested in such situations . It is 

to the poet's credit that althoug h sixty of the 101 stanzas 

a re devoted to a religious discussion , the discussion is not 

a digression. In fact, it is only by means of this doc-

trinal discus sion--the ton·c chord of th poem--that we 

arrive at an interpretation which m k ~ s th po m intelli-

gible. To produce this effect from wha could be considered 

one long amplificatio is a c er tain sign of gre tn ss . The 

poet uses every method avail a le to him to roduce a oem 

that holds our int rest . It has b een s ablished that the 

manuals did not mention the dre m vision as a method of 

literary deve lopme nt in the 'ddle Ages, b t we know that 

the dream device most certa ' nl t . t h . 13 er 1ns o r etor1c. 

The me dieval rhe toricians s w rhetor·c a something con-

scious and planned , and the dream visio was mos certainly 

a well-thought-out process . It h d to b e or anized pe~ -

fectly to appeal to the reader s a ·td hearers . 

A major infl ence on the Pearl- oe~ ' s work w s he 

native tradi ion of al literative poetry in which it was 

13 Lavon Buster Fulwiler , " Image regression s in 
Chaucer's Poetry: Exposition o f aT eory of Creativity,'' 
Diss. Michigan State University , 1971, p. 64. 



25 

written. This is an ancient t radi tion which goe s b a ck e v e n 

in written form to the Anglo-Saxon perio d , muc h f urther than 

any of the social or lite r ary influences o f th~s time , f o r 

it remains the most powerful mou lding force on t he work o f 

14 the fourteenth c e ntury poets . 

The allitera tive poets found in t he alliterativ~ line 

a style tha t tended a l most n aturally toward a he vily 

adorne d verse of the s o rt hat h r torici ns a d vocat d . 

In Old Engli s h the basis of the diction a d synt of allit-

erative verse wa s v a r iation , and h b is of h rhetorical 

of Vinsauf advoc a t es wh ~n e advises his 

" . let the s ame th ing b concea l e i 

be varied y e t al'i a ys t h e same . " 15 

uden t to 

a i e y of fo 

Pearl shows how we l l the e tra itio al alli era i e 

technique s f it the d ream vision . The oe str'ctly ain-

tains the dramatic po int of iew . o o niscient voice enters 

the poem to convince u s of th reality o . the vision or t o 

explain what Pea r l re resents; the reader is l ed o o der 

about the ide ntity of Pearl just as he .o ders about he 

· identity of the Gre en Knig t. Despite i s unea ·t ly setti g , 

1 4 Benson, p. 125. 

15 A. c. Spe a ring , The Ga\ain Poet (Lon on : Cambridge 
Un iversity Pre ss, 197 0 ), p . 18 . 
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however, Pearl communicate s a credible e x perienc e whi c h 

results from the poet's use o f t he process o f v isual ization 

as the organizing principl e . This technique a ll ows the 

reader to experience the v is ion a l ong wi th t he narrat or . 

l"lhen the narrator first v i ews Pearl in t he dream th poet 

employs not only a p h ysical process of seeing but a l so a 

psychological one. She i s seen first t a distance ; t h e 

narrator's eyes ar e drawn to h er as they rav 1 across tle 

high cliff. Once h e has notic d h er , he foc u ses h. a n -

tion on her and ultimately recogniz s h e r . 

The style of the Pearl - o t in olve th u _ of various 

specific rhe torica l devices . I n articular , jux aposi tion 

contributes to the effectiveness of he work . The setting 

of the conscious p hysi c al world g-in t h dr am spiri ual 

world at once o f f e r s a eaningful co trast and rovi es the 

structural framewor k o f the oem. The fur er o position 

between living dre amer and deceased but newly living maiden 

underscores the d i s tinction b e t een the mortal life and the 

immortal life. For t he Pearl - poet st_ le is cha cterized 

by the concre t e r ather than the genera1 .
16 

In choosing hi s verse form the ear - oe t subjec t e d 

himself to a double di scipline . He chose the a l literative 

verse form a nd a lso a n elaborate ~ e-sche e combining 

16 Spearing, p p . 37 - 39. 
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stanza-linking by echo and refrain. Either of these mediums 

is exacting in itself ; together they form a highly ar t ifi­

cial meter. This artificiality in no way proves a barrier 

to the expression o f deep emotion . The discipline of an 

elaborate verse form is severe ; there is difficulty not in 

the artificiality itsel f but in the carrying it out . The 

type of artificiality to be avoided appears when a oet of 

inferior skill tries to follow what is po ular at a specific 

time by relying on the t e chnique itself r ~ her than on a 

meaningful integra ion o f e chniqu e wi h cont nt . Only a 

very good poet c an resist this emptation ; especially was it 

difficult to resist during the Midd l Ages and in t e midst 

of the alliterative tradition , when the co ventions pro ide d 

stock phrases and ready-m de formulas . The earl - oet 1s 

rarely guilty of us ing his techniques in mec anical or 

slovenly fashion; in his po try can be seen he great vir­

tues of the alliterative tradition . 

The freedom permitted by t e alliterati e tradition 

allows the poet a more frequent 1se o f he homely idiom . 

This at times strikes a note of simplicity--'' I kne w her el , 

· r hade seen hyr ere "--or vigor- -" ne grauere her nie bor 

wyth no gyle. 11 The alliteration ca~ enc ourage concentration 

of meaning as in "to enle her color so cla in clot ." Even 

alliteration, when used ith di cretion, c an gi e n 

impression o f strength , -i thout seeming overe pha·tic. When 
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the poet wants to be simple and d irect, the alliteration is 

rarely obtruvive.l 7 

The perfection of the stanza l inking , which is made a 

comp lete circle by the echo o f the first and last lines o f 

the poem , its lf suggests the perfect roundness o f the pearl. 

It is d i fficult to s eparate the musical effect of poetry 

from the significance of the words , but perhaps the v rse 

form plays a very important part in conve ying the dreamer ' s 

grief and hi s re lief from doubt and assur nc of hope . The 

repe t i tion a n d variation on the ve r bal theme drive ho e to 

us a n emoti o nal insi stence on h e different stages o f 

thought and feeling through which t h d amer passe s . 

The harmony o f the whole poem incl des its musical 

qual ity; all rhymes are f u ll rhymes , an almost u believ ble 

feat in a poem t h at is construct d with only three rhyme 

possibilities to a stanza , and tho se put in st ict seque c e . 

The t e c hni c a l dema nds which this form uts on t e poet ar 

i mmen se . He must deve lop his theme within a struct re wh i ch 

demand s the same theme -\ ord for five succe ssive stanz a s . e 

must rhyme a nd keep a four - stress l ine with a ini of 

non-accented s y llab l es ; and where possible he forces himself 

to avoid run-on lines. These metrical restrictions often 

17 E. v. Gordon , ed~ , Pearl (Oxford : Oxford University 
Press, 1953), ?~ xxxix . 
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govern his form of expression and powerfully condens his 

l 't 1 . d h' f f' 18 1 era mean1ng an 1s use o 1gures . 

The rhetorical beauty of Pearl is undeniab l e . The poet 

used the methods and devices at his disposal in order to 

produce a well-wrought poem. The pieces t at fit into he 

puzzle, however , are only a part of the puzzle ' s . beauty. 

The poet h ad to have a framework and purpose in which o 

fit all the pieces. Chapt r Thr e will consider he frame-

work or genre that the boe t used to enhanc the beauty of 

his work. 

18 John F. Crawforf with ndre w oye m, tra s . , 
(San Francisco: Grabhorn-Hoyem , 1967), . 116. 

P ar l 



CHAPTER THREE 

RELIGIOUS AND GENERIC CONSIDERATIONS 

Although the principal source from which the material 

of Pearl is drawn is the Vulgate Bible , he poet displays 

a knowledge not only of the Apocalypse of St . John but o f 

many other parts, allusions to whic he weav s toge her it 

great deftness . In the central ort 'on of the oem the o t 

makes constant app ~ al to the au hority of t e Bible, ut-

tressing his argume nt b y ass ges dr n rom i . The ease 

with which he passes from one oint o f t e Bibl to another 

is an indication of his famili rity 
1 ith his so rc . The 

particular passages i n the Bible that th rl- o t dr ws 

most heavily on are three : the arable of e wo:ckers in 

the vineyard (Matthew 20:1-6) , the vision of the ew J ru-

s~lem (Revelation 21:10 and 22:7) , and he ocession of the 

144,000 virgins (Re rela tion 24 : 1-5) . In ad 1 ion to these a 

large number of short unconnecte scri tur assages are 

quoted or echoe d in the numerous scattere a lusi ns and 

images connected with the descri tion of the aiden .
2 

1 Dorothy Everett , Essays Li te rature 
(Oxfo~d : Clarendon Press, 

2 Charles Moorman , The Pearl Poe eA York: T ayne 
Publishers, 1968) , p. 49 . 
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It was clearly the poet 's intention to use scriptural 

authority as fully as he could, but in applying it to the 

theme of the poem he tends sometimes to color it with con­

ceptions that are basically of his own time. We find the 

maiden that he sees in h eav e n wearing the white bridal gar ­

ment; her costume is in the fashion of he poet ' s own day . 

When the poet describes the Heavenly City h e seems to h ave 

in mind the typical manor hous e of he Middle Ages , and h e 

book that t he Lamb reads has square lea s ; it is not the 

rolled scrol l of ancient time s . 

The Pear l-poet quotes most e x nsiv 1 from the Bo k of 

Revelation, some time s called the oc ly se . Of he apoca-

lyptic books i n th e Bible -- t he Book o f Daniel , he Book of 

Ezekiel, and possibly the Book of J remiah-- the vision of 

St. John is the only one which revea ls an 

hab ited by those who h ave f ollowed the 

ternal city in­

m . This ision 

fi ts in we ll with th hope - fi lle d e ding that the poe t w nts 

to present t o his r eaders . The poet wants to assure those 

that have lived good lives tha t there is a Hea enly City 

where all their suffering will be re arded after death . His 

particul ar reason for adher'ng to the t e xt of St . John ' s 

Book of Revelation may also be at he wished to co c entrate 

upon the aspect of Deity that is most rel e ant to this oem 

about a pure and innocent c ild who suffered an untime l~ 
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death. 'Yli th the appearance of the White Lamb we are reminded 

of the One who voluntar ily suffered an untimely death in 

order to redeem mankind; we can make the connection betwee n 

the two "Innocents." The innocent young child who is now 

enjoying eternal bl iss through the gi ft o f b aptism and the 

White Lamb represent the One Whose death m de her baptism a 

redemptive act. Each has suffered an un ime ly death , but 

both now enjoy the Heavenly City . 

The passages from Revela ion u sed · the o m ar 

treated f or the most part in a di f r ent wa y from the othe r 

scriptural passages . Th oet kes lit l e t emp t at sym­

bolical interpretation of these p ssages . Instead he u ses 

the scriptural details pictorially to ill s r te sc e 

which is to c aptivate the dr arne wi h it beauti es . In the 

latter part o f the poem the oet seems not to n d authority 

for doctrine ; h e is able to use the scriptural aterial more 

directly. One of the outstanding ch racteristics of the 

vision is its close adherence to th det ils as recorded in 

the Book o f Revelation. The Biblical accou t i s u seful not 

only because it is authentic but also because it is familiar 

· to medieval readers and listeners as 'ell as to readers of 

our own time . The dreamer does not h ve to surmise hat 

realm this is; he has been told and he is struc ith wonder 

at its gloriou s strangenes s and beauty . 
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Unlike his contemporaries , the Pearl-poet employs little 

apocryphal material and seldom dr aws from patristic embel-

lishment or commentary. The scri tual sources are follo..,ed 

closely, and they are skillfully adapt d to their purpose in 

the poem. In adhering to the sources , the poet r sis ts the 

temptation to overload the symbolism already in the Bible or 

to take advantage o f the allegory . ound there . 

The main por ion of th oem is drawn from the a ble 

of the Vineyard (Matthew 20 : 1 -1 6 ) a nd - e A ocaly se o 

St. John. The Bible p ays a very importa t art i the 

poet's tota l thought; of the tot l of 6074 l'nes i h e 

author's four (or Clea nne ss , as i is 

also called ) , Patienc , and Sir Gawain and h e Green 

Kn ight--about 2 40 0 are q uotat ' on r ar phrases of 

S . 3 crlpture. 

As we study the arious sources of e r l \ e can etter 

appreciate how the sources helped the poet en ance the r e li -

gious feeling of the poem Pearl c a lls on a rich and varied 

tradition in order to help it fulfill its m ' ssion of co so -

l a tion. The separate genres a or h re--the elegy , the 

dream vision, and the ~io --all co tribute to t e 

overall message o f the p oem . e ha ~e i vestigate how t e 

3 Char 1 e s G . 0 s good , T 1 ~e;____.,=-e=-::ca--::r::-;1,..--: __ A __ i .. d_,d~l_e __ E_n__;g~~-· _i_:.s_h_P_o_e_m 
(Bosto~: D. c. Heath and Co , 1906) , p. x ii . 
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use of the Bible and particularly the Book of Revelation 

contributed deep religious conviction to the poem . There 

are other sources that may have influenced the oet ; ma ny 

of these can be traced back to ancient times . 

Source studies o f Pearl date from the la e nlnete nth 

century. In the early days of Pearl critici m, the o e m as 

Rose, and Boccaccio ' s elegiac Olympia ec ogue . E r y 

critics thought they saw di ect borrowing he ear - oet 

and thought Pearl a re-worked v rsion of Dante ' s :vine 

Comedy . Structurally the two are d"chotomous-- h work of 

Dante is a stepladder while Pearl · sac · cle . The action 

of the Divine Comedy consists of l "ne r ovemen~ ; D nt 

leaves us at the end of h"s great adv ,nture. The earl - poe t 

makes a ci rcular journ y , fir t o t of this world a d into 

an unknown dreamworld, then back to the ca s and tri fe of 

the earth. The circular structure is l d e d imilar to t e 

struct ure of a typical medieval romance , in which t he knig t 

rides out from his castle , susta·ns himself t rougl a t es , 

and returns ultimately to his own dwelli g .
4 

The Romanc e of the Rose seems to share a fe descrip-

tive passages with Pearl . any scholars see a close un"t 

4 John F . Crawford with ndrew oyem , trans ., Pearl 
(Sen Franc isco~ Grabhorn-Hoyem , 1967) , p . 108 . 
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between the two works. One commentator states that the 

Pearl-poet's two sources of inspiration were the great 

storehouse of "dream pictures " in the Romance of the Rose 

on the one hand and the symbolic pages of scri t re on the 

5 other. Howe e r, Pearl differs from the he Rose 

because i t is not primarily a l legorical . In th last analy-

sis the conscious allegory of Pearl is no more than a minor 

element in th poem , and exce t for a Biblical ra l or 

two, the allegory con ~ ists in little o than t e se of 

the te rm "pear l 11 for a pe rson , a s th term "ros " h s been 

6 similarly employed . Although P rl n h e Rorna ce of the 

Rose do sha r e the garden and d e m theme -h re is not much 

besides these commonalities that the t o oem share . 

The Olympia Eclogue by Boccaccio ·.s similar to ea l in 

plot deve lopment . The narrator disco ers the ghost of his 

dead d a ughter, returned at night in a fiel a lo ith 

light. He orders festivities to b e pre ared and atte ts to 

give her gifts She r estrains him a d egins to explain to 

him that by her death she has set aside orldly thi gs . She 

describes where she is a d the lord to who she as goner 

· using both Christia~ and pagan motifs and ames . S e does 

5 Israe l Gollancz , ed ., P arl ( e Yor 
Publishers, Inc., 1966), p. xv . 

6 Osgood , p. xvi. 

Coo er S uare 
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offer the narrator hope that after his death he too may 

reach this land, espe cially if he r actices cha rity . She 

vanishes, l eaving him t o grieve here on earth . 7 

The poem is an interesting analogue to Pearl , but no 

more than that b e c a u se the nar rator in Boccaccio ' s e clogue 

rema ins on earth. His estate , h is s ervan s , a nd h is co ntry 

estate all are still h is throughout the oem . The vision is 

not a dream. The Christian i nt ntion of the oem i s veil d 

in allegory. Throu gh thes devices Boccaccio has dis anced 

himself from the k i nd o f mystical in e nsity , Chri ti n do -

trine , or per sonal emotion we find i ear l . Boccaccio ' s 

treatment of the theme is quite diff re f rom tha of 

Pearl. His poe m is c act in the more a-tificia l form of a n 

eclogue, severe , gr a c efu l ; there is o r ellious gri f , no 

fever o f doubt, no the ological argume nt . o one now c laims 

to see any d irect relat ion between t e two oems . Yet the 

parallel is not without significance . s a ill tration of 

medieval convention s fou nd in different gen es , Olympia is 

known to h ave lived on earth and to h ave d'ed as an in fant , 

and, like Pear l i n h e r glorifi d state , she s eaks as an 

adul t and as one h a ving authority .
8 

7 Crawford and Hoyemr p . 109 . 

8 E. v. Gordon , e d , P arl ( Londo~ 
Pres s , 1953) , p . xxx . 
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The elegy and the dream vision h ave both inf luenced the 

form and structure--eleme nts of genre- -o f Pearl. Chapte r 

One h as suggested that the Pearl-poet u sed both these genres 

as sources a nd de ft ly wove the m together to fo rm the dream 

vi s ion e legy. Thou gh its form is influenced y the fami l'ar 

dream convention and the elegy and though it i t oroughly 

medieval in spiri t and workmanship , y t as a whole it is 

unlike many other Middle English o e ms n h it em loys 

both the dream visio n and the el gy. 

When the poet uses the dream vi s ' on h e h s gr at 

wealth o f descriptive tradition t his dis osal . 'rhis tra-

dition of d esc ription was not confined o the docume nts h a t 

have survived but was evident in h e me i ev tmo h r of 

faith and c redulity and artistic i nterest and was transmitted 

by the cha nnels of folktale and even o ular rumo b se on 

me mory and long thoughts . ven if a vision ecor e d in a 

work of literature r epresen ed a n actual erience , the 

vis i o n may have derived at l east in par f om su co scious 

memories of what th e poet had read or h ear 9 

The Pearl - p o e t c ertainly uses he drea visjon con en -

tion, but he uses it in his own unique rna ner . In Pearl the 

9 Howard Rollin Patch , The Othe ~orld According ~o 
Descr iptions in Medieval Literat re (Cambridge : Ho\ard Uni ­
ver slty Press, 1950) , p . 80 . 
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narrator has a vision which carries him out of this world, 

where he is lost in grief for a dead child, into the world 

beyond death, where the chi ld has b e come his super ior. He 

must learn that he has failed to understand or at least to 

realize the divine framework of human existence and that h is 

mourning is based on false assumptions . To produce this 

effect the dre am vision was the perfect tool . The loss of 

the precious pearl, that pear so beloved o f the aristocratic 

world of the fourteen t · c e ntury, and the fact that the man 

who loses the pearl is one who se bus · e s is to ev luate 

previous jewels, a j eweller , suggest tha we ar in the realm 

of courtly literature and that the garden i the amiliar 

romanc e s e t t ing. Th garden has many fe ture in common with 

the court ly settings . 

The frame work of the poem as a whole , a vision seen in 

a dream, is the form popularized by the Romance of the Rose . 

And the influenc e of that poem , on the schoo l of poetry de ­

rived from it, is clear in the general conceptions of the 

heavenly region in which the dreamer finds himself , the 

flowery garden, bright, clear , serene . The most definite 

· echo of detail and wording f rom the Romanc e of the Rose is 

in the follow~ng lines: 



39 
/ 

py beaute com ne uer o f nature 
Pymalyon paynted neue r py vys 
Ne Arystote l now ye r by hys lettrure 
Of carped pe kynde pese roperte 
fY colour passej fe flour - de-lys 

(749-753 ) 

But the di rec t i nfluence of the roma ce is neither so clear 

nor so e x t e ns i v e as has sometimes been claimed . 10 

The elegy also had its in f lue c e on he oet . The nar -

rato r 's i mmediate grief is develop .d at -he very beginning 

o f t he poe m into a ponder ing of un ivers l ro ems o life 

and death. Th r oughout the poem th r is co st nt reference 

to death and i ts con sequences . Th sorro that h narrator 

fe e ls is r ea l; we are forced into viewing t e a io of the 

poem through h is eyes . 

In a ny d i scussion o f t h e genr s u s d by the poet orne 

though t must b e given to the occasion that p ompted the 

writ i n g of the poe m. Most scholars b lieve that the occasio!1 

wa s the d~ath of a child , presuma ly the oe daughter , 

be fore she was two years old . In su por of this belief , I 

wou l d po i t o u t tha_ sudden death in a f mily can be a time 

fo r mu ch intr ospection and s oul - searching . T e ereaved 

que Rt i ons hims ~ lf concer ing rna terc whic. he has ever con-

sidered before Q He may eve i it.ially rejec the an s\ er s at 

which he h as a rr ived . It is very r oba e that the 

10 Gordo n , p. xYxii . 
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autobiographical inte r pretation o f Pea 1 is a t rue and v a lid 

one. This interp r etat ion was challe nge d a s long ago as 190 4 

by W. H. Schofie l d 11 and ever since there h as be~n a debate 

between those--including E . V. Gor don--who regard i t as an 

elegy and tho s e who , f ollowing Schofield ' s l ead , elieve it 

12 to be bas ical ly an a l l ego r y . Most modern readers pro ab l y 

accept Gordon ' s vi e w, t hat the poem as a person 1 b e r e ave -

me nt fo r it s o ccasion and t hat it canno e ~egarded as un 

e x amp l e of " t o t a l allegory . " But i do not ollo th t if 

one doe s no t ac c ept it as tota all gory( one mus . cce t it 

an an e l egy . 

The pearl - m i de n ' s d ' scourse o he rato , hie 

const itutes the bul k o f the oem , i in th e form of a conso-

l at ion. To tr a c e the tradition of consol · on t at a e ars 

in Pearl, one mus t go b ac to e b ginnings of e s e rn 

litera ture . 

In hi s Timae u s Plato provided a total vie of he cosmic 

order ; h e a l so accoun ted f o r c rtain spirits , hie he calle 

dae mones, who we r e b e l ieved to dwell the hea re ns ad ho 

we r e occas i onally s e nt t o visit men a d give the m instruct'ons 

11 Will i a m Hen ry Schofield , " T e ature and Fabric of 
Pear 1 , " PMLA , 1 9 ( 1 9 0 4 ) . 

12 His t eories about the ge re of Pear l are t o be 
found i n t he introduct i o n to h is e i ion of Pearl . 
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in behavior appropriate to this earth. 13 The connection 

between Plato's spirits and the figure o f the Pearl is not 

easily traced, but the most conve nient f i gure o f a mediator 

to a medieval author is the ne oplatonic daemone . This 

evasive spirit passes through many philosophers of the Late 

Latin period and shows up again as 11 ange lology .. in medieval 

times. 

Cicero also helped promulgat this belief in daemones 

to medieval times and thought with his Dream o f Sci io . l4 

After falling into a dream and meeting h is de rted grand-

father, Scipio awake s and is determined to bear himself with 

uprightness on earth, hopeful o f l eading in he futur e s ch 

a life as h is grandfather leads . The s e gan conce rn , the 

ability of man to l i v e a f rui tful li fe while on eart and 

hope in a future life as a reward for good deeds , were 

passed down to me die val times and were furthe c o lored by 

the otherworldliness and mys ticism of Christianity . edieval 

man had a morbid fea r o f death and decay ; his fear often 

affected his though t s of the afterlife . 

13 Pla t o, Timae u s , trans . Benjamin Jowett ( ew York · 
The Liberal Arts Press, 1 949) , pp . 34-3 5 . On page xxiii o f 
the intr oduction Glenn R. Mo rrow states , "S i ce the ti e o f 
Aristotle the Timaeu s has been regarde , nd rightly so , as 
one of the most important of Plato ' s works . Ari stotle r efers 
to it more ofte n than to any other Platonic d ia logue ." 

1 4 cicero, Three Books of Of f ices , trans . Cyrus R. 
Edmonds (London : George Bell and Sons , 18 80). 
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From the Dream of Scipio two types o f medieval consola-

tory literature developed. One involved the appearance of 

a figure of wisdom, in the form of a lady, dressed in sym-

bolic garments design ating her philosoph ' cal attributes , 

arguing with the dreamer and offering gener 1 cons l ation . 

Boethius's Consolat ion of Philosophy is of t is type ; the 

arguments emp loyed in the poem may s ow its influence on the 

Pearl-poet . No figur e of the late Roman p riod to rs more 

completely over medieval ducation and cul ur t an Bo thius 

(c ~ 480-52 4 ). Nearly very jor omm t or on civil ' zatio 

who wrote b e tween the six h c entury an t ixtecn c ntury 

quote s him with respect . H com o d a num er of orks 

directly or indirectly infl e ntia l in he d velo cnt of 

rhetor ical theory. Among th m are several c omrn ntaries o 

the rhetorical works of Aristotle and Ci ero , as wel l as 

treatises on the various elements of logi c . 1 His OS 

was wri ten hile he 

·was in prison , where he was being held o a civil charge 

lodged against him by the Emperor . In the Consolation he 

found a practical use for the philosophic a l \ isdom his 

studies had acqui red for him , and he portrayed the rocess 

by which he reconciled himse lf to his · for une . Th--

15 . 11 . h 1 H d T Joseph M. 1 er , 1c ae : rosser , an o as 
Benson, Readi n gs in edie al Rheto _ lc (Bloomington : In ia 
Univer sity Press , 19 7 3 , , p . 6 9 . 
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Consolation and Pearl h a ve some simila riti e s: in P a rl the 

maiden attempts to instruct the grief-s tric en na r rator and 

to offer solace to him in his b ereavement i in the Consola-

tion, Philosophy, represented as a b eau tiful worn n , consoles 

Boethius by reminding h i m of all she has e ver taught him a d 

by making h im compare hi s own sufferi gs with the sufferings 

f th . 16 o e unlverse . 

The second type o f consolation is h onsolatio mortis 

The Christian double vie v of the rotting cor.pse on t e one 

hand and the s a ved soul in heaven on t o h r o1in ted t s 

death-centere d type of consolation . In ord o s v hi s 

soul, the dreamer n eeded to l earn of Chr' st ' s m ssion of 

salvation, to receive the Sacramen s , and to i t1 a\ a · t 

his deliverance from the doomed f1 sh . agan ritings often 

served as a means to the Chri stian end . Amo g the Christ'an 

consolations which were written are rn ny conta ' ning a co -

siderable amount of doctrinal and theological materia1 .
17 

Early Christian writers adapted man of t e solacia , or 

topics of consolat ion , to fit their own be iefs and adde d 

new ones o f their own . The Chri stian era c1u g to the 

16 Anic ius Manlius Severinus Boet~ i s , T e 
~----------------

of Philo sophy , ed . Will iam A_lde rson (Carbo dale : 
Illinois Unive rsity Pre ss, 1963) , p . 12 . 

Southern 

17 crawf ord and Hoyem , . 111 . 



44 

well-tried grounds of consolation supplied by pagan rhetoric. 

Only now they no longer enumerat ed in their consolatios 

heroes or poets who had to die, but patriarchs and pro­

phets.18 Such topics are to be found in English literature 

from the earliest times . Three of th~ commonest of the 

ancient solacia adopted by Chri stian writers ar close ly 

related: death is the common l ot of all me n i one must sub-

mit to the will of God; and nothing is g ined by inordinate 

grief. The first o f these topics is the olde s ; o t ·ngli sh 

readers recognized it as common l a c e . l though this particu-

lar topic is not treated in Pearl, the po us s h e oth r 

two topics in close conjunction within th e o m. The mourner 

comes close to despair after he ai en h as told hi r. that h e 

cannot i1nmedi a t ely cross the st am a nd e re ni ed wi h 

her. The maiden's reply combines the ill fects of i nordi-

nate grief and the benefi ts tha t one recei e s whe n o su -

mits to God's will: 

Hys comforte may ~ y 1 ng0u r lype 
And By lurej o f ly ly fleme. ~ 

l (357- 58) 

Another topic that occurs regular ly in consolations is 

that life is a loan. In s tanzas tv. e ty-t o and twent - three 

18 Ernst Robert Curtius , Eu~ opean Lite ature and the 
Latin Middle Ages , trans. \ illard R. Trask ( e York : 
Pa ntheon Books, 1963), p . 80 . 
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of the poem there is amp l e evidence from the thoughts con­

v eyed to the r1arrator by the pearl-maid en that her lifo was 

not snatched away by an unfeeling God : 

Sir 3e h af your tale myse tente 
To s ay your perle is al away 
;at i s in co fer so comly c nt 

As in pis gardyn gracioc gaye 
Hereinne to lenge for euer & play 
rer mys nee mornyng co neue here . 

( 2 7-62) 

The pearl-maiden tells the narrator that e shou d not feel 

the pain of s epar tion too keenly bee use she i ha y ow 

and rlwells in a place where mourning e er com s . In stanza 

twenty-three she assures h"m ag in tha wh t h ost w s bu 

a br ief , transient hap iness: 

For ~at pou l estez watz bot ro 
t flowr ed & fayed as kynde hyt gef . 

(2 69-70) 

The poet realize s that he child was never his ro er ty ; he 

rejoices that she is nov in the osse sio of her right£ 1 

owner , the Prince of Heaven . 

Two other topics of particular co solatory importance 

that are deve loped in the poem are t e exhortation to h 

bereaved to imitate the virtues of the deceased nd the 

argument that death occurred at the most o portune mo en t 

for the deceased . T e latter point \as ar icularly 
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appropriate if the deceased h ad b een snatched away at an 

early age. All of these topics which h ad been deve loped in 

pagan consolatios were put to u se by the Chri s ian writers . 

The Christian thought at work here i that early death 

enables a man to avoid the risk of sin . The main i ea in 

Pearl is that it was a positive advantage for - e child to 

die while still in a state of post-ba tismal innocence ; as 

an innocent two-year-old she enters eaven immediate ly. 

But innoghe of gra e ha~ inno ent 
As sane as pay arn borne by lyne 
In pe water of ba tern ay dycsente 
ren a r ne Jay boro t i to e vyne . 

(625-28) 

The argument in the poem d ve o s t e e hor atio to 

imitate the virtues o f he eceased . T is idea dates bac 

to pagan times and was adopte d , with p ropria odific 

tion, by the Christians . ithin the natural regression of 

life the older person shows the way to ea en b is ir ues . 

In Pearl, although the child died befor she co ld rae i e 

any virtues, t he author argues that we m st stri e to imi -

tate her innocence; the only ay to enter eave is to 

become as a little child. It is ob ious that the earl -

maiden has interceded wit Chr~st on - e narrator ' s e alf , 

for she states expliciLly : 
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~ou ma y no t enter wythinne hys tor 
~ot o f pe lambe I haue pe aquylde 
For a s yJt perof rur0 gret fauor ; 

(96 6-68 ) 

The topic appears in Pearl in a somewhat unexpected form--

the child l ead i n g the man-- and is an xam le of how e poet 

uses his own genius on the well-used consola or r e or c . 

Pearl contains a number of ex mpl s o f the con ol toi·y ----
solac ia known in pagan antiquity t at er o t 

Chri st i a n wri ters . Some of the fourth-c nt ry consolatios 

were a v ai l able in Engl. nd during he fourtee th certury . 

Many of the c onsolatory solaci w re m loyed y maj r 

poets o f th a t c e ntury . 19 Sure ly e rl-poet , lik is 

contempo rar i es , drew on the sol cia . 

Seve r a l scholars agree with h a ic emi e h t t e 

most i mportant genre at wor in Pearl is he consol tio . 

John Conley d i s c usses a lost radition t t is re - discovered 

in Pe arl, the traditioi o f consol tio . He st tes t at the 

educated person of the iddle es oul c rely a e recog-

nized Pear l a s a Christi an c onsolatio . n is or he rna es 

a compar ison of Pearl wit the Canso ation of hy by 

Boethius. The c omparison is wea because the Boethia 

Consola t i on is not strictly a c onsolatio mortis . The article 

19 Ian Bi shop , Pearl · I t~ Setting (Oxford : Basil 
BlacKwell, 196 8) , pp . 24-2 5 . 
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does make a literary connection between the Boethian c oncept 

of the "greatest good" with the understanding of Pear1. 20 

One critic compares Pearl with some Christi an consol tions 

of the fourth c e ntury, all of them examples of the consolatio 

mortis. Watts shows how Pear a nd the consolatios are 

similar in theme , in the inclusion of doct inal material and 

in the use of Christian topics of consolation . 21 

Another commentator states that h cce ts s proved 

that ~arl is neither simple el gy nor simr - all . ory t 

consolation in the formal and hematic sense of he word. 

He makes the point emphatically hat Christi n grief is not 

pagan grief and that the Christian wri ers ne d ne kind 

of consolation . This method of consol ing 1 aned h a il 

tow rd t he u se of doctrine. He oints ou -ha t e Chr is an 

consolatio manifests two ur oses : first , o soothe t e mere 

humanity ; ~econd, to awa en the spirit ali y of th 

afflicte d .. 22 

Ian Bishop provides the most detaile study of the genre 

of Pearl. He sup l ies abundant e ide c e on t e aried to ic 

20 John conley , "Pearl a .d a Lost Tradition , .. Journal of 
English and Germanic Philology , 54 (1955) , 332 - 7 . 

21 v. E. watts, "Pearl as a Co solati0 , 11 

32 (19 63 )' 34-36. 

22 Richard Tri stman , "Som0 Co tsolatory Strategies in 
Pearl" in The Middle En l i sh Pearl , ed . John Conley ( otre 
Dame: University o f otre Da e Press , 1970) , p . 272 
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o f the c onsol a tio and d e scribes in detail how he Pearl -poet 

wove them in his poem . He sums up by saying : 

who 

The 

The 

agree 

On the available evidence it is im ossible to b e 
absolutely certain whether or not h e English 
poe t was aware of the consolatio as a distinc­
tive genre , although both interna l d external 
evide n ce suggest tha t he very probably was 
There can, howe ver , be no doubt t hat it mak s 
better sense of the oem o d scribe it as 
consolation than an elegy . 23 

three scholars mentioned ar just few of the 

t h at there are elements of in 

many 

e·rl . 

schol a rs l eave little dou t h a Pearl 0 s sses the 

c haracteristics a n d the devices em loyed y the co atio . 

The doctr inal material o f earl is focus _ eavily on i s 

main purpos e o f co solation . In his life a 1 grief tur 

about the loss of tho se goods whose ery los s ro es eir 

mutability ; we gr ieve b ecause e ar imperfect creatur s. 

In these terms it wou d be hard to conceiv of a good 

Christian conso l er who did not re ort to doctrine in order 

to f ulfill his charge . The good Chris ian co sole c ou,d 

turn men away from the mu able good owar t e i u able 

good--God himself -- f o r which hey earn . This act is er -

fo rmed admi rably by th e ear l - maiden , ~ho throug octrine 

a nd with much lo e shows the narLator and the reader t at 

23 B. h 2 6 l S o p , p. ) . 
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they must not grieve inordinately but must strive to do good 

and thus e arn an everlasting reward . 

Through a consideration of reli ious and generic inf lu­

ence it h as been shown that the poet was infl enced ly his 

times and also by the environme nt in hich he lived and 

worke d. Within this environment, he occasion of a young 

child ' s early d eath prom ted a o e m tat h a s ev r st its 

s e nse of beauty or its app al . 

Chapter Four will con entr t n th oet ' s r l tion of 

techn ' que to content and will exam·ne the i terr l ions i s 

be tween the literal stateme nt nd the t hni al me 1sed 

by the poe t. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

THE RELAT ION OF TECHN IQUE TO CONTENT IN PEARL 

In discus sing the imagery and diction of Pearl one 

needs often to allude to both the work ' s organ 'za ion 1 

structure and it s thematic structure in an effort to show 

how all these elements unite to make a whole. arl is 

perhaps as highl y un ified a poem as exists in iddl 

Enc.:rlish. Everywhere it exhibits an in cr~e ving o f h-

nique with content One critic in articul r as oi t d 

out that the poem is a work of art in w ic 

1 are one. 

rt an me ni 

It is genera lly recognized that Pearl is the o t 

highly wrought and intricately constructe oe i i dle 

English. Pearl is composed of twenty stanza grou s ich 

with one exception number five stanzas ac , ch tan a 

having twelve line s rhymed ababababbcbc . The last line of 

the first stanza of each grou sets up a ey rase ' ich 

is repeated in the first and last line of e cceeding 

four stanzas . The consistent use of t e same o d o e d 

1 wendall sta c y J ohnson , ' The Imagery ad Diction of 
The Pearl: Toward an Interpretation " ·n iddle English 
?earl, ed. John conley ( otre Dame : Un i ersit otre 
Dame Press, 1970), p . 32 . 

51 
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five (in one c ase six ) c onse cutive stanzas a long wi th t h e 

linking device o f concatenatio , or the r epetition , in each 

stanza's first l ine , of the las t word from the r eced ' ng 

stan z a , provid es a tight ly cons tructed form of twe nty f ive -

stan z a group s. The perfection of this stanza l inking , 

whic h is mad e a c omplete ci rcle in art y the cho of the 

f' rs ~ and l ast lines of t h e poem , suggests th roundn of 

t he pe ar l i tself . The stanzas are un fi d as wel l as dis -

tinyuis h e d by tl is form . 

Conca t e n ·· ion is maintained by t h pet 'ti of a 

f r e e ly vari e d r efrain in the last s anza of e h grou , y 

the use o f the same c-rhyme ( in the en d welf 1 · es ) 

in al l t h E:. st.a . J7..as comprising a rou , and b t e r p ti -

t .ion, i t hin t) :~~= first line of each sta za , of some the-

rra tic word fr o:, the refrain in the prec ding sta za . s 

c r or11n :i.ng t ou. ·· b , the refrain of the f · nal roup · n the oem 

c one :enates with the first line of the irst stanz a , thus 

fulfill in g the self- imposed requirements of the perfect 

design. 2 

The devi~e of concatenation contributes to the o erall 

struct~re of the poem . The importa1ce of th lin- ords 

2 Charles w. D nn a.nd Edw -rd T . yrne , eds ., 
Enql i.sh Literature ( ew York: arco rt Brace Jo 
------·- .. --- ·---~---:- .T-· 3 a 
I n c; • , .1. 9 1 ... ) , p . 3 ~ • 



53 

to the structure of the poem cannot be denied . E . v. Gordon 

gives the link-words a place in the thematic structur when 

he observes that the refrain of each stanza-group underlines 

the particular stage of thought with which that group is 

primarily concerned. 3 Dorothy Everett ex resses t e same 

idea more strongly. Emphasizing that in - o ds are sig-

nificant words, she says that the emphas·s w ich certain 

word s r e ceive from so much r e tition is rar ly m' sp ced . 

Most of the reiterat d words n phrases re so ss ntial to 

the poem as a whole that, taken in order , hey al os t fo m a 

key to its contents . 4 In an ar icle ha - tr c the n -

words through Pearl and also shows the im or nee of t 

link-words to the structure of t e nt're oem , Oo acrae-

Gibson suppor ts Everett ' s suggestion t a the lin - or s -orm 

a key to the whole structure . 5 T e lin - or s re sy tema-

tically d e velo ed in Pearl and are , therefore , important to . 

the structure and pur ose of the oem . The do no r re -

sent an insurmountable difficulty to the poet . 

Let us investigate how t e link- ords act as g ides 

through the sermon itself . Through the early stages of the 

3 E. v. Gordon , ed ., ?earl (0 ford : Clarendo Press , 
1953), p. 89. 

4 ture 
(Ox~ord . Clarendon Press , 

5 o. D. Macrae-Gibson , "The Link - :ror s a nd The atic 
Structure ," i n The 1iddle English Pearl, ed . John Co ley 
(Notre Dame : univers ity of 1 otre Da e Pres s , 19 0) o 219 0 
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encounter between maiden and narrato r , " j wel " and " j "eler " 

are the link-words ; then as the maiden begins to argue with 

the narrator the word b e comes "deme ," a term th t has 

several me a n i n gs- - think ; judge ; say i expect . By stanz 

twenty-nine , wh en the maiden counsels h im to give his will 

to God and t o rave not against His justice,the link- ord is 

11 bli s s." The word "bl iss " does not ap ly desc·ibe the nar­

rator at this point b ecause he is b ewi ld r d y ath a n 

the v i s i on h as fi lled him with c re. 1 ads ith the 

maiden to d escribe her life for him so th erh s he can 

unde r s t and . The maiden procee ds o descr ' be her so 1 ' 

mar r i age to Chris t . This descri tion intro uces t se ond 

large p ha s e o f the argu ent whi h describes di trib ti e 

justice ; h ere the link-word becomes " o rtesy ." s this 

word is repea t ed , we are reminded that courtesy connot s a 

socie t y b ased on a hierarchy of funct'on , and c rtain 

ideals o f s o c ia l justice . The narrator reminds the iden 

that she d id not suf fer enough to desc ve a arriage 'th 

Chr i st. Th i s l ine of argument introduces the para le of the 

vine yar d. The parable refutes the narrator ' s notion of 

' jus t ice and is another defens e of the absolute nature of 

God's just ice . T e li.l!k-words here re "date " (ti e , day) 

and "more" and t hey emphasize the f ct that i is q ant 'ty 

itse l f , not spec i fi c t erms of number, that is being explored . 
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The healing wo r d n ow b ecome s "grace " a s t he ma ide n argues 

that baptism give s g r ace enough to save the i nnocent . The 

Pearl-maiden gives her argument poetic life by linking it 

with the pearl; only the child- like are saved , or t hose who 

sell all they h ave and buy the spotless pearl--the kingdom 

of he ave n. The pearl and all it repr s nts now become a 

very i n tegral part of the poem . The poet focuses all our 

attention on the pearl . Up to now it has been us d to l ead 

us through joys , sorrows , discoveries , a d to teach u . t at 

we must d ie , seek grace , bend our wi 1 ; now as we l e r the 

link-word " spotless pearl " again a nd g in w d sire to 

share in i ts happiness in aradise . 

The s ection of the poem that res nts u s with a vision 

of paradi se b egins with praise of the mai en ' s u i y and 

beaut y . As she describes her S ouse , the link-word become 

"Jerusa l e m." The use of this word assur us hat this is 

indee d a true vision . It presents an ex er i nee that f uses 

the earthly r ealm with the heavenly . he poem now l eads us 

beyond gr ief and sermon to a positive thirst for sal ation . 

Stanzas s eventy-seve n to eighty-one do more than console us 

and inst ruct us ; they arouse i n us a desire for paradise . 

The link-wo rds "John the Apostle" signal that this is vision 

litera ture . Twenty-one stanzas , one-f ift of the poem , 

descr ibe the heavenly J erusalem in John 's di ensions . Stan ­

zas ninety- ~wo to nine t y - six combine the physical and 
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spiritual modes of existence in an even more obvious way ; 

they describe a procession of sain s led by the Lamb to the 

throne of God. "Delight" becomes the link-word for thi 

proces sion. As this delight grows in the narrator we reach 

the resolution to which the poem has bee n l eading . The 

delight b ecomes the longing felt a the beginning of the 

poem and the narrator , "maddened" by h's desire to lea the 

stream and join the unearthly joy _o w ic a l his g i fs 

and discoveries h ave led him , a-t _m)ts to 1 ap e stream , 

and waJ es . The link- word works hrough th fi nal stanzas , 

the word "paye " comes to mea t1e r · mer ' s a ur and 

will, both o f which h ve bee hw rt d y t illu in - d y 

the Prince ' s " paye , 11 the Pr'nce for whom the ea 

worthy in l i n e one . 6 

The link-words play an im ortant part in 

had been 

e orking out 

of the theme of Pearl . The poet employed t e ink- ords as 

aids to guide us through th oem . There is a p ttern here 

that canno t b e overlooked ; the link-words are not merely used 

as a stylistic d e ice . 

when one speaks of symbolism o e usua ly means some hing 

that stands for something else . In e rl t e symbolism is 

centered 1 n the parables and a fe isola ed al egories . The 

image of the pearl is an example of e tended s olism 

6 Ar thu r Hei•sermani , "The Plot of ear l, " P LA , 80 
(196 5) 164. 
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because this image can be traced throughout the poem . 

Imagery is closely linked with symbolism and can be compared 

to the part fitti ng into the whole . Imagery denot s the 

selection o f word s for their connotativ a eal to t e 

s e nses . Imagery is the essential characteris ic of oe ry 

and o f figurative language generally . 

Th e imagery in Pearl promotes th moral u pose of the 

poem. It is an integral part of the o m, an de ls a i­

c al ly with t he difference between he vc ly n earthly 

values . The entire poem develops thi di ho omy : -h 

earthly, r epresented by tle narr or who lin s to th 

earthly values and must be · tructed by t aid n befor 

he realizes that he must relinquis t ose v es and oss s 

th e pearl of great price; and th e 1 - m i e o alr a y 

possesses t he heavenly values a d rew rds u wa ts the na -

rater to someday join her in er bliss . The en ire ser on 

is fill ed with i magery depicting eart ly and heavenly 

things , the cities of God and the citie of an . The 

imagery in Pear l relates closely with the moral val es that 

the poet strives to advo ate. A number of ritics have 

simply abandone d both t e elegia~ and the all gorica 

approaches to the oem in order to stres the symbolism an 

the i magery. 

For the most part the imagery of the cern can be di ided 

into two group s. The first group contai s images o t of t e 
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world of growing things , images of he garden and the vine ­

yard, herbs and spices, all things that are associated with 

the dust o f the earth. The second group contains images of 

light and of b ri ll iant , light-refl cting gems free of any 

spot and associated with whiteness and wi h emblems f 

royalty. This contrast between arthly things nd hea e ly 

ones is made explicitly and implicitly . In im g s an lso 

in stated contrasts the natur of th h e v nly a h e 

earthly are probe d by the poet . If we cons· e tha t 

poet's probable intention was to jus if o ition of 

ward f or a person whose loss gricv s him , or a soul d art d 

from earth before it could labor lo g in he vineyar~ we f ' 

the poem's development moves n tural y o its conclu ion . 7 

In it s true definition a m ta hor d igure o s ech 

making a direct comparison of quali ies by a c o ple iden-

ti fi cation of two unli e things -- something is so et ing 1 

In a broad sense the term "meta hor" is freque tly a lied 

to the us e of any figurative la guage . ost of the instances 

of me taphor in ~earl consist not so much of metaphor e te ded 

into a continuous , consecutive narrat·ve as o stra ds 

visible o n ly at certain times and laces . So t e ef fe ct is 

often one of sporadic, rat er than of continu d, e taphor . 

One such metaphor ical thread results from the a t or ' s 

7 A. c. Spearing , " Symbolic and Ora at ic De elo en t in 
Pearl, 11 Mode rn Philology , 9 (19 62)' 8 . 
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conceiving the Kingdom of Heaven as a medieval cou t and his 

thinking of Christ as a prince . The mos important source 

of an extended metaphor is the para le of the pe rl of grea 

price. This parable f ound in Matthe 13 : 45-46 i one of the 

Gospel's shortest parables ;. it prese ts t e hought , "Ag in , 

the kingdom of heaven is like a merch 1t looki g for fie 

pearls; when h e finds one of great v lu goes a nd s lls 

everything h e owns and buy s i ." 8 T e mag o e earl 

comes from t h is parable , as does th i g of h e mere a 

man who is referred to as a " jueler ." The ct or of the 

pearl a s repres e nting the h eavenly ood th th rr to 

should sell all to possess is extende .ro gho he oem . 

The Middle Ages produc d many o . t r lig · o s ly ics . 

These short pieces tended to use th symbo. · c conscio sness 

of the age as a total aid for hat li tle ower the pos -

sessed. They were not well-received nd soon ·s ppeared . 

But there were some long oems that r sue essful hese 

reconstructed current symbols within themselv s and i so 

doing gave themselves permanent and unique alid . The 

outstanding example in iddle Englis is 

' which this poem reconstructed symbols as to incor orate 

them in an exte nded dramatic narrati e , so th t e do ot 

8 The Jerusalem Bib1 e ( 
Inc., 1966). 

Yor Doucleda a1d Co pay , 
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have to understand the symbolism immediately but can feel it 

being built up piece by piece over a period of time . The 

pearl symbol is not static but dynamic ; it develops in mean­

ing as the poem extends itself in time . The meaning evolves 

with the developing drama of the rel tionship be tween the 

narrator and the pearl-maiden . The whol force nd fe ling 

of the poem come from the encounter th 

relationship. 9 

invo~ves this hum n 

Of all the images with which he o m 1 1 e most 

prominent and the most immedia ly ff c ve is h 0 · l 

pearl itself. Just as the med· val e s s n e e d 

allegorically t h e characteristic 0 ..;m ls , ed· .v· .l i -

daries interpreted the symbolic quali i e s 0 ge 11s ; in 

these books the pearl , or ma r gari , is ont ' nu ly ci e 

a symbol of purity. As a symbol of rity it w· s oft 

associated with virginity and with t e Bl sse Virgin hersel . 

The whole symbolic tradition comes to bear in rl ; 

the pearl is here both the maiden whose arne could h e een 

Margery or Margarita and the symbol of er spo less ess . 

She is depicted as arrayed in pearls ; s e ears u o r 

breast the "pearl of great pr 'ce " and u on her head a cro 

of pearls. At the height of her discourse it tle arrator 

9 Charles Moorman, The Pearl Poet ( e Yo k : ~·a e 
Publ i shers: 1968), p . 46. 
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she implores him to r enounce the wor l d and to s earch for h is 

own spotless pearl. In t hi s way , the i mage of t e pearl 

dominates the symboli sm and enriches t he perception of t he 

place of the innocent in the h ierarchy of heaven . 10 

The symbolic use of gems is older than Christian tradi -

tion. In St. Margaret o f Antioch in risidia we f·nd 

Margarita "pearl" already used as a woman ' s name i1 he 

third century. According to 1 gend she w s not born a 

Christian but her n ame and cul l aye a a in the 

Christian associat i on of the pearl nd vi g ni y . cult 

itself was greatly r einforced y medi v 1 lov o earls 

and their symbolism; it reac ed its height in - e est i1 

the Middle Ages.
11 

The image of the pearl acts as a mag at d a s to -

gether the various o b jects and cone pts o h"ch i is 

applied and relate s t hem to he theme , hich is the a able 

of the "pearl of great price ." The ara le ak s he oin 

that the pearl is the one object of supr me value for hich 

the merchant is content to sacrifice all his worldly goods . 

The primary meanin g o f he pearl in e poem is that the 

·'{pearl is the "greatest good " that the narrator st oscess 

10 Moorman, p. 47. 

11 Gordon, p. xxvii. 
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before he can enjoy eternal happiness . In this way the 

pearl is compared to the Boethian concept of the summum 

bonum. Besides representing the idea of the good its lf , 

the pearl also represents beings who p rticipate in the 

Sovereign Good such as the maiden . If the nar ator c a n live 

a good life and practice charity / h e n when he d'es he will 

be with his pearl and participate in the he v ly r ward . 

This thought of finall y seeing his pear ga rings he 

narrator final consolation and thus i s n w 11 w· th 

theme of consol ing the b e r eaved . 

The pearl-maiden wears on her br a e symbol o 

eternal life which was plac d there by Ch i The ar a ng -

ment seems correct when we remem e£ ha on y hrough 

Christ's redemptive act could thos w o ere · hou sin 

attain the pearl o f eternal h a ines . Th lation hip 

between the pearl-maiden and th e "pear:l o g eat pric " is 

clearly expressed in the poem ; only t ose w o re e rls 

will obtain the pearl of eternal l' fe . The ea 1 thus sig-

nifies not only innocence but also the in oc n ho dwell 

in the Celestial City. We arri· e at the conclus.'on t at the 

pearl typifies both the characteristi s necessary to live i 

. f . 1 - 12 
the New Jerusalem and th~t 11 e 1tse r . 

12 D. w. Robertson, Jr., "The Pearl asS ol ," in The 
Middle English Pe arl , ed. Jo n Conley ( otre Dame : ni ersicy 
of Notre Dame Press , 197 0) , p . 25 . 
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Medieval symbolism has a distinctive character ; it is 

preoccupied with vision and it h as a poetic habit of looking 

through things to sense the eternal . Sensing the eternal 

through the earthly is the common ground of all medieva l 

art. Modern symbolism lacks this appe 1 because poet and 

audience do not think in the same tradition . The me ieval 

artist and his audience knew the same symbols . In mod rn 

symbolic poetry the persons and ev nts may be of rim ry 

importance and the symboli sm of only seco d ry im ort ce . 

But in medieval poetry the syrnbol·sm my t e m i n e -

tion. The medieval reader would h ar ly c r w eth t e 

poet had lost an infant child to n un im d 

ism was habitual in medieval conce tion and n 

Sy ol -

13 t ~ io . 

Some scholars of the poem have sought the k y o the 

meaning of the poem in the question o hierarc a d in t e 

maiden's sermon. The poet uses speci ic devices o il u i -

nate the doctrine he wishe s to i mpart . It is almost im os -

sible to come to grips with the poem wi tho so e underst n ·-

ing of the doctrine argued and the intensity ith which it 

is carried on. The great issues o f theology , li e th one 

· of the relative weight of grace and merit in the sc e of 

salvation, were far more alive in the iddle ges t an he~ 

are today. scholar, priest, plowman , night , and merchan 

1~ ~ Moorman, p. 50. 
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all lived closely within the Church' s sphere of influence i 

their problems were her problems and her arguments theirs . 

Medieval literature is filled with argument on theological 

issues. Medieval theology was by no means a settled ques­

tion; one has only to read the writings of the Church 

Fathers at this time to see the amount of ur sp culation 

indulged in by the hierarchy themselves . 

Whe n the s ermon is examined close y , ·t a ea s tha 

the doctrine advocated by the pearl - maid n s · · gh y 

heretical in n a ture . She claims h t h re is o d" ff r 

in her reward for a short l ife and the wa d on wo d 

receive after a long life that migh av en i 1 w·t 

the practice o f many v irtues . Much has rans ired i Church 

writings and t eac hings since the ag in wh.ch e r was ---

written. Many o f the exegetical works w it e si c e then 

corroborate the doctrine that the earl - oet u s in 0 the 

mouth of the maiden. At the ti e that earl was wri_ e , 

however , her r evelation was a shocking one , so s ocki g t at 

the poet deemed it appropriate to d e vote ch of his o 

to clarifying that doc trine . The ara l e of the worke s 

in the vineya rd is inserted for just this ur ose : to hel 

the narrator to better unde rstand how his pearl could be a 

"queene" in h eaven at such a tender age . Tne F t_ers o 

the Churc h agreed, although they dif fered some ·ha - i their 

interpretat i on s , that the sacrament of baptis co r-e re 
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saving grace, as t he maiden maintains . The baptized and 

sinless child cou ld ascend straight to heav n and join the 

holy innocent s and virgins who follow the Lamb . But this 

is quite differe n t from becoming a "queene " and comparing 

oneself to the Blessed Virgin . Much of th confus·on 

surrounding the the o logy can be dispelled if one r calls 

that the pea r l-maiden ' s arguments about do rine a e r 

of a dramatic s tructure in the oem . Sh is se d by 

the poe t as a rguin g actively in an a mpt ~ o r k h ou gh 

the nar rato r ' s stubbornn ss an o for m 0 r og iz 

t r uth of the v i sion . It see ms natural hat h e sho 0 

some degree overstate her case an ov r m i .e som oc -

trine in he r eagerness . 

It is d iffic ult to make a clea is tin 0 een 

alle gory and symbol ism . It migh be us f ·o li it 1 -

gory to narrative , to an account of th ve ts ; n s 

holism to the use of visible signs or ings o epres t 

other things. Pearls were a symbol of u it} and innoce c_ 

e 

in the Middle Ages but this does not ma·e a erson ho wears 

pearls or e ven one who is named earl , or a g r t , i o an 

allegor i cal f i gure . It i important to ma'e this distinc -

tion i n Pe arl. There are a number of pr cise details in 

Pearl t hat c annot be submitted to a Y al egorica interpre ­

t a tion; t hese details are of s pecial importance si ce t e 

re _ate t o t h e c e n tral f~gure , the aiden of he isio~ , i1 
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whom the allegory should be concentrated and without dis­

turbance. The basi s for any type of criticism must be the 

references to the maiden , and to her r lations with the 

dreamer, and no good reason has ever been found for regard­

ing these relations as anything but statemen s o " act , .. 

the real experiences that lie at he founda ion of the 

poem. 14 The poem in its various allegoric 1 in er ions 

has come to mean a great many hings o great man_ en . 

However, a lack of coherence ·nd cons · ste c 

the allegorical interpretat ion s of 

literary quali ties allegory demands con s i 

has framed an allegorical inter r _tation 

constantly and consistently th ougho 

l\. ove 

wi 

ks a ll o 

o he 

o cri c 

nc ion 

The poet's us e of all these inh ri cd tr i on and 

his application of specific s y istic evic s a onl r 

of the whole and must be dealt with as s ch . It is c 

tainly not wise to overemp asize any one of hem . This 

overemphasis would only distort the inten ion o the oet 

and the effect of the poem . 

The poet uses the narrator as e ce t al figure ; we 

are forced by the point o f view that the oet ado s to 

accept the experience of the vision in ter of i s relatio 

ship to him. The mind o f the n a rrator in Pear l is e re a l 

14 Gordon , P.· xii . 
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subject under consideration . It is with the f igure of the 

narrator alone i n a garden that t he poem be gins and ends ; it 

is he who contr ol s the a rgument with the pe rl- id n ; it is 

for his bene f i t that the maiden e l a t .s he arable of the 

vineyard and allows him to view the ew Jerusalem. Within 

the dramat i c framework --waking world , ream world , w ki g 

world--the entire poem is set and through it we re er i ted 

to v i ew the narrator ' s reaction to th h pen· gs a o d 

him. 15 

Mi ddle English versification r 1 c · w' de 

tradition and i nnovation . Alli er tiv r · h 

the native t radition , is r epresented quit e 1 by 

of 

d f om 

Pearl-poet . The poet ' s use of intrica e a r ng 

concatenation s c=xce e ds the strict 0 g is r u · re s . 

Middle English al l iterati e vers i someti e referre o 

as long-line a l literation . Each long line is ·vi ed 

break, or caesura , into h a lf-l ines . ac half - line ca ries 

two beats a nd an unrestr icted n mbe of unstress d sylla ~ les . 

The hal f -line s are linked by alliteration twee at l east 

one of the s tressed syllables in the first 1alf and a 1 ast 

· one stres sed s yllable in the s e con alf . ll i erat ' ng con­

sonants must be phonetically identical , no atter O\ hey 

15 Moorman , P · 51 . 
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are represented in spelling; a vowel may allite rate either 

with itself repeated or with any othe r vowe1 . 1 6 

In Pearl the alliterative line is muted and compressed 

by the rhyme pattern; nowhere in the po m do we find a line 

ending with the common alliterative ru - on word .. h e r e -

after," which is used no fewer than fif een times n h e 

other three poems of Cotton Nero A . x . ut at r s of 

alliteration appear in the develo men of ertai ass g s 

of Pearl and s eem to reinforce c er t n h es . l arge ly 

descriptive stanza, such s s nz n , as a y at r 

of alliteration and ca sura and a lowe 

producing a thoughtful, b a l anced lin .
17 

1 ° e at. 0 

v v lu , 

Poetic diction var ies wit he t erne de e o ed ; raise 

of the pearl as jewelry us s the orna -e d scri o corruno 

to the language of the courtier or th goldsmi e 

description of the Heave nly City br ings ort he d oc ion 

of the Apocalypse; the Para le of h e Von yard is rende e d 

in the plain English styl e r ecall ing yclif ' s i l ; 

passages describing nature us e an 
0 d o . 18 
lC lC lOn . 

Beauty of verse is quite concpicuous in arl . T e 

, poem is marked by an artistic s ense of form , b a s a ing 

16 Dunn, p. 2 9 · 

17 Dunn, p . 28. 

18 John F. crawford vith And e o em , tra s ., Pearl 
(San Francisco: Grabhor n-Hoyem , 1 967) , . l 8 . 
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of the whole, and by a de l icate u se o f d e t a il . I n Pear l t h e 

poet rhymes o n one sound six times in each stanz a , and on 

another sound t en times in each group . This c omp licat d 

metrical s cheme is h andled wi h t h e smoothn ss o f hig h ar t . 

As one comme n tator h as noted, no four een h ce u r y o e t 

other than Cha u c e r h ad s c h wide and sure command of h e 

t . 1 19 me r1ca . 

There i s another k i n d o f unity a vo k in a Thi s ---
unity has to d o wi t h str ucture and ymbol' m. I n combin i n g 

structure with s y mboli s m we roduce r u e u 

which is a stron g e r t ype of s r ctur J ec 1se ' t 

on some d e vice found withi n h e oem s f . Th 0 

typ ical o f t he s e s ruc tures is numbe symbol'sm , h t 

structure itself and n ot mer ly w a s ct r is s m-

bolic. The r e i s a n umeric a l s tr ctu~·e i n e 0 ot 

find it i mprobable in view of the oet ' s i ng or abo -

ate and a r t ific i al word patterns . In this ie t e oem 

would b e b a s ed on a pattern o f 3 1 4 I 2 f ng h e 

construction o f t h e J eru s a l em describe d in e ela ion 21 . 

Thus each s tanz a has t we lve lines and hree r es . ac h 

line has f our s tresses and o ften three or four alliterating 

words. o f the hundr ed ar.d o ne stanzas , ninet} - i e a r e 

19 Charle s Sear s Ba ldwi n , le 
(to 140 0 ) (Gloucester : Peter Smit 

d Poeti c 
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divided into three groups of approximately equal length p lus 

two as an epilogue . The 101 is made up of 33 in part I , 

plus 32 in part II, plus 34 in part III , which equals 99 

plus 2 to equal 101. The threefold division can also be 

noted when we examine the mood and subject of each division : 

the vision, the dialogue , the vision, and 11 of this se 

beautifully within the orerall framework of waking orl , 

dream v ision, wakin g world . These s r ct r 1 scheme may 

seem cur ious and even f ntastic to the o rn r d r , but 

we mu s t be conscious o f them. During t e 'd le ges l e re 

appear e lOUgh cases to call attention to hem s X li y -

ing a distinctive kind of structure , one i l w ic symbo .ic 

concept. such number is used as a un' f ying r nc 1 20 
a s 

The special stanza form that the oe cho e was to 

be a fit ting v ehicle for a oem of sor o' and reflectiv 

thou gh t ; the o ther exampl s of this ty of s a z form re 

all moral laments a n d dea l mostly with dea Th sta za 

we find in Pearl i~ heavily allitera ed and cont ins any 

significant words . Each stanza increases the fee i g of 

sorrow as eac l1 thought is repea ed over and over ga·n . Ye _ 

' in Pear l it is not an ac-tual 1ournful erse - form . It has a 

swifter movement and a greate~ elaboration of refrain and 

echo than do others produced at this time . T e ric ess of 
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the vision produces wonde r and beau ty ; the e laborate v e rse ­

form lends an emotional e xci tement which l if t s us abov e the 

emotional level of mourn fu~ sadness . Th e n a r ra t or is l ef t 

to accept his immediate loss with faith and hope . The ver s e 

is so moving that we a re carried away wi h t h e n rrato r to 

feel also that d eep sense o f c onsolation at th 

21 

nd of the 

poem. 

In respe ct to nar r ative technique the em vis·o s 

somewhat the opposite o f romance . A rom nc ay ake 1 ce 

in some remote past , a nd its narrator mo.y be c l elling 

the ancient story " as t h e book tells it • II The vis 0 

is usually a contemporary ev nt , a ersona v ate 

by the narrator who s a w everythi g wi h h ' own ey s . s ch 

a narrator is necessari l y naive , for he 11 ye - wi nc ·" on-

vention requires that h e r port only wh~ h has e son 11 

seen or hea.rd. His vision is not of an en ir h . tory b t 

usually of a limited s egmen t of ti e hat he comes u o in 

the middle. The poetic credibility of a dream i ion de -

pends to a great extent on t he c redibilit and his orici 

which the poet i s able t o create fo his arrator . T e 

' Pearl-poet tells us little about is drea er ; he concentrates 

instead upon t he experienc e o f the ision itself , usi g the 

alliterative t radition ' s me thod of s ecifica ' on ad i s se 

21 . · Gordon, Pr xl1 . 
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of a process for organizing these d e tails to make his dream 

seem like a real experience. Pearl communicates a distinct 

and poetically credible experience.22 

In Pearl the poet uses twelve-line te r ame t e r st nzas 

which have ,_ both alliteration a nd a complicat d rhyme sche e . 

Usually at least three but occasionally only wo wo d in 

given line alliterate . The allitera io is no tha of 

classical Old English verse . In Old E glis rs h e h' 

stressed syllable or word is a lways one 0 e i r a 

words; in Pearl the third stressed syll 0 wor ay 0 

may not be one of the allit rative word s . 01 g l' s h 

alliterative lines allow for considerabl va a o 

rhythm; in Pearl the lines are quite r g lar , show·n g 

· l l b · c v rse . 23 1nfluence of accentual or accentua - sy . 

There is evident reliance in the po m o cour man-

ners as the idea l b ehavior , and the influenc o co rtly 

love on how me n thought and acted . The poe m s ha e bee 

a man o f polite education , robabl of gentle bir h , ho 

knew his courtesy at first hand ; the courte us o e of e 

conversation, the manner, the details of r ss , t e je e l s 

2 2 Larry o . Benson , :..:A:..:r:._:t~=a~n:..:d=--T.:__r_a_d_i_t7i:-o_n-=-· - - --=--:----==---- --­
the Green Kn ight (New Jersey : Rutgers Unl 
1965), p. 181. 

23 John Gardne r, The Com le te -orks of the 
(Chicago: university of Chicago Press , 1 965) , 

d 
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belong to the aristocratic world of the time . "Cortaysye 11 

to the poet, however, is a gentleness a d sensi veness of 

spirit pervading personal relationships . The ideas of 

"cortaysye'' and those of religious thought were oft n in ter­

changeable. Pear l affords an illustration of h bas ic 

conception of "cortaysye " which mad he ·n rch ge 

natural. The Chris tian charity of h kings a uee s of 

Heaven is "cor·taysye ," not only bee use of t 

royalty, but b ecause 11 Cor ysy • 

gentle behavior which manife s .s 

x r ss s t e 

s bolis o 

al o 

courtly image s to d escribe devotion 1 n 

aspects of the poem is courtly tradi · o . 

i y . 

heo1og · 

s e h e 

scene, in addi tion to the vi sionary e1emc s , h s a J 

sple ndor of the earthly court , so the d e vo · on 1 

gains from the us e of the images of cour ly ov . 

1 

1 

the grief of the father for his ch"ld , " ordo ed o luf ­

daungere," as i f h e were a lover se arat d from his mis ress , 

gains in imagery fro m th . courtly terms i \hich it i 

expressed . 24 

The scholar who steeps himself in - aditio ends o 

judge Pe a rl by the standards of the iddle ges , ile t e 

less learned tend to measu e it b more rr.oder alues an 

sometimes find it wanting w 0 e must t· y t o a oid bo h 

24 Gordon, p. xxxiv. 
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extremes. One should attempt to read Pearl with an open 

mind. To the person willing to take the trouble to acquaint 

himself with i ts language a nd tradition the poetry of earl 

should need no special pleading. The artifici set ing is 

admirably sui ted to the richness of the jewel of which it 

speaks. The v erse pattern lends a feeling of fo ce o the 

argume nt; the refrain in each stanza-grou underlines he 

particular stage of thought with whic th gro 

mar ily concerned . Above all is the motiona ef 

the verse pattern adds to the feeling of consol 

assuring hope . 

is i ­

ct w i h 

ion n 



CHAPTER FIVE 

PEARL I N RETROSPECT 

Students and scholars of Middle English l i t ra e em 

intent on conce ntrating on systems of symboli m, xegesis , 

and spiritual and liturgical exercis . All of h se r di ­

tional methods of investigation convey ide s , an i is he 

ideas of medieval poetic works that oft n seem o - v a uab 

Everywhere are foun d proposi ions an 0 io s : 

is corrupt, man i s f a t e ' s victim , one sho 1 e d i ill 

to God's will. Ide as about destiny , ju tic 

fully comprehensible ; they do not differ s n 

i 1 s 

f m 

d the ideas to b e found in works of h eology , 

preaching, for t h e y are s h a ed by h e s me oo s of oric 

and dialectic that gove r n poetry . There · s such a g a 

concern for discovering t h e general ideas in oem ha 

som?times the analysi s l eaves one f u tr te and dis e l· v ­

ing. Those persons who believe that t e key to arl 1s 

locked in rtJha t the word "pear 1 " me~ n t for reade s a ri er:- s 

of the fourteenth cen tury are ound to be disa oi1te . T e 

will soon di s cover that fo u r t enth cen~ image ry co d 

mean many things. There is no defiLite so ution o t e 

problem. Even if one cou l d d i sco er o parts of the 

75 
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equation, the third part seems just beyond one ' s reach . 

One must r emember that the poets themselves had to select 

from among t h e various ideas given them by radition and 

tha t t hey might enrich the old symbols wi h n w mean'ngs . 

This paper has made an effort to sep rate , fo some 

sor t of i nspection, the various sections of Pearl . ow i 

must recombine the parts. Sometimes one mus begin at th 

endi ng t o s ee what the beginning ac ually me In na yz -

i ng a poem , any poem , it sometimes h lps 0 egi e 

total effec ·t or theme and from that conclus on 0 i r t 

the separate parts o f the poem . 

'11he p lan and design of Pearl ar s m 0 n 

i ntr icate . They b alance the simpl and h co n of 

t he poem ' s simple images become com 1 a the lo a n s . 

The dream vision is the main genre for he sen t ' on 

of the po em. Set in a framewo of waking m-

world, waking-world it transports us into ot e or d . 1 

ma t e ly the p oem brings the reader back to the eal orld so 

that h e c an , with the narrator , struggle and wo out s 

salvat ion . Bu t two other genres also at ork in re 

the e l egy a nd the consolatio . The combination of these t ree 

distinct genr es into a hybrid form is the wor o an a le and 

gifted poet . By using· th is hybrid form the au hor sets his 

poem i n a fr amework that his conte oraries coul recog ­

nize--the d ream visione Then by using t e elegy he gives 
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credence to the d o c trin e that t h e Pearl-maiden u ses o c on-

vince the narrator tha t she is saved . When he u ses he 

consolatio he adhe r es t o the solacia of many Christian 

writers of his a ge . The use of h e consolatio affords t e 

pearl-maiden the o pportunity to refut he r sons gi en y 

the narrator f or his inordinate sorrow . y using ·he hr e 

di s tinct ge n res h e brings both the narrate nd 1e ad 

a gre at s e nse o f j oy , peace, and consol on . 

There is a great deal of controve sy o e s o · 

allegory in Pearl . Commentators hav co si 

whe the r the p o e t intended to be allegoric 1C 

attempted to d ete r mine how extensiv ly he u e 0 

There is allego ry i n Pearl, but i no r'ly 

allegorical poe m. To b e ca l ed u re y a h oem 

would have to susta i n one allegorical id hro g o 

0 

Although the poe m does not present an on -11 go i a ' de , 

it does i n various passages emplo the all gori al mode . 

The first sta nz as , i n wh ich the n a rator 1 me1 s he lo s o 

his pearl a nd describe s how it slipped h o1g h is han a 

fell to t he g round , are c o sidered allegorical of th h 

and burial o f t he l ost c hild . These i ci ents a 0 

myste r y of t h e total poem; from their use o e a concl de 

that t h e p oet kne w al lego~y and used it to his ad a t ge . 

Chapter ~ wo o f this p a per cancer ed i se f 
it ~ e t or · c 

and the poet's use o f t he r i ch rhetorica 
t 1:aditio a ailab e 



7 8 

to him. Geoffrey o f Vin sauf 's Poetria nova was the best 

known and most widely used of all the manuals availa l e dur­

ing the fourteenth century. Rhetorical verse w s flowering 

in the late Middle Ages ; the poetry of the earl- oe t , 

Langland, and Cha ucer reflect the many ways presen ed y t e 

manuals to elaborate poetry. The concerns of b r v ia ion 

and amplification, arrangement and organiz 

ornamentation we re like building blocks th 

on , s yl 

w r 

nd 

0 

create poetry that has lasted over five hu y a 

The blend i ng o f these elements ·nto 

a new mind and a n ew approach . T e arl - oe 

temporaries were ri sk-takers . Th y ha i 

y lle fo 

h i co 

n ri -

cate path to greatness , and they were no a rai o r e l 

it. The richne ss o f t h e images and rhetoric 1 s yl 

evidence of new and exciting attribu es not o s ssed 

many works of literature in the fourte en h c n u y . T e 

poetry produced by the Pearl - poet tes ifie o Olg t , 

care, and creativity that went into its roduc ion . 

The beauty of Pearl , much of which is t ri utable to 

the poet's appropriate application of r hetoric , is is -

ccovered not only in the words the poet 1sed or 1 the doc ­

trine espoused by the ma iden . There is beaut i t e 

stylistic conventions u s e d in the poem ' s constr ction . The 

poet's use of t echn ique and ornamentation contrib tes o he 

overall success of the poem . The link- ords co rib te to 
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the unity of the poem b y blending thoughts and ideas . Car ­

ried forward partially by the link-words, the t heme is 

apparent from the first l ine , from the earthly spot where 

the pearl was lost to the heavenly Jerusalem where hat 

Pearl now dwells. The l ink- word s play a very impor an 

role; they cause one to appreciate the intri t st uc u 

used by the Pearl -poet . 

Symboli sm , too, is closely aligned with or Th 

poet use s a great deal of symbolism i is o m. v s 

the images into a unifie d whole , there y 1 us 

concentrated be a uty o f the figures . Th o m i i 

individual images and i age clusters of ll ki s . 

porates images that appeal to all t h e s ses , i ag s of 

flowers and growing th ings, of the harves 0 loo n 

cor -

water, of light, of mus ic , of j wels , and of he ~on er . 1 

comparisons o f the city of God with the city of an . 

Throughout the poem the i magery different · a s e e n e 

earthly city and the heavenly c ity . an lives in arth 

realm, but h e must never forget tha t i is he ea e n . cit 

for which he strives. 

The pearl symboli sm overwhel s all ot.h r symboli rn ; 

scholars will trouble themse lves foreve~ o er its rn aning , 

for poetry deals with humane otion s , w ic a.e in a e s -

terious. Most scholars agree, howe er , h t ·hate er e e 

the pearl mean s , ~ne c£ its meanings hi ges o e ara le 
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of the "pearl of great price ." To conso l t he narrator the 

pearl-maiden reminds him tha t to enjoy the blis s t h a t s he 

enjoys he must possess the pear l of great rice . Te awa e s 

from the vision d ete r mined to possess it a d ready t o do 

anything that the Lo r d mi g h t ask of h i m. 

Ye t again, narrative v oice contribu es to rh toric 1 

effectiveness. In Pearl the central figur is he narra or . 

Because of hi s impo rtance the reader is forced to ace hi 

point of view a n d h is position as rheto 1 voice . ·very-

thing is seen thro ,g h hi s eye . One f 'nd s o omnisci_nt 

being here to point out what is to e e n or ~ a is to be 

felt. One tr-vels through t h e poem e ou s , 

frustrations, anger, and final co so atio o h 

This procedure adds t o t he mystery o f h e oem ; al o d s 

to it.s appeal . The r eader can associa e f el wi h the n r -

rator and unde rst a nd his struggl ; the eader c n lso ar -

ticipate in t h e consolation . 

And yet another c ontributor to he effect· enes s of 

Pear l is the d vic _ o f a lliteration . The oe ' s use o 

alliteration ·inhe rite d from the native tradi ion reinforces 

the theme s hs ha s cho sen . An alliterati e oern diffe s fro 

a nonall itera tive wor k in vocabulary nd meter . 0 e m st 

read Pearl with an aware ne ss o f its traditio _a l eter and 

diction. The f o r ms in wh i ch a poet c asts his sta e.e ts 

reflect the wa -, in which h e expects his a dience to erc _i e 
J. 

them. 
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It bears reiteration that a major rhetorica l conce rn of 

the Middle Age s was style . The influence of English oetic 

tradition on the style and technique of the oem is v ry 

clear. The tradition least influe nced by French ract'ce 

was the alliterative tradition reaching b ck to he Old 

English period, but modi fied considerably by m eri 1 

forms of style acquired during the Middle E1glis er "od . 

The meter of Pe a rl comes from the alli erativ line mo ifi 

by the use of rhyme . The poet uses he all " ra io1 o 

tradition though n o t all of the time . The ts of li~ ra-

tive tradition obliges him to ado the die ion c ia 0 

alliterative poems. This use of the co n 0 

native alliterativ e t echnique lay an im or nt art n 

determining the general s yle of he o m.
1 da 

tion and creativity the Pearl-poet used his -alent 0 dj s 

what he found in the manuals of the day , i tr ad "tion , 

in the environment o f h is time to roduce an o d l , l a e 

narrative poem. He challenged himse lf y a a ti g 

cated verse-form that combines stanza-l'nk"ng y 

com i -

ho and 

refrain. The highly artificial form required s i ll and 

finesse to bring it to fru ition . It is to the oet ' s c e it 

that the linking words not only unify he arious assus ut 

add to our enjoyment o f the poe · In sum , Cha te T o 

1 E. v. Gordon, ed ., Pearl (O :for 
1953), p. XXXV ~ 

Clarendo ess , 
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establishes the r hetor ical consciousness of the Pearl - poet 

even as it analyzes h is excellent employment o f rhetoric . 

In addition, it suggests the role of genre in rhetoric . 

The paper then begins to consider he sources of the 

poem and how the choice of source material influe nced the 

poem. The full u se of his sources indic es to he 

that the poet wa s conscious of a source ' s influence o 

ader 

a 

work. We look to the Pearl-poet ' s crea ivity o weav e 

source into the overall theme . 

The dominant r eligious and gen ric infl c 0 

was the Book of Revel a t ion . The pri cip 1 sou 

Vulgate Bible ; the poet displays a knowl dge a ~ al 

this version. There are three passages to w ic 

a e 

s of 

oe 

pays particular attention : the p r ble of he worker ln 

the vineyard (Matthew 20 : 1-16) , the visio o t e w r u-

salem (Revelation 21:10 and 22 : 7) , and the processio of t e 

virgins followin g the Lamb (Revelation . 2 : 1 - 5) . 

The Apocalypse of St . John seems a favori e ith t 

poet, who draws many allusions and images from he ook . 

The poet uses scrip tural authority as ully s e can . e 

uses dire ct quotations whenever he ca ; his freq e t use of 

Biblical texts and authorities has tended to make so e 

scholars believe that he himse l f as a cleric . The re is 

argument for a nd against this supposition , but ost scholars 

agree that a l though he was p robably ot a cleric he as a 
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deeply religious man. The poem reveals a true poet and true 

man, a person of warm response to physical b eauty who was 

deeply religious and thoroughly human. 

There are other sources that influenced Pearl . Some of 

these sources can be traced to ancient imes and come wi h 

their own degree of creativity. Serious source studies of 

Pear_!_ began in the l ate nineteenth century. chela shi is 

such today th ~t the reader unders ands more f 

why the works of a c ertain eriod affected 

ly how a nd 

ch o h Th 

reader knows, for example , tha borrowing wa a m s of 

compl:me nting a man's work and that an uthor nee ed r y 

on tradition in order _o convince his au · ce of h i 

aut henticity. 

The genres that the poet used also ac ed s a so rce of 

influence. T.h' s paper sought o rov tha th g nre of 

consolation h ad a great influenc on P ar l . The earl - ai e 

systematically shovs the narrator the way o o solation 

deal.Lng \t-lith each sol~~i~ , or to ic of consolu.tion , hat the 

narrator brings to her attention . She l ads him to a ate 

of peace and co~sc lat ion so that at the closing of the oem 

'the narrator ' s thoughts are not of imself (as t ey ere i 

t he o pening s ection) but of the whole body of his fello -

Christ ians . He dishes that not only is O \ ea l t all 

members of Chris t ' s 1ystical Body may e precio s earl s 

to H ~_m . 
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Medieval literature was filled with doctri al material . 

It is to the Pearl-poet's credit that his doctrinal material 

never seems too heavy with doctrine . The use of doc rine 

'~s quite evident in Pearl , but it is never ove be ring . Th8 

sermon that the Pearl-maiden preaches to t he arr tor ·n 

order to convince him of God's goodness is f ' ll d wi h doc-

trinal material. This doctrinal material is focus h · vily 

on the poem's main purpose o f consoling the e v e The 

pearl-maiden's arguments are based 0 cri turc nd h 

theological teachings of the age . With gr ar an Ni h 

much love she shows the n a rrator how e is a or 

giving up hope and grieving inord inately . s l a s h'm 

toward consolation in his los s and sho s m hov 00 n 

obtain eternal happiness . 

The doctrine-filled sermon in w ich the ma · d n ucts 

the narrator may be divided in o thr e ar ~ s . B ten 

st~nzas twenty-one and thirty-four the n rrator is s ed o 

accept certain general truths about Go · ~ jus ic , ad e is 

told t o b e meekly reverent . Between thirt - fi e a d si 

two, he discovers that grace , earned and gi e , is e ne s 

by which God works His justice for en . ·inally t e 1 cture 

approach is dropped between stanzas si ·ty - three inety -~ 

six and the dreamer is shown, through a o- ing ision , t ~ 

rewards of just'ce and grace . 
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The sermon which makes up the bulk of the poem is neces­

sary because i t pursues the doctrinal theme ; it arises 

directly from the grief that the narrator ex erienced in 

the beginning o f the po errt . This grief im arts a deep feel ­

ing and urgency to t h e whole discuss'on . Without he heo-

logical a r g ument the grief would never have rise abov 

concern fo r earthly joys . Dramatically h s rmo 

sents a long p r ocess of thought and mental struggl . It is 

through thi s sermon and the ensuing visio h t h nar ator 

is moved through g rief to cceptan of his f d i lly 

to consolat ion . In the sermon ide s ar t o u ed n 

challenge d in ways t hat af fect the n rr tor , a t r r , 

in both mi n d and heart . This sermon 1 ds o t e o ic 

climact i c vi sion that c onfirms the doc rine . 

The tone o f the sermon is struck at once en the ai n 

says to the n arr a tor , who thinks he has r co e d his los 

pearl: "Sir, 7 e h af your t a le royse tente " (2 57) . 
~ 

er is 

to b e n o a rg1ment but rather an en ig t n.ent fro ig o ace . 

I n h e r s ermon he earl-m id 1 ys thr e charges 

against tho n a rrator' s questio · er i entity a d e 

wor ld i n whi~h s h e abides : irst , it is oll o o r1 ose 

who ar e out o f this ~orld and in blis~ ; s co it is foll 

to grie ve a t t he pas sing of that. i h i s e t 

· d : t is fo ll'' to c all o e ' s na tur e ; t hl r , ~ J. 

ca se 

t o do so would b e to b l ame t he cu-e of o . e ' s isfor une 
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These ideas are bas ic solacia for the · agan conso a 10 . 

More specific Chris tian terms such as ba tism , gr c e , inno­

cence, and righteousness emerge l ate r in he poem o com­

plete the famili a r foundation for a Christian consolatio . 

At first the narrator seems console d as he m 'den egi s 

to speak to him, a nd he desires to rush cross he str m 

to be by her side . She then tells him th t 0 do o woul 

be madness. His desire to be with her shows is ck 0 

faith and his d ependence on his own ow s ; h m s sk 

God's grace a n d rernemb r t at h e must die fore c 

cross over. The n arrator discov rs ra o r 0 fi 

the pearl is a s painful as to lose i . I a mo ·.o s 

within the se rmon move the reade- ow rd clima ti 

desire that e nd s the vision--to lea th str m, all doc -

trine forgott e n. 

The n a r r ato r wakens from his dr a s ill g i i g and 

somewhat r e gretfu l t hat his leap re ented his l c r i g mo e 

mysteries but st i ll h appy for tne earl . Doub ad m· s 

givings commonly c onclude dream- isions . B c osi g his 

action ~n the garden, where it bega1 , he o t em siz s 

the change that h a s t aken plac e in the narrator . T e a= -

rator was desol a t e d by t e gri f which beg he o em · b 
- I 

going thr oug h t he actio e is consoled and stre gt e ed . 

The reader feel s t hat h is health , his c ap cit 0 or out 

his salvation, has b een restored by t e erienc s of e 



87 

vision. The p oem ' s s olace is the t r u t h the nar rator has 

learned: God is good , He is s hown daily t o u s in t e 

Eucharist, and He h as gra nted us the destiny o b e His 

servants, His pear ls wor thy o f His " aye ." 2 

It is not sur pri sing t h a t the major part of the s rmon 

should concentrate on wh at is necessary for the narrator ' s 

own salvation. I t i s fi t ting that his Christi n conso 

tion should introduce a the climax of t e sermon , at 

the heart of t he poem , not o ly an assura ce tha e 

is saved but a l s o an indication to h arr or of he 

things neces sa ry for him t o receiv th ult ' m 

consolation. 3 

I con t e nd ·t h at ·t h e final "feeling " t t on e r ce 

id 

after a reading of Pe r_~ i s one o eac n consol ion . 

believe tha t the Pearl - poet us d his talent and his gi ts 

to slowly a nd methodic a l ly work oward hat f eling o con -

solation. The n arrator who comes o his se ses n a ak s 

from his dream is a tot a lly dif er nt man from he erea d 

figure one meets in the beg i nning of t he oem . e is o 

longer the jewe l e r who c ompl ai n s about his los a nd cannot 

understand wha t i s hap p e ning to 1im . He no longe emoa s 

his state. He is c onsole d , h e feels satisfied , e is read~ 

2 Arthur He iserroa nn , "The Plo t of earl ," 
(1965) 1 15 • 

80 

3Ian Bi s l o p , Pearl i n Its Setting (Oxford : Basil 
Blackwell, 196 8 ) , p . 48 . 

I 
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to do all ~hat the maiden has suggested . He u nder stands 

where she is, and most i mportan tly wl1ere h e belongs and how 

he should act. When a pe r s o n is consol ed b y a nother as 

logical ar1d as cle ar- t h inking as the maiden he cannot help 

but feel at peace. Certainly the narrator is informed now , 

as the rea der is, a b o ut mystical and even theolo~ical ques­

tions b ecause h e is assured that his pearl is not lost but 

that she e njoys t h e Beatific Vision . 

Ge n e ral i deas , whether they a e r in act ' ons , symbols , 

or dire ct prop o sitions , cannot b e understood a rt from the 

poem which introduces t h em . It is th rt of th o t w ich 

contr ols a nd c reate s all the parts o f t poe it s rue-

turer act i on, a r gument , charac ters , languag . . All 

art is devi sed t o urge acceptance of certain l s a out 

will, dea t h, and j u stice . The poem ca eful y defines hose 

ide as as it l ead s t h e r eader slowly and methodically to 

accept the m. On e mu s t c oncentrate on he control and move -

ment of a ll the p o em 's parts if one is to unde rstand how 

ideas as such h e l p d etermine the action . Pearl ' s ideas come 

to us only with the s p e ed and direction rovided by the work 

as a whole ; cons i d ered apart from the whole the ideas cannot 

be said to have any p oetic existence at all . It is not fair 

to the po e t wh en we igno re the poetic art that moves us in 

order to ponde r the wisd om of the poet's ideas . 11 the 
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poem's parts should be considered before we evoke a judg­

ment on the poem's effectiveness. 

The various approaches to ~earl and he many artie es 

written about the meaning of the pearl have illurnin t d 

many passages of the poe m and have e vealed one im ortan 

fact: the pearl itself suggests multi 1 m anings . In 

spite of the p earl' s ambiguous meanings , I eli v e e e i 

something else at work in the p o em , a g r motio th t 

is created throug h discoveri es and d is oi n s . T 

is a logical progression of action , ch r c ·er , n lo t 

work in Pearl. or 0 v 

all the ideas in Pearl work towar ing of co olat · o 

In the very beginning o f t e oe 

poet does not attribute meaning o h is 

0 erve 

tha 

h t h 

los ·t . Since dream-visions conve nt' on lly g n wi h mys -

terious anxieties , it appears tha h oe ' s s s 

deliberate . He gives us a re iabl n rrato ho ems 

worthy of our sympathy but who wit ho l d s vi al information 

about the caus e o f h is grief . This wi t ho ding pro ' de 

narrative suspe n se and leads the r eader to f el a on i 

the narrator and to wonder ho the pear l m· g e . 

In stanza three o f the oem the oe is already la 

ing ideas abou t consolation 

4 Heiserm nn , p . 164. 
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Flor & fryte may not b e fede 
per h it doun d r o f i n molde3 dunne 
For vch gre sse no·t grow of grayneJ dede 
No whete we r e elle3 to wone3 wonne 
Of gaud vche goude i s an by go n 

(2 9- 3 3) 

Thus the poet counsels : b e consoled ; decay fe ds g owth ; 

the order of nature demonstrates that no h i g goo i l ost 

forever. The pe a rl is s uch a good s ed ha nothi g y 

wither in the garde n where it fell and t r tor gri v s . 

The poet begins to convey the sense o lo s , and o os 

problems, from which the argument of th o m vil 

In successful work s such as arl the o t s r n 

emotions only obscur e ly justi fied by · de'"'s r ym 0 ; h 

might leave a residue o f my stery tha wi 1 ig ot 

annoy because ·the poe tic argument is r olve it 1 s 

of the initial prGble m. In Pearl he ro 1 m i he sor 0\ 

of the narrator over the l os s of a e I s erms 

more emotional than intelle c al . The sorro\ m st e strong 

enough to af fe ct the reader yet o en enough o allov e lor -

tion. When the narrator is in need of vi io , the rea er 

will follow him to pur sue them s_ery . T rea er co es 

across a scheme of characte r a nd ac ion h ie eva es is -

coveries, and in these discover i es emotions are ot se arab~e 

from thoughts. The adventure ends ~hen the ar ato , ha ing 

seen the c ause and cure of is s orro~ , acce ts is fate . 
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Reason and idea play their roles in this resolution a nd l e ad 

grief to consolation. 

There is a pattern in Pear l of joy and s o rrow , d iscovery 

and disappointment , pu z z led question s an consoli g a s ers . 

The more spe ci fic poetic features of t he oem- - he f i gures 

of words and thought , t h e rhetorical devices , the ideas r -

sented in symbols and allegories--are a l l gover d y his 

thought: that the poem works as a whol . 

The initial appe arance of the rl- id n r s t 

another problem , the problem of wheth r th 0 is elegy . 

In Pearl the two functions of the elegy- - o ad 

and to console the living--are ev'd nt , so 0 t oem 

moves beyond t hat stric t definition . con sol h 

living and prai ses the dead by showing th earl - m en o 

be exalte d in paradise . Her mourner is consoled ot only 

by visions of he r bliss but by dir ct · n ructio cas in 

the sort of sermon popular a t t hat time . arl s ms to 

bring cha nges in the princ i pa l e l ement of t e 1 g a 

to treat them in the struc t u re of a dream vi io e can 

appreciate the art which weaves together t e se t o great 

stra1ds of convention . Reading t he poem e disco er that 

1 . 5 
the poem itsel f is l ess elegy t h an c o so atlo . 

5 Heisermann, p. 168. 
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In both h is c hoice of form and his choice of s bject 

the Pearl-poet is a t raditionali st . To call poet a tra -

ditionalist is no t to call him unorig'nal . It should be 

understocd that, generally speaking , a oet of t he four ­

teenth c e ntury wrote for an audience not for ims lf or for 

posteri -ty. In practice poets frequently put tog ther 

extr eme l y f amiliar materials in new w ys to ro u new 

results. ~hus the Pearl- oet rel ' ed on many sour es to 

produce s ome th i n g s trikingly ne w, Pear . 

Poe t ry s peaks its own languag and i h . t i ~ S n 

realm. Ea c h oem , b e it long narrativ or ho 1 ic , 

contains i ts own particular roes age . The me s g 'ch 

Pe arl cont.ain s may b e as tiny as he rl itse r as 

large and wide as the h eavenly Jerusa m it d r e so 

well. I t is t he story o f a journey , a ch man ' lif is 

the story of a jou rney . It is the stor of t 0 c i s : the 

cit.y o f God a nd t he c ity of man . It is the star of an ' s 

strusg l e to d etermine how he can li e n 0 e city in or e 

to de s erv e to live in the other . It tells the story 0 

man 's E: d l ess · t .L-u jg l e i h de at. and grief and of the age-

old str u ggl e t o l eave the cocoon behind and fly a\ a as t.he 

butt.er fly . T~e perfe ct circle of events an disco eries 

somehow cla s ps onto itsel f in the end to ro e a o · t : an 

does no t dras t i c lly change his attitudes in regard to sor ­

row; h e on ly changes h is perspecti e . T e narrator · o 
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willingly accep ts h is fate a n d the fate of his pearl is the 

same man who comp l ained bitterly of his loss . He is the 

same man, but a cha n ge has taken place . He now understands 

much more about li fe and death and how they bo t h war· con­

stantly for e a ch human being . He has experienc d h 

Paschal Mystery, the death and r surrectio o Jesus , in his 

own life; now h e is consoled and cant nt to wa i out is 

turn in this earthly city . 

The v ar ious c omponents of the poem con r ' but o h 

highly e ffect i ve structure . ach i e fit co esi ly in -o 

another, co:np l et:i.ng the thought and he ic ur . T e circl 

is co .nple +..:.e r..v 1en t h e n arrator is co t n to c h is a 

I believe t he nPssag in h as not chang d i he en-

turies t hat h a ·e passed since th oe ' s ere ion . Th 

mes sage is eternal, just as t e rom'se s eternal : h .n 

one hac di scov ~red the pe arl o . gre t ric h 

s e ll a ll to poo~ess it . 

haul go nd 
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