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Abstract 

seems 

Pearl - 
A.x), 

Patience is a work which has been much neglected. This 

to have been caused partly by its manifest inferiority to 

and Sir Gawain, (which are also found in MS. Cotton Nero 

and partly by widespread scholarly prejudice against 

homiletic literature. 

This study begins by comparing the poem to the homiletic 

tradition in which it has its roots. Though Patience is similar 

in purpose and subject to the medieval sermon, it becomes 

apparent that the poet refined the methods of the homilist, com- 

bining overt didactic intent with a high degree of subtlety and 

artistry, 

An examination of the first sixty lines of the poem, which 

act as a prologue to the story of Jonah, reveals that here the 

poet assumes the persona of a preacher addressing his congreg- 

ation, and carefully defines the moral lesson which his story 

will illustrate and the biblical authority upon which it is based. 

Particularly interesting is his widening of the range of meaning 



sugges ted  by t h e  terms "pacience" and "pouerte". 

A c l o s e  comparison o f  t h e  ~ o e t ' s  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  Jonah 

s t o r y  w i t h  t h e  Vulgate  t e x t  o f  t h e  Book of  Jonah shows how he 

developed those  p a r t s  which b e s t  s u i t e d  h i s  purpose,  adding 

s i g n i f i c a n t  d e t a i l s  throughout and long d e s c r i p t i v e  passages  

a t  t imes.  It i s  suggested t h a t  he changes and adds t o  h i s  source  

w i t h  t h e  g r e a t e s t  o f  c a r e  and s k i l l ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  develop t h e  

p sycho log ica l  s u b t l e t y  o f  h i s  s t o r y  and de f ine  w i t h  p r e c i s i o n  

t h e  e t h i c a l  l e s sons  t h a t  i t  c o n t a i n s .  

Jonah has  been t r e a t e d  by many C h r i s t i a n  commentators a s  

a type  o f  C h r i s t .  The in f luence  o f  t h i s  i dea  upon t h e  poe t  and 

i t s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  moral s t r u c t u r e  o f  P a t i e n c e  

i s  cons idered  w i t h  some c a r e .  

The poe t  p r e s e n t s  Jonah as a  man who, a f t e r  f i r s t  f a i l i n g  

t o  l i v e  up t o  t h e  s t anda rds  o f  C h r i s t i a n  conduct and be ing  

punished f o r  t h i s ,  r epen t s  and b r i e f l y  becomes an  exemplary 

"miles ~ h r i s t i " ,  on ly  t o  backs l ide  and f a l l  i n t o  s i n  once more. 

The poe t  does n o t  accompany h i s  account of t h i s  f a i l u r e  w i t h  

f a c i l e  mora l i z ing ,  Ra ther ,  he sugges t s  t h a t  Jonah i s  an average 

man, n e i t h e r  o u t s t a n d i n g l y  good nor p a r t i c u l a r l y  bad, who, l i k e  

a l l  C h r i s t i a n s ,  i s  asked t o  l i v e  up t o  a s t anda rd  o f  conduct  



which i s  beyond h i s  c a p a b i l i t i e s .  But t h e  f i n a l  impress ion o f  

t h e  poem is  no t  s o  d i s h e a r t e n i n g  a s  t h i s  might sugges t ,  f o r  t h e  

poe t  has l a i d  a s p e c i a l  emphasis upon t h e  mercy o f  God. The 

pardoning of t h e  Ninevi tes  and of Jonah whi le  he i s  i n  t h e  whale 

has  demonstrated t h a t  God i s  qu ick  t o  f o r g i v e  t h o s e  who r epen t  

t h e i r  s i n s  f u l l y  and s i n c e r e l y .  There i s  c e r t a i n l y  no sugges t ion  

a t  t h e  end of t h e  poem t h a t  Jonah w i l l  be damned, bu t  r a t h e r  t h a t  

he w i l l  soon r e p e n t  aga in .  ~ h o u g h  l i f e  i s  seen  i n  terms o f  a 

s t r u g g l e  t o  a c h i e v e  r i gh t eousness  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  mis for tune  and 

pover ty ,  t h e  poe t  l e a d s  us t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  through t h e  e x e r c i s e  

of p a t i e n c e  a man may l e a r n  t o  master  h i s  n a t u r a l  human weakness. 

H e  w i l l  i n  a l l  p r o b a b i l i t y  s i n ,  bu t  s o  long a s  he can r e p e n t ,  not  

once b u t  if neces sa ry  many t imes,  he may hope t o  ach ieve  s a l v a t i o n .  

The poem ends as i t  began, w i t h  t h e  preaher -poe t  communicating 

to  h i s  f l o c k  a Way of  L i f e  whose demanding n a t u r e  can be m i t i -  

g a t e d  o n l y  by t h e  l i m i t l e s s  mercy of God. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n  

The p u r p o s e  of t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  t o  o f f e r  a r e a d i n g  o f  

P a t i e n c e  a s  a work of  l i t e r a r y  a r t .  It has  n o t  u s u a l l y  been r e -  

ga rded  as wor thy  of  such  a t t e n t i o n ,  b u t  has  r a t h e r  been t r e a t e d  

as  a minor ,  and i n f e r i o r ,  poem (probably)  by a g r e a t  p o e t ;  a s  

o n e  o f  t h e  i n t e r m i n a b l e  l i s t  o f  a l l i t e r a t i v e  poems t o  b e  g i v e n  

a p a s s i n g  ment ion  i n  l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r i e s ;  o r  a s  y e t  a n o t h e r  

t e d i o u s  medieva l  r e l i g i o u s  work, t o  b e  coupled  w i t h  P u r i t y  and 

lamented  o v e r .  It h a s  no t  been d i s c u s s e d  w i t h  t h e  same i n s i g h t ,  

i m a g i n a t i o n ,  sympathy and sound s c h o l a r s h i p  which have informed 

t h e  b e s t  s t u d i e s  of  Chaucer o r  P i e r s  Plowman, o r  indeed  o f  P e a r l  

o r  S i r  Gawain and t h e  Green Knight .  I f e e l  t h a t  P a t i e n c e  d e s e r v e s  

t h i s  k i n d  o f  a t t e n t i o n .  

It  i s  of c o u r s e  a  common c r i t i c a l  gambit t o  c l a i m  t h a t  t h e  

work on  which  one  i s  w r i t i n g  has  been n e g l e c t e d  o r  misunders tood 

by t h e  s c h o l a r l y  community, and a t  w o r s t  t h i s  may be  a n  a t t e m p t  

t o  j u s t i f y  a n  unnecessa ry  t h e s i s .  I n  t h e  c a s e  o f  P a t i e n c e ,  I may 

p l e a d  my innocence  of  any such  u l t e r i o r  mot ive ,  and f e e l  



c o n f i d e n t  t h a t  t h e  impartial  evidence o f  b ib l iog raphy  w i l l  b e a r  

o u t  my tes t imony.  No book has been publ ished on P a t i e n c e  a l o n e ,  

o r  on P a t i e n c e  and P u r i t y  t o g e t h e r .  C r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  o u t s i d e  

of a r t i c l e s ,  a few t h e s e s ,  and i n t r o d u c t o r y  m a t t e r  i n  e d i t i o n s ,  

is l i m i t e d  t o  comments i n  l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r i e s  and c h a p t e r s  i n  

books on t h e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  r e v i v a l  o r  t h e  Gawain-poet. A l a r g e  

P ropor t ion  o f  t h e  a r t i c l e s  and e d i t o r i a l  s t u d i e s  d e a l  w i t h  

t e x t u a l  p o i n t s ,  d i a l e c t  and source  m a t e r i a l ;  most o f  t h e  c h a p t e r s  

and t h e s e s  c o n s i d e r  P a t i e n c e  and P u r i t y  t o g e t h e r ,  i n  r e l a t i o n  

e i t h e r  t o  a  p a r t i c u l a r  s p e c i a l  s u b j e c t ,  o r ,  more o f t e n ,  t o  

major l i t e r a r y  movements. The poem has no t  been e d i t e d  s i n c e  

1924, and t h e  o n l y  e d i t i o n  now a v a i l a b l e  was f i r s t  produced i n  

1864.' Few c r i t i c s  have attemped t o  ana lyze  i t s  unusual  and ve ry  

c o n s i d e r a b l e  v i r t u e s ,  t o  a s k  how i t  works and i n v e s t i g a t e  what 

i t  may communicate t o  t h e  s e n s i t i v e  r eade r .  

My r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  Gawain-poet begs an unavoidable  q u e s t -  

i o n ,  t h a t  o f  a u t h o r s h i p .  P a t i e n c e  i s  found, a long  w i t h  P u r i t y  

(which i s  a l s o  known a s  Cleanness) ,  P e a r l  and S i r  Gawain, i n  a  

unique B r i t i s h  Museum MS, (Cotton Nero A.x.), and t h i s  f a c t  has 

l e d  most c r i t i c s  t o  assume t h a t  t h e  f o u r  poems a r e  a l l  t h e  work 

of one poe t .  There i s  much i n t e r n a l  evidence t o  suppor t  t h i s  

theory .  The poems a r e  w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  same d i a l e c t ,  and have 



s t r o n g  s imi la r i t i e s  i n  t h e i r  dominant images, i n  t h e i r  t e c h -  

n i c a l  b r i l l i a n c e  and s t r u c t u r a l  i n t r i c a c y ,  i n  t h e i r  s u b j e c t  

matter, i n  t h e  s u b t l e t y  of  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  i n s i g h t  common t o  them 

a l l ,  and i n  t h e  view o f  l i f e  which t h e y  embody. Most i m p o r t a n t ,  

a l t h o u g h  S i r  &wain and P e a r l  are c l e a r l y  t h e  m a s t e r p i e c e s  of 

t h e  MS, a l l  f o u r  poems a r e  of  a n  e x c e p t i o n a l l y  h i g h  s t a n d a r d .  
2 

Some c r i t i c s  have a t t e m p t e d  t o  d i s c o v e r  t h e  i d e n t i t y  of  t h e  

e l u s i v e  p o e t ,  and v a r i o u s  names have been s u g g e s t e d ,  among them 

S t r o d e ,  Huchoun, and John of  Erghome, b u t  no d e f i n i t i v e  e v i d e n c e  

3 has a p p e a r e d ,  Another  c r i t i c a l  f a s h i o n ,  t h a t  o f  c o n s t r u c t i n g  

f a n c i f u l  b i o g r a p h i e s  o f  t h e  p o e t  a round a l i t e r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

of s e l e c t e d  themes and e v e n t s  i n  h i s  poems h a s ,  t h a n k f u l l y ,  d i e d .  
4 

A l l  w e  know f o r  s u r e  i s  t h a t  t h e y  were w r i t t e n  somewhere i n  t h e  

North-West Midlands  d u r i n g  t h e  l a s t  h a l f  o f  t h e  f o u r t e e n t h  cen-  

t u r y .  A few s c h o l a r s  have doubted t h e  i d e a  of  common a u t h o r s h i p ,  
5 

( s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  t h e  poems a r e  t h e  p r o d u c t s  of  a s c h o o l  o f  p o e t s ) ,  

b u t  a v a s t  m a j o r i t y  a c c e p t  t h e  t h e o r y ,  and t h e  anonymous p o e t  i s  

commonly known a s  t h e  P e a r l -  o r  Gawain-poet. It  d o e s ,  i n  t h e  

l a s t  a n a l y s i s ,  seem r e a s o n a b l e  t o  suppose  t h a t  one  p o e t  o f  ex -  

c e p t i o n a l  a b i l i t y  was r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  a l l  f o u r  poems. For  t h e  

p u r p o s e s  of t h i s  t h e s i s  I w i l l  assume t h i s  t o  b e  t h e  c a s e ,  and 

w i l l  r e f e r  t o  t h e  a u t h o r  as " the  poet"  o r  " the  Gawain-poet". 



Patience is a religious poem, homiletic in form and pur- 

Pose. Despite its distinctive tone and exceptional quality, it 

has much in common with contemporary religious writing, and thus 

invites comparison with the sermons and other homiletic litera- 

ture of the Middle Ages. My thesis therefore begins with a brief 

discussion of the main characteristics of this great tradition. 

I then argue that in Patience the Gawain-poet writes averse 

sermon directly in the homiletic tradition of purely didactic 

verse and prose, but that with the intuitive craftsmanship of a 

fine poet he also produces a highly-wrought artefact, combining 

and harmonizing the evocative power of his verse with the sub- 

stance of his moral vision with such consummate skill that both 

stand out yet neither precludes the other. Patience is a poem 

which pleases deeply while instructing gently. 



I n t r o d u c t i o n :  F o o t n o t e s  

1 See  B i b l i o g r a p h y ,  S e c t i o n  2. 

2 F o r  a l i s t  of t h e  impor tan t  a r t i c l e s  on t h e  t h e o r y  o f  
common a u t h o r s h i p ,  s e e  ~ i b l i o g r a p h y ,  S e c t i o n  8 .  

3 See B i b l i o g r a p h y ,  S e c t i o n  8 .  

4 S e e ,  f o r  example, S i r  I .  Gol lancz ,  " p e a r l ,  C leanness ,  
P a t i e n c e ,  and S i r  Gawayne ," Cambridge H i s t o r y  of  E n g l i s h  
L i t e r a t u r e  (Cambridge, 1907) ,  v o l .  1; and B. t e n  Br ink ,  
H i s t o r y  of  E n g l i s h  L i t e r a t u r e ,  t r a n s .  Kennedy (New York, 
1889) ,  v o l .  1, pp.  348 f f .  

5 The most a r t i c u l a t e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  arguments  a g a i n s t  
common a u t h o r s h i p  i s  found i n  J . W .  C l a r k ' s  f o u r  a r t i c l e s :  
see B i b l i o g r a p h y ,  S e c t i o n  8 .  



Chapter  One: P a t i e n c e  and t h e  Homilet ic T r a d i t i o n  

Un l ike ly  as i t  would seem f o r  a g r e a t  t r a d i t i o n  o f  Engl i sh  

l e t t e r s  t o  remain v i r t u a l l y  undiscovered u n t i l  w e l l  i n t o  t h e  

t w e n t i e t h  cen tu ry ,  homi l e t i c  and devot iona l  w r i t i n g  from t h e  

Conquest t o  t h e  Renaissance was u n t i l  f a i r l y  r e c e n t l y  an a l t o -  

g e t h e r  neg lec t ed  s u b j e c t ,  I t  i s  l e s s  than f o r t y  y e a r s  s i n c e  

t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of  a cont inuous t r a d i t i o n  o f  r e l i g i o u s  p rose  de- 

ve lop ing  s t e a d i l y  through t h e  Middle Ages was f i r s t  p o s t u l a t e d ,  

by R.W. Chambers i n  h i s  essay ,  The Cont inu i ty  of Eng l i sh  P rose  

from Alf red  t o  More and h i s  school. '  He contends t h a t  i s  w a s  

t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  which k e p t  Engl i sh  prose  a l i v e  du r ing  t h e  dark  

years  fo l lowing  t h e  Conquest and t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  of Anglo-Saxon 

c u l t u r e ,  and thus  prepared  t h e  way f o r  t he  f lower ing  o f  p rose  

under t h e  Tudors. A yea r  a f t e r  t h e  appearance of  Chambers's 

e s say ,  G.R. O w s t t s  p ioneer ing  work, L i t e r a t u r e  and P u l p i t  i n  

2 Medieval England was ~ u b l i s h e d ,  w i t h  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  s u b - t i t l e ,  



1 I 
a neglec ted  c h a p t e r  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  Engl i sh  l e t t e r s  and o f  

t h e  Engl ish  peopleff. Developing t h e  l i n e  o f  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  which 

he had begun i n  h i s  e a r l i e r ,  mainly h i s t o r i c a l  s tudy ,  Preaching 

i n  Medieval ~ n ~ l a n d ~ ,  Owst approaches  t h i s  body of w r i t i n g  

p r i m a r i l y  a s  a l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c ,  and reaches  t h e  same conc lus ions  

as Chambers a t  p r a c t i c a l l y  t h e  same t ime.  But he t akes  h i s  a rgu-  

ment one s t e p  f u r t h e r  than  Chambers, c la iming no t  on ly  t h e  ex- 

i s t e n c e  of a cont inuous  t r a d i t i o n  of  r e l i g i o u s  w r i t i n g ,  (both 

v e r s e  and p rose ) ,  bu t  a l s o  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a miss ing l i n k  i n  Engl i sh  

l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y .  He a rgues  most convincingly t h a t  t h e  f a i l u r e  

of s c h o l a r s  t o  recognize  t h e  p r o f u n d i t y  o f  i t s  in f luence  has l e d  

t o  a myriad faux pas i n  t h e  c r i t i c i s m  o f  a  wide v a r i e t y  o f  works. 

By i t s  v e r y  n a t u r e ,  L i t e r a t u r e  and P u l p i t  g i v e s  t h e  i m -  

p r e s s i o n  o f  be ing  a ca t a logue  o f  r e l i g i o u s  w r i t i n g s  i n t e r s p e r s e d  

w i t h  o b s e r v a t i o n s  on t h e i r  major f e a t u r e s .  But i t  i s  h a r d l y  f a i r  

to complain about  such  shortcomings i n  a  work d e a l i n g  w i t h  mat- 

e r i a l  which was p rev ious ly  almost  e n t i r e l y  untouched, and which 

t h e  a u t h o r  was aware would be almost  t o t a l l y  u n f a m i l i a r  t o  h i s  

r e a d e r s .  I n  any even t ,  i t  remains t h e  s t anda rd  work on t h e  r e l i g -  

i o u s  l i t e r a t u r e  of medieval England; f o r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  i n  t h i s  

f i e l d  a r e  s t i l l  ve ry  much i n  t h e  e x p l o r a t o r y  s t a g e s .  It i s  now 

w e l l  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h a t  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  in f luenced  t h e  s h a ~ e  o f  



l i t e r a t u r e  t o  come i n  a  most fundamental way, y e t  no major work 

on i t  has been publ i shed  f o r  more than t h i r t y  y e a r s .  No s tudy  

has  y e t  appeared which s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  de f ines  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  

form and purpose among t h e  major types  o f  r e l i g i o u s  l i t e r a t u r e ,  

t h e  sermon, t r e a t i s e ,  manual and s a i n t ' s  l i f e ,  o r  which o f f e r s  

a c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  exemplum and moral-  

i z e d  t a l e ,  of symbolism and a l l e g o r y ,  i n  each.  Indeed,  i t  w i l l  

no t  be p o s s i b l e  t o  accomplish such t a s k s  a s  t h i s  w i t h  any degree  

of  a u t h o r i t y  u n t i l  a l a r g e  body o f  m a t e r i a l  has been e d i t e d ,  and 

t h e  h i s t o r y  of hundreds of  yea r s  o f  homi l e t i c  and devo t iona l  

l i t e r a t u r e  i s  w r i t t e n .  

A s  a r e s u l t  o t  t h i s  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s ,  t h e  c r i t i c a l  

approach t o  t h i s  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  f r augh t  w i t h  p e r i l .  A b r i e f  

account  o f  t h e  u n c e r t a i n t i e s  involved i n  a t t empt ing  t o  come t o  

terms w i t h  t h e  sermon, probably t h e  v a r i e t y  of medieval  r e -  

l i g i o u s  l i t e r a t u r e  of which t h e  l a r g e s t  numbers s u r v i v e ,  should 

i l l u s t r a t e  some o f  t h e  major problems. It has been e s t a b l i s h e d 4  

t h a t  huge numbers of sermons were preached du r ing  t h e  Middle 

Ages and t h a t  many were a l s o  w r i t t e n  down. But i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  

t o  be s u r e  of t h e  e x a c t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  w r i t t e n  sermon 

and what a congrega t ion  would a c t u a l l y  have heard .  Before  t h e y  

were formal ized  i n t o  t h e  w r i t t e n  word, sermons had o f t e n  been 



i n  o r a l  c i r c u l a t i o n  i n  one form o r  ano the r  f o r  c e n t u r i e s ,  and 

t h u s  t h e  same s t o r y ,  almost  a t  t imes t h e  same sermon, w i l l  

appear  i n  t h e  work of two o r  more d i f f e r e n t  w r i t e r s .  Moreover, 

because t h e  c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  w r i t t e n  sermons were o f t e n  in tended  

as m a t e r i a l  f o r  p reachers  t o  u se  a s  t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h e i r  l i v e  

sermons, i t  i s  p robab le  t h a t  they  seldom reached t h e  e a r s  of  

a congrega t ion  wi thou t  some mod i f i ca t ion  o r  embell ishment.  The 

sermons a v a i l a b l e  i n  p r i n t  t o  t h e  modern r e a d e r  r e p r e s e n t  on ly  

a sma l l  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  t hose  which su rv ive  i n  MS, and t h e  number 

of  t h e s e  has  d o u b t l e s s  been d r a s t i c a l l y  reduced over  a  pe r iod  o f  

hundreds of y e a r s  as a  r e s u l t  of  r e l i g i o u s  and p o l i t i c a l  up- 

heava l s ,  f i r e ,  f l ood ,  and everyday wear. 

Ne i the r  can  we speak o f  "the sermon" w i t h  any degree  o f  

conf idence ,  f o r  i t  i s  no t  p o s s i b l e  t o  be s u r e  t h a t  t h i s  o r  any 

o t h e r  such c a t e g o r y  i s  i n  i t s e l f  meaningful .  Though we may t h i n k  

of a manual f o r  t h e  i n s t r u c t i o n  o f  p a r i s h  p r i e s t s ,  l i k e  t h e  

Speculum S a c e r d o t a l e ,  a s  something t o t a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  and s e p a r a t e  

from a se rmon-ser ies ,  we w i l l  i n  f a c t  f i n d  i t  f u l l  of v e r n a c u l a r  

sermons f o r  t h e  purpose of i l l u s t r a t i n g  p a r t i c u l a r  e t h i c a l  

p o i n t s .  Again, t h e  s a i n t ' s  l i f e  i s  u s u a l l y  thought of a s  a form 

q u i t e  d i s t i n c t  from t h e  sermon, and y e t  i n   irk's F e s t i a l  we 

f i n d  t h a t  each sermon t e l l s  t h e  s t o r y  of a s a i n t ' s  l i f e .  If we 



a t t empt  t o  approach t h e  sermon i n  t h e  way i n  which we a r e  

accustomed t o  approach l i t e r a t u r e ,  expec t ing  t o  f i n d  an  i n d i -  

v i d u a l  wri ter 's  own conscious  o r g a n i z a t i o n  of  s i g n i f i c a n c e  

th rough  a r t ,  t hen  we meet ano the r  problem. An examination o f  

t h e  correspondences  between p a r a l l e l  sermons i n  Mirk 's  F e s t i a l  

and t h e  Speculum S a c e r d o t a l e  w i l l  demonstrate t h a t  t h i s  way of  

t h i n k i n g  about  l i t e r a t u r e  cannot  be u s e f u l l y  a p p l i e d  t o  t h e s e  

w r i t i n g s .  Tha t  t h e  problem i s  s t i l l  more complex i s  i n d i c a t e d ,  

f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  by an i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  t h e  manner i n  which bo th  

f r e q u e n t l y  make u s e  o f  c l o s e l y  t r a n s l a t e d  paraphrases  o f  such 

SOurces as t h e  Legenda Aurea of Jacob de voragine5.  We come t o  

t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  t h i s  l i t e r a t u r e  c o n s i s t s  o f  a wide range 

of w r i t i n g s ,  a l l  o f  which draw on a  common fund o f  b i b l i c a l  and 

p a t r i s t i c  sou rce  m a t e r i a l  and upon t h e i r  own p redsces so r s  i n  t h e  

genre ,  t h u s  forming a communal l i t e r a t u r e ,  based upon t h e  assump- 

t i o n  t h a t  t h e  end o f  t each ing  t h e  Word i s  more impor tan t  than 

t h e  means by which t h i s  end i s  achieved.  

By f i r s t  f ocuss ing  a t t e n t i o n  on t h i s  end, I hope t o  l i m i t  

t h e  t ype  of m a t e r i a l  w i t h  which P a t i e n c e  i s  t o  be compared, and 

t o  d e f i n e  t h e  main p r i n c i p l e  which makes t h i s  comparison v a l i d .  

Thus it should prove p o s s i b l e  t o  p repare  t h e  ground upon which 

t h e  e x a c t  n a t u r e  of t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between P a t i e n c e  and t h e  



h o m i l e t i c  t r a d i t i o n  may be e s t a b l i s h e d .  The s u p p o s i t i o n  t h a t  i t  

is p o s s i b l e  t o  d i v i d e  t h e  e n t i r e  body o f  medieval r e l i g i o u s  

l i t e r a t u r e  i n t o  two c a t e g o r i e s ,  t h e  devo t iona l  and t h e  h o m i l e t i c ,  

is made on t h e  unders tanding  t h a t  t h i s  d i v i s i o n  would probably 

Prove l e s s  t han  s a t i s f a c t o r y  i n  any bu t  t h e  most g e n e r a l  a p p l i c a -  

t i o n .  But f o r  t h e  purposes of t h i s  s tudy  i t  w i l l  be  h e l p f u l  t o  

l e a v e  a s i d e  t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  which may broadly  be descr ibed  as 

d e v o t i o n a l ,  on t h e  ground t h a t  t h i s  i s  w r i t t e n  p r i m a r i l y  f o r  

t h e  p r i v a t e  e d i f i c a t i o n  of  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  and t o  c o n c e n t r a t e  

on homily, t h e  i n t e n t  of which i s  t o  i n s t r u c t  many through t h e  

v o i c e  o f  one.  Given t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  I w i l l  f o r  t h e  most p a r t  

compare P a t i e n c e  t o  works which may vaguely be termed "sermons1', 

f o r  i t  i s  t o  t h e s e  t h a t  i t  bea r s  t h e  c l o s e s t  resemblance.  There 

can be doubt n e i t h e r  t h a t  P a t i e n c e  f u l f i l s  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  func t ion  

of t h e  sermon, t h a t  o f  t each ing  t h e  Word, nor  t h a t  i t s  n a r r a t o r  

unequ ivoca l ly  assumes t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  preacher .  The sermon i s  

t h e  medium through  which t h e  medieval p reacher  i n s t r u c t e d  h i s  

f l o c k  i n  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h ,  and through which he might communi- 

c a t e  t o  them the  s c a l e  of va lues  which t h e  f a i t h  c o n t a i n s  and 

t h e  r u l e  of l i f e  which  i t  demands. I n  o r d e r  t h a t  h i s  aud ience  

might be  t he  more w i l l i n g  t o  a s s i m i l a t e  h i s  t each ing ,  t h e  

Preacher  needed t o  e n t e r t a i n  as he i n s t r u c t e d ,  t o  l i g h t e n  t h e  

gloom of s t e r n  C h r i s t i a n  mora l iz ing  w i t h  something more i m -  



m e d i a t e l y  a t t r a c t i v e .  T h i s  s o u r c e  o f  human i n t e r e s t ,  t h r o u g h  

which t h e  d o u b l e  n e c e s s i t y  of i n s t r u c t i o n  and e n t e r t a i n m e n t  

might  b e  f u l f i l l e d ,  i s  t h e  mora l i zed  t a l e ,  which developed i n t o  

a n  i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of t h e  sermon and a p p e a r s ,  i n  a h i g h l y  

s o p h i s t i c a t e d  form, i n  P a t i e n c e .  Through t h e s e  s t o r i e s  of  God 

and man, s i n n e r  and s a i n t ,  b e a s t  and marvel ,  and t h e  moral  

commentary w i t h  which  he  i n t e g r a t e s  them w i t h  t h e  f a b r i c  o f  

the sermon, t h e  p r e a c h e r  c o u l d  communicate t h e  Word and t h e  Way 

A s  t h e  b a s i c  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  sermon was de termined by i t s  

f u n c t i o n ,  t h a t  o f  i n s t r u c t i n g  p e o p l e ,  s o  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e s e  

Peop le  e x e r c i s e d  a profound i n f l u e n c e  on t h e  way i n  which t h i s  

i n s t r u c t i o n  was c a r r i e d  o u t .  It  i s  u s u a l l y  assumed6 t h a t  sermons 

w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  v e r n a c u l a r  were  a d d r e s s e d - t o  Lay a u d i e n c e s ,  which 

would have  been p redominan t ly  i l l i t e r a t e .  The normal method o f  

t h e s e  sermons i s  t h e r e f o r e  t o  u s e  t h e  mora l i zed  t a l e  o r  

exemplum t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  e t h i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  a  p a r t i c u l a r  

p o i n t ,  and t h e n  t o  e x h o r t  t h e  c o n g r e g a t i o n  t o  examine t h e i r  

c o n s c i e n c e  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h i s  t e a c h i n g ,  d e r i v i n g  from i t  

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  p r a c t i c a l  a d v i c e  on t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  c o n d u c t .  Thus 

t h e s e  s t o r i e s  a r e  des igned  t o  r e l a t e  d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  te rms i n  

which  t h e  uneducated  and u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d  apprehend t h e  n a t u r e  

o f  t h e i r  e x i s t e n c e ,  i l l u s t r a t i n g  t h e  moral  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  



everyday exper ience  through t h e  t e l l i n g  o f  e n t e r t a i n i n g  t a l e s .  

Bearing i n  mind t h e  f u n c t i o n  and c h a r a c t e r  of t h e  sermon, we 

w i l l  no t  be s u r p r i s e d  t o  f i n d  t h e  preacher  u s ing  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  

t h e  s a i n t  a s  an  exemplum i n  a manner s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  i n  which 

t h e  hero  i s  employed i n  t h e  e p i c .  A s a i n t  i s  c l e a r l y  a man l i k e  

any member of t h e  congrega t ion ,  except  t h a t ,  whereas t h e  hero 

has  superhuman courage and powers o f  endurance,  t h e  s a i n t  

Possesses  unshakeable  f a i t h  and v i r t u e ,  powers o f  t each ing  and 

h e a l i n g ,  and de t e rmina t ion  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  an adve r sa ry  which, 

though sometimes l e s s  pa lpab le ,  i s  more dead ly  by f a r  than  t h a t  

which t h e  hero  f a c e s .  J u s t  a s  i t  could be argued t h a t  i n  s o c i o -  

m i l i t a r y  terms t h e  hero r e p r e s e n t s  a model of conduct  t o  a  

s o c i e t y  based upon t h e  assumptions o f  t h e  comi t a tu s ,  s o ,  i n  

r e l i g i o - m o r a l  terms and i n  a d i f f e r e n t  s o c i a l  c o n t e x t ,  t h e  t r i a l s  

and tr iumphs of  t h e  s a i n t  a r e  r e l a t e d  w i t h  t h e  s p e c i f i c  pur -  

pose  o f  encouraging t h e  i m i t a t i o n  o f  h i s  fe l low " m i l i t e s  

C h r i s t i " .  The o t h e r  major r e s u l t  of t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of t h e  aud i -  

ence on t h e  sermon i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by t h e  p r e a c h e r ' s  d e s i r e  t o  

a u t h e n t i c a t e  t h e  f a c t s  of  h i s  s t o r i e s  and exempla. I n  o r d e r  t o  

he lp  h i s  l i s t e n e r s  b e l i e v e  t h a t  a s t o r y  i s  t r u e ,  he w i l l  o f t e n  

g i v e  a c t u a l  names t o  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  and t o  t h e  p l a c e  i n  which 

t h e  events  occu r ,  and even g i v e  geographica l  d e t a i l s  o f  t h e  

coun t rys ide .  More important  than  t h i s ,  t h e  p reache r  o f t e n  Pro- 



v i d e s  b r i e f  and l i v e l y  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  c h a r a c t e r s  from con- 

temporary s o c i e t y  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  h i s  moral p o i n t s ,  and t h e s e  

f a s c i n a t i n g  v i g n e t t e s  g i v e  us i nva luab le  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  

a c t u a l  c o n d i t i o n s  and temper of medieval s o c i e t y ,  much a s  t h e  

p a i n t i n g  of P i e t e r  Breughel t h e  E lde r  conveys t h e  atmosphere 

of Flemish peasan t  l i f e  i n  t h e  s i x t e e n t h  cen tu ry .  These de- 

s c r i p t i o n s  a l s o  o f f e r  the  preacher  an oppor tun i ty  t o  comment on 

t h e  f o l l y  and excess  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  he p o r t r a y s  w i t h  t h e  

t e r s e ,  epigrammatic w i t  which i s  so  t y p i c a l  of t h e  sermon. By 

r e f e r r i n g  h i s  moral  judgements t o  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  people  and 

t h i n g s  which would be f a m i l i a r  t o  h i s  congrega t ion ,  t h e  p reache r  

might emphasize t h e  re levance  f o r  them o f  everydring he s a i d .  

The c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  audience should be r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  

work of t h e  F r i a r s ,  who, i n  t h e  e a r l y  Middle Ages, d id  more than  

any o t h e r  group t o  popu la r i ze  t h e  sermon7. The n a t u r e  o f  t h e i r  

o r d e r  made t h e  F r i a r s  eminent ly  f i t t e d  f o r  t h e  t a s k  o f  com- 
a d  

municat ing w i t h  t h e  common man. They l i ~ e d ~ w o r k e d  among t h e  

P e a s a n t s ,  s h a r i n g  t h e i r  pover ty  and s u f f e r i n g  w i t h  them t h e  

b u f f e t s  of a h a r s h  a r i s t o c r a t i c  s o c i e t y ,  wi thout  t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  

which t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  Church a f fo rded  t h e  r e g u l a r  c l e r g y .  

This f a c t o r  profoundly a f f e c t s  t h e  tone o f  t h e  sermon, f o r  t h e  

Mendicant unders tands  and  sympathizes w i t h  t h e  p e a s a n t ' s  s e n s e  

of i n j u s t i c e  and h i s  predominant mood o f  pessimism a t  t h e  



t t s l i n g s  and ar rows of ou t rageous  fo r tune" ,  which may o n l y  b e  

m e a n i n g f u l l y  escaped through a t r a n s f e r e n c e  of u l t i m a t e  s i g n i -  

f i c a n c e  from t h e  m a t e r i a l  o n t o  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  p l a n e .  The sermons 

p reached  by t h e  Mendicants  i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t ,  w i t h  t h e i r  dominant 

s t r a i n  of  b i t t e r  s o c i a l  c r i t i c i s m  and f i e r c e  moral  d e n u n c i a t i o n ,  

and t h e i r  c o n s t a n t  advocacy o f  "contemptus mundi", c o n s t i t u t e  

t h e  b u l k  of  t h e  h o m i l e t i c  l i t e r a t u r e  w r i t t e n  down by t h e  monks 

and r e c l u s e s  of  t h e  fourteenth and f i f t e e n t h  c e n t u r i e s .  Thus 

t h e  v o i c e  of t h e  F r i a r  was p e r p e t u a t e d  through t h e  medium o f  

t h e  sermon, and t h e  p u l p i t  mainta ined i t s  t r a d i t i o n  o f  f e a r l e s s  

d e n u n c i a t i o n  of i n j u s t i c e  and g r im p r e d i c t i o n  of t h e  wages o f  

s i n .  

The p r e a c h e r  was e v e r  consc ious  t h a t  h i s  purpose  was t o  

warn h i s  f l o c k  t o  a v o i d  t h e  s n a r e s  o f  s i n  and t o  e x h o r t  them 

t o  l e a d  god ly  and v i r t u o u s  l i v e s .  Thus he might hope t o  s a v e  

t h o s e  i n  danger  of damnation and t o  s t r e n g t h e n  t h e  d e v o t i o n  

of  t h e  f a i t h f u l .  The sermon was t h e  p e r f e c t  medium th rough  which 

t o  accompl ish  t h i s  purpose ,  f o r  o f  t h e  t h r e e  major  t y p e s  of  

m a t e r i a l  which i t  c o n t a i n s  --  e x p o s i t i o n  of  d o c t r i n e ,  il- 

l u s t r a t i v e  t a l e  o r  exernplum, and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  --  t h e  l a s t  

two o f f e r  t h e  p r e a c h e r  ample o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  a p p l y  h i s  message 

d i r e c t l y  t o  h i s  aud ience .  One o f  h i s  f a v o u r i t e  t e c h n i q u e s  i s  



t o  c o n t r a s t  by j u x t a p o s i t i o n  t h e  h o r r o r s  of damnation and t h e  

j o y s  of  s a l v a t i o n .  Thus he may imply a  message of c o n s o l a t i o n  

t o  t h e  v i r t u o u s  p e a s a n t  by a s s u r i n g  him t h a t  h i s  o p p r e s s o r s  

o n  e a r t h  a r e  doomed t o  e v e r l a s t i n g  torment  w h i l e  he  has  o n l y  

t o  endure  h i s  w o r l d l y  l o t  w i t h  p a t i e n c e  i n  o r d e r  t o  g u a r a n t e e  

h i m s e l f  e t e r n a l  b l i s s .  Another o f  t h e  p r e a c h e r ' s  most commonly 

used d e v i c e s  i s  t h e  movement from a  g e n e r a l  s t a t e m e n t  t o  a  

p a r t i c u l a r  one ;  t h u s  when he speaks. o f  s i n  he w i l l  o f t e n  f i r s t  

d e f i n e  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r  s i n  i n  g e n e r a l  t e rms ,  and 

t h e n  r e l a t e  t h i s  g e n e r a l i z e d  concept  t o  a  p a r t i c u l a r  t y p e  o r  

c l a s s  o f  pe r son .  The p o t e n t i a l  tedium o f  t h e  r e p e t i t i v e  method 

o f  enumerat ing  a  l i s t  o f  v a r i e t i e s  o f  each i n d i v i d u a l  s i n  i s  

o f t e n  avoided th rough  t h e  l i v e l i n e s s  o f  t h e  accompanying s k e t c h e s  

o f  contemporary  l i f e ,  t o  which I have a l r e a d y  a l l u d e d .  But what-  

e v e r  t h e  l i v e l i n e s s  o f  t h e s e  d e s c r i p t i o n s ,  t h e  p r e a c h e r ' s  

message i s  u s u a l l y  predominantly gloomy, and t h e  wor ld  which 

h e  d e s c r i b e s  i s  normal ly  f i l l e d  w i t h  s i n  and c o r r u p t i o n ,  n o t  

j u s t  among t h e  r i c h  and nob le ,  o f  whom such t h i n g s  a r e  t o  be 

e x p e c t e d ,  b u t  a l s o ,  a l a s ,  among t h e  poor and lowly ,  t o  whom 

C h r i s t  addressed  Hiinself i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  Our s t r o n g e s t  impress ion  

o f  t h e  p r e a c h e r  i s  t h a t  of  t h e  b r i n g e r  of  warning and f e a r  o f  

damnation,  of  t h e  man c o n s t a n t l y  e x h o r t i n g  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  c h a r g e s  

t o  r e p e n t  t h e i r  s i n s  and mend t h e i r  ways. A t  t h e  same t ime  we 



o f t e n  s e n s e  a h i n t  of  h o p e l e s s n e s s ,  perhaps a t  t h e  c o n v i c t i o n  

t h a t  o n l y  a f e w  w i l l  be  saved.  I n  t h e  words of  Owst8, h i s  p r e -  

dominant t o n e  i s  t h a t  o f  t h e  O w l  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h a t  o f  t h e  

N i g h t i n g a l e .  

As a r e s u l t  o f  t h e i r  purpose  and g e n e s i s ,  t h e  sermons a r e  

a b i z a r r e  m i x t u r e  of  t h e  s i m p l e  and t h e  e r u d i t e ,  t h e  homely and 

t h e  sub l ime .  Whi le  l i v e l y  and s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  

p e o p l e  who would have been immediately r e c o g n i z a b l e  t o  a n  il- 

l i t e r a t e  a u d i e n c e  a r e  cons i s t en t ly  used t o  i l l u s t r a t e  moral  

p o i n t s ,  t h e s e  a r e  o f t e n  juxtaposed w i t h  noncha lan t  r e f e r e n c e s  

to p a t r i s t i c  s o u r c e s  o r  t o  one  o f  t h e  major e n c y c l o p e d i a s .  I n  

f a c t ,  as I have  a l r e a d y  mentioned,  i t  i s  n o t  u s u a l  f o r  a n y t h i n g  

of  any rea l  i n t e l l e c t u a l  complex i ty  t o  be  a t t empted  i n  t h e  sermon. 

The r e f e r e n c e s  t o  e r u d i t e  s o u r c e s  a r e  used t o  a u t h o r i z e  a p a r -  

t i c u l a r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o r  judgement and t o  impress  a n  a u d i e n c e  

whose r e s p e c t  f o r  u l t i m a t e  a u t h o r i t y  i n  t h i s  h i e r a r c h i c a l  a g e  

must have been profound.  But t h e s e  d i s p a r a t e  e lements  and v a r i -  

a t i o n s  i n  form are u n i t e d  i n  one  medium th rough  t h e  f o c u s s i n g  

p r i n c i p l e  o f  t h e  p r e a c h e r  communicating t h e  v a l u e s  o f  t h e  

C h r i s t i a n  s y n t h e s i s  th rough  t h e  Word of  God and t h e  Rule  o f  

L i f e  . 

If t h e  sermons e v e r  c o n s t i t u t e  what w e  c a l l  a r t ,  t h e n  i t  



i s  unconsc ious  a r t  of  communal a u t h o r s h i p ,  an  a c c i d e n t a l  by- 

p r o d u c t  o f  a form whose e n t i r e  purpose was t o  t e a c h .  Indeed,  

a r t  would p r o b a b l y  have been d i s t r u s t e d  by many p r e a c h e r s  as 

a p o t e n t i a l  d i s t r a c t i o n  from t h e  most impor tan t  d u t y  o f  l i f e .  

Th i s  may i n  p a r t  e x p l a i n  why t h e  sermon a lmos t  e n t i r e l y  i g n o r e s  

t h e  b e a u t i e s  of Goth ic  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  which seems s t r a n g e  when 

one  c o n s i d e r s  t h a t  t h e  Gothic  church  was t h e  p h y s i c a l  e n v i r o n -  

ment i n  which  s o  many sermons would have been p reached .  The 

h o m i l e t i c  custom of denouncing p h y s i c a l  beau ty  a s  something 

which  might  l e a d  t o  s i n  may w e l l  have made t h e  p r e a c h e r  wary 

of p r a i s i n g  t h e  b e a u t i e s  o f  a church.  My own view i s  t h a t  t h  

may b e  a n o t h e r  c o n t r i b u t o r y  c a u s e  o f  t h i s  p e c u l i a r  f a c t .  I t  

e r e  

seems q u i t e  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  church  a r c h i t e c t u r e  would have been 

a s s o c i a t e d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  w i t h  t h e  r e g u l a r  c l e r g y ,  and t h a t  t h e  

a b s e n c e  o f  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  i t s  beau ty  i n  t h e  sermons may t h e r e -  

f o r e  r e f l e c t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  most o f  t h e s e  were  o r i g i n a l l y  t h e  

work of  t h e  F r i a r s ,  who were  u s u a l l y  on l e s s  t h a n  f r i e n d l y  te rms 

w i t h  t h e  s e c u l a r  c l e r g y .  No one who has  r e a d  t h e  ~ r i a r ' s  T a l e  

and t h e  Summcner's T a l e  would doubt  t h i s  l a s t  p o i n t .  Indeed,  

i t  was p r o b a b l y  customary f o r  t h e  F r i a r  t o  p r e a c h  o u t s i d e  of  

t h e  p r e c i n c t s  of  t h e  p a r i s h  church .  There i s  a p i c t u r e  i n  t h e  

F i t z w i l l i a m  Museum, Cambridge, which shows a  F r i a r  p r e a c h i n g  

9 t o  a  most a t t e n t i v e  aud ience  o u t s i d e  t h e  door  of  a church  . 



The juxtaposition of the church and the preacher and the 

Suggestion of antipathy between them implies an ironic message, 

and the calm sincerity of expression on the face of the Friar 

makes it clear that the irony is not intended to be at his ex- 

pense. The lame man who is in the process of leaving the church 

to join the congregation outside makes the point of the picture 

unmistakable. However, in spite of its failure or refusal to 

recognize the splendours of Gothic,architecture and the spiritu- 

ally uplifting experience which it might offer to man, the 

homiletic literature of the Middle Ages did produce art in a 

very real sense, for it is the seed to which a vast quantity 

of later literature owes its ultimate origin, and in its own 

age it not only continues the tradition of English prose but 

also inspires much devotional and homiletic poetry. A brief 

review of the major characteristics which Patience has in 

common with the sermon may suggest how much this tradition 

gave to poetry, and show how a poet of genius was able to 

mould his material to serve his own artistic ends without 

violating its essentially homiletic purpose. 



M r .  O w s t  complains in h i s  p re face  t o  L i t e r a t u r e  and P u l p i t  

of t h e  widespread c r i t i c a l  p r e jud ice  a g a i n s t  homi l e t i c  w r i t i n g ,  

and t h e  frequency w i t h  which r epu tab le  s cho la r s  w i l l  e i t h e r  

i gno re  sermon l i t e r a t u r e ,  o r  s u b j e c t  i t  t o  ha r sh  and unreason- 

a b l e  comparison w i t h  s e c u l a r  w r i t i n g s .  To some e x t e n t ,  h i s  

comments a r e  a p p l i c a b l e  t o  t h e  works o f  t he  Gawain-poet. 

P a t i e n c e  and ~ u r i ~ ~ l o ,  o f t e n  r e f e r r e d  t o  by c r i t i c s  of  t h e  poe t  

a s  "the homilies", have bo th  su f f e red  a s  a  r e s u l t  of t h e  i n -  

e v i t a b l e  comparisons which have been made between them and t h e  

o t h e r  two poems. NO one would s e r i o u s l y  d i s p u t e  t h e  mani fes t  

s u p e r i o r i t y  of P e a r l  and S i r  Gawain, any more than  one would 

a t tempt  t o  c l a im  t h a t  Much Ado a t t a i n s  t h e  he igh t s  o f  King Lear;  

b u t  t h i s  i s  h a r d l y  t o  say t h a t  t h e  l e s s e r  works should not  be 

read  and discussed w i t h  sympathy and a t t e n t i o n .  P e a r l ,  a l though  

i t  i s  a r e l i g i o u s  poem, has escaped such censure  because i t  i s  

no t  an o v e r t l y  h o m i l e t i c  one, and i n  any case  i t s  b r i l l i a n c e  

is S O  s p e c t a c u l a r  t h a t  even t h e  d u l l e s t  c r i t i c  could no t  f a i l  

t o  recognize  i t  a s  a  g r e a t  poem. The tendency f o r  s c h o l a r s  t o  



deem P a t i e n c e  and P u r i t y  unworthy o f  d e t a i l e d  c r i t i c a l  examina- 

t i o n ,  o r  t o  b r u s h  them off w i t h  a  p a s s i n g  s n e e r  b e f o r e  g o i n g  

o n  t o  d i s c u s s  t h e  two g r e a t e r  poems, i s  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  a  s a d  

b u t  f a m i l i a r  f a i l u r e  t o  r e a d  h o m i l e t i c  l i t e r a t u r e  w i t h  p e r c e p t i o n  

and i m a g i n a t i o n .  M. Emile Pons,  an  e d i t o r  of  S i r  Gawain, i s  

t y p i c a l  o f  t h i s  breed of unsympathet ic  c r i t i c s .  I n  t h e  I n t r o -  

d u c t i o n  t o  h i s  e d i t i o n ,  h e  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  two "homil ies"  a s  

examples o f  

I I l i t  t & a t u r e l '  b i b l i q u e  sou tenue  e t  l a b o r i e u s e ,  
monotone e t  ine 'gale  ... t o u t  c e l a  dgprouve de  
l a  n o b l e  e t  c l a i r e  ordonnance,  de l ' a r c h i t e c t u r e  
s i  s o l i d e  e t  so ign6e de  Gauvain. 11 

The i r o n i c  i w e r t e d  commas around t h e  word " l i t t e / r a t u r e l '  a r e  

i n d i c a t i v e  o f  t h e  w r i t e r ' s  p a t r o n i z i n g  a t t i t u d e .  

One might  e x p e c t  t h a t  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  of  e d i t i n g  a  poem 

would b e  l i k e l y  t o  p r e j u d i c e  a  s c h o l a r  i n  f avour  of  t h e  work 

w i t h  which h e  has been s o  c l o s e l y  involved,  b u t  w i t h  P a t i e n c e  

t h i s  has  n o t  been t h e  c a s e .  The two t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  e d i t o r s  

of  c r i t i c a l  t e x t s  speak e q u a l l y  s l i g h t i n g l y  o f  i t .  Bateson 

warns us t h a t  

It i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  harmonize o u r  f e e l i n g s  w i t h  
t h e  atmosphere of t h e  s t o r y  o r  t o  approach  i t  a s  
a t a l e  o f  wonder. Animated by such sympathy, 
t h o s e  who d e l i g h t  i n  t h e  n a i v e  charm o f  happy 
p r i m i t i v e  f a i t h  w i l l  r e a d  w i t h  nove l  i n t e r e s t  
t h e  s t o r y  of Jonah r e l a t e d  o v e r  f i v e  c e n t u r i e s  
ago  by a L a n c a s h i r e  poet .12 



Faced w i t h  t h i s  k ind o f  condescension, i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  dec ide  

who i s  being pa t ron ized  most, t h e  modern r e a d e r  who i s  t r e a t e d  

l i k e  a c h i l d ,  t h e  medieval audience wi th  i t s  "happy p r i m i t i v e  

f a i t h " ,  o r  t h e  " ~ a n c a s h i r e  poet"  who was r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h i s  

c u r i o s i t y .  The o t h e r  twent ie th-cen tury  e d i t o r ,  S i r  I s r a e l  

Gol lancz,  f e e l s  ob l iged  t o  apologize  f o r  t h e  poem i n  a similar 

manner, e x p l a i n i n g  t h a t  t h e  poet  

... transformed and ampli f ied i n  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
f a s h i o n  t h e  t e r s e  B i b l i c a l  n a r r a t i v e ,  so  t h a t  
t h e  s t o r y  might v i v i d l y  appeal  t o  s imple  fo lk .13  

This  i s  mis lead ing .  A . C .  Spearing has pointed o u t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  

no evidence whatever t h a t  t h e  audience f o r  which t h e  poet  wrote  

P a t i e n c e  d i f f e r e d  from t h a t  f o r  which he wrote  P e a r l  and 

S i r  Gawain.14 If we a r e  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e s e  were "simple folk" ,  

t hen  they seem t o  have th r ived  on a  d i e t  o f  d i s conce r t i ng  com- 

p l e x i t y .  Schola rs  ag ree  t h a t  t h e  two g r e a t e r  poems were w r i t t e n  

f o r  a h i g h l y  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  c o u r t l y  audience.  The e s s e n t i a l  

d i f f e r e n c e  between them and t h e  "homilies" i s  one of  genre .  I t  

is  reasonable  t o  assume t h a t  a poet  w r i t i n g  a  homi l e t i c  work 

f o r  t h e  e d i f i c a t i o n  of a  c o u r t l y  audience would have r e t a i n e d  

much o f  t h e  s imple  tone  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  homily: a  tone which 

i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  u l t i m a t e l y  der ived from t h e  Bib le .  I f  we accep t  

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  P a t i e n c e  i s  a  homily, then we should r e f r a i n  from 

t h e  chorus of unsympathetic and unimaginative c r i t i c s  who com- 



p l a i n  i n  e f f e c t  t h a t  i t  does no t  co inc ide  w i t h  some vague 

no t ion  o f  what c o n s t i t u t e s  good poe t ry .  I f  we read  i t  i n  t h e  

c o n t e x t  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n  from which i t  i s  de r ived ,  we may come 

t o  r e a l i z e  how comple te ly  i t  f u l f i l s  t h e  requirements  o f  t h e  

sermon and y e t  how u t t e r l y  i t  t ranscends  t h e  a r t i s t i c  l i m i t a t i o n s  

from which h o m i l e t i c  l i t e r a t u r e  normally s u f f e r s .  

W e  are made aware a t  t h e  beginning o f  P a t i e n c e  t h a t  t h e  

n a r r a t o r  i s  speaking  t o  us as a  p reacher  add res se s  h i s  congrega- 

t i o n ,  and t h a t  h i s  s u b j e c t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  t h a t  o f  a sermon. He 

begins w i t h  a s t a t emen t  o f  h i s  theme and i t s  v a l u e  f o r  mankind: 

P a t i e n c e  i s  a  nobel  poynt,  pa3 h i t  d i s p l e s e  o f t e .  
When heuy h e r t t e s  ben h u r t  wyth hebyng o p e r  e l l e s ,  
Su f f r aunce  may aswagen hem & be swelme l e b e ;  
~ o r ' h o  q u e l l e s  vche a  qued & quenches malyce. 
For  quo-so s u f f e r  cowbe s y t , . s e l e  wolde fo13e; 
& quo f o r  p ro  may no3t po l e ,  be b ikke r  he s u f f e r e s  ; 

en  i s  b e t t e r  t o  abyde be bur  vmbe-stoundes 
en  a y  prow f o r t h  my pro ,  pa3 me bynk y l l e .  is  

S i m i l a r l y ,  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  sermon o f t e n  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  i n e v i t a b i l i -  

t y  o f  s u f f e r i n g  i n  t h i s  world ,  and advocates t h e  r e s o l u t e  a c c e p t -  

ance o f  p a i n  and mis for tune .  I n  h i s  sermon, " ~ e  Solempni ta te  

k ind  of q u i e t  f o r t i t u d e :  

He was o f  soo g r e t  pacyens and su f f r ence  p a t  hys 
c l e r k e s  smoton hym; bu t  he toke h i t  pac e n t l y ,  
and w a s  neuer  be wrober a f t y r  wyth hom. 1 6  

The G a w a i n - p o e t  goes on t o  paraphrase  t h e  Bea t i t udes  from t h e  



Sermon on t h e  Mount, equa t ing  h i s  theme o f  p a t i e n c e  w i t h  t h e  

e i g h t h ,  "Beat i  q u i  persecut ionem p a t i u n t u r  p r o p t e r  i u s t l t i a m ' '  

(Matt. v .  10). He uses  t h e  f a m i l i a r  b i b l i c a l  t e x t  t o  a u t h o r i z e  

h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of  p a t i e n c e  and t h e  esteem i n  which he ho lds  

i t ,  much as t h e  sermon-wri ters  w i l l  o f t e n  suppor t  an argument 

by i n t e r j e c t i n g  such  comments as "And pe r fo re  seyp be prophe te  

in be Sawtur ~ o k e " l ~ ,  o r ,  f o r  t h a t  ma t t e r ,   o or God s e i b  pus: 

1 B e a t i  q u i  l u g e n t ,  quoniam i p s i  consolabuntur  "'18. It i s  i m -  

med ia t e ly  appa ren t  i n  h i s  u se  o f  t h e  p r e a c h e r - n a r r a t o r  t h a t  

t h e  Gawain-poet observes  t h e  form o f  t he  sermon; and l i k e  t h e  

h o m i l i s t  he u ses  t h e  B ib l e  as a source  of  a u t h o r i t y  as w e l l  as 

an  i n s p i r a t i o n .  

A t  t h e  end o f  h i s  s i x t y - l i n e  prologue on p a t i e n c e ,  pove r ty ,  

and t h e  need f o r  man t o  accep t  s u f f e r i n g  w i t h  f o r t i t u d e ,  t h e  poe t  

swi t ches  from t h e  g e n e r a l  t o  t h e  s p e c i f i c .  He suddenly a s k s ,  

Did n o t  Jonas  i n  Jude suche jape  sum-whyle: 
To s e t t e  hym t o  s ewr t e ,  vnsounde he hym feches?  

(57-8) 

Jonah i s  in t roduced  a s  an example t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  t r u t h  o f  t h e  

foregoing g e n e r a l  a s s e r t i o n s :  t o  show how man o f t e n  f a i l s  t o  

f a c e  a d v e r s i t y  w i t h  r e s o l u t i o n  because of h i s  l a c k  o f  p a t i e n c e .  

The n a r r a t o r  o f f e r s  t o  t e l l  t h e  s t o r y  of Jonah t o  h i s  aud ience ,  

Wyl 3e  t a r y  a  l y t t e l  tyne ,  & t e n t  me a whyle, 
I s c h a l  wysse yow per-wyth, a s  ho ly  wryt  t e l l e s ,  

(59-60) 



reminding us a g a i n  i n  t h e  f i n a l  h a l f - l i n e  of t h e  s c r i p t u r a l  

a u t h o r i t y  on which h i s  account  depends. He r eappea r s  a t  t h e  end 

of t h e  poem t o  r e s t a t e  t h e  moral  o f  h i s  s t o r y :  

Forby, when poue r t e  me enprece3 & payne3 inno3e,  
F u l  s o f t l y  w i t h  su f f r aunce  s a 3 t t e l  me hihoue3; 
Fo r  be  penaunce 6 payne t o  preue h i t  i n  s y 3 t ,  
J7at p a t i e n c e  is  a nobel  poynt,  pa3 h i t  d i s p l e s e  o f t e .  

Amen. (528-32) 

During t h e  bu lk  of  t h e  poem, ou r  a t t e n t i o n  i s  focussed on t h e  

n a r r a t i v e ,  b u t ,  p e r i o d i c a l l y ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i n t e r r u p t s  t h e  s t o r y  

to o f f e r  a  comment i n  h i s  own r i g h t .  Thus, when Jonah boards  

t h e  s h i p  i n  h i s  a t t empt  t o  escape from God, t h e  n a r r a t o r  ex- 

c la ims  : 

Lo! be  wy t l e s  wrechche, f o r  he wolde nogt s u f f e r ,  
Now h a t 3  he put  hym i n  p l y t  of  p e r i l  we1 more. 

(113-14) 

W i t t y  and i r o n i c ,  b u t  w i t h  a hard edge o f  b i t t e r  denunc ia t ion ,  

this  i s  i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  of t y p i c a l  p u l p i t  c r i t i c i s m .  We a r e  

Persona o f  a p r e a ~ h ~ r - n a r r a t o r ,  and t h a t  i t s  purpose i s  t o  

i l l u s t r a t e  a s p e c i f i c  moral p o i n t .  

I have observed t h a t  one o f  t h e  main purposes of t h e  s a i n t ' s  

l i f e ,  and of t h e  sermon i n  c e l e b r a t i o n  of t h e  s a i n t ' s  f e a s t ,  which 

recounts  t a l e s  of h i s  l i f e  and work, i s  t o  encourage t h e  audience  

t o  i m i t a t e  t h e  virtue of a  godly person.  I n  t h e  sermon " ~ e  F e s t o  



S a n c t i  Nicholai" ,  Mirk d e s c r i b e s  t h e  v i r t u e s  possessed by 

S t .  Nicholas  as a c h i l d :  

Also when he was yn c r a d u l l ,  he f a s t  Wennysday 
and Fryday; be wheche dayes he nold sowke bu t  
ones  yn be day, and soo hold hym apayde . . . pus  
a l l  h i s  l y f e -dayes ,  he lyued s o  mekly, and s o  
symply, and soo wythout maleys, p a t  a l l  be p p u l l  
hym l o u e t  and praysyd f o r  h i s  meke l euy ing .  

C l e a r l y  t h i s  account  i s  in tended t o  encourage i m i t a t i o n .  I n  

c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  s t o r y  o f  Jonah i s  p r i m a r i l y  a  n e g a t i v e  exemplum, 

t h a t  i s ,  i t s  main f u n c t i o n  i s  t o  p r a i s e  p a t i e n c e  and exhor t  

t h e  audience  t o  p r a c t i s e  i t  by i l l u s t r a t i n g  e on ah's l a c k  o f  

P a t i e n c e  and d e s c r i b i n g  God's punishment o f  him. Never the less  

we must no t  f o r g e t  t h a t  i n  t h e  middle o f  t h e  poem t h e r e  i s  an  

account  of  Jonah b r i n g i n g  t h e  Word o f  God t o  t h e  Ninevi tes :  

a t  t h i s  p o i n t  he i s  c l e a r l y  worthy o f  p r a i s e .  Usua l ly ,  when a 

Sermon d e s c r i b e s  t h e  f a t e  o f  a  wicked person,  i t  w i l l  a l s o  i n -  

c l u d e  an account  of  a good c h a r a c t e r ,  t o  o f f e r  a  l i v i n g  proof  

of an  a l t e r n a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  v a l u e s .  This i s  v e r y  apparen t  i n  

P u r i t y ,  which i s  about  impur i ty  and y e t  c o n t a i n s  glowing por-  

t r a i t s  of  Noah, Abraham, and Danie l .  I n  P a t i e n c e ,  t h e  p r e s e n t -  

a t i o n  o f  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  va lue  s t r u c t u r e  i s  more complex and more 

s u b t l e ,  f o r  we s e e  Jonah behaving f i r s t  wickedly,  then  v i r t u o u s l y ,  

t hen  wickedly once more. Good and e v i l  i n  t h e  world a r e  p re sen ted  

i n  terms of t h e  p o t e n t i a l i t y  f o r  good and e v i l  con ta ined  w i t h i n  



one man, and a l t hough  Jonah i s  p r i m a r i l y  an example o f  i m -  

p a t i e n c e ,  he i s  a l s o ,  f o r  a t ime,  an obedien t  s e r v a n t  o f  God. 

Thus, a l t hough  t h e  c e n t r a l  message of  t h e  poem i s  t h a t  t h e  

audience  should avoid t h e  impat ience o f  which Jonah i s  g u i l t y ,  

he i s  a l s o ,  a l b e i t  b r i e f l y ,  a model f o r  t h e i r  i m i t a t i o n .  

One o f  t h e  most memorable p a r t s  o f  P a t i e n c e  i s  t h a t  i n  which 

t h e  f l e e i n g  Jonah i s  over taken  by a  s torm a t  s e a ,  c a s t  overboard 

by s a i l o r s ,  and swallowed by t h e  whale. This i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  an 

account  o f  d i v i n e  r e t r i b u t i o n ,  i n  which t h e  punishment o f  t h e  

g u i l t y  Jonah i s  c a r r i e d  o u t  i n  a mys te r ious ,  t e r r i f y i n g ,  and 

i n t e n s e l y  dramat ic  sequence of even t s ,  u t t e r l y  beyond t h e  powers 

o r  comprehension o f  man. Ta les  o f  r e t r i b u t i v e  marvels occur  v e r y  

f r e q u e n t l y  i n  t h e  sermons, and i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  many o f  them 

were gleaned from b i b l i c a l  and f o l k  sou rces  a t  l e a s t  p a r t l y  be-  

cause  t h e y  conta ined  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  i n g r e d i e n t s  o f  h o r r o r ,  drama, 

and ( u s u a l l y )  t h e  speedy demise o f  t h e  wicked. Mirk prov ides  a  

good example, d e s c r i b i n g  how S t .  Michael i n t e r v e n e s  on beha l f  

o f  a C h r i s t i a n  army b e s e t  by Pagans, sending a l e t h a l  m i s t  t o  

ravage t h e  ranks  o f  t h e  unbe l i eve r s :  

Then, on t h e  morow when t h e  b a t a y l e  schuld  mete, 
be hul.1 of  Garganus was hu l lyd  wyth a  dark  myst. 
And o u t  o f  p a t  myst corn f leyng  s o  thycke arowse 
of f y r e  and b o l t e s  o f  thondyr,  and wondet be pay- 
nems, pat  pay f l o e n  a l l  bat myghten, and mony of 
hom wern s l a y n e .  20 



The h o m i l i s t ' s  account  of  t h e  r e t r i b u t i v e  marvel s e r v e s  a s  a  

warning t o  h i s  f l o c k .  They a r e  encouraged t o  t a k e  heed and mend 

t h e i r  ways, f o r  i f  t hey  f a i l  t o  do so  they  w i l l  have reason  t o  

f e a r  a God who can s t r i k e  down t h e  wicked s o  s w i f t l y  and i n  such 

mys te r ious  ways. The t h r e e  main i l l u s t r a t i v e  t a l e s  i n  P u r i t y ,  

t h e  s t o r i e s  o f  t h e  Flood, t h e  Des t ruc t ion  o f  Sodom and Gomorrah, 

and t h e  Wri t ing  on t h e  Wall, a r e  a l l  d e s c r i p t i o n s  of God's 

punishment o f  t h e  wicked, i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  t h e  impure. A f t e r  r e -  

l a t i n g  t h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e  Flood, t h e  Gawain-poet warns h i s  a u d i -  

ence:  

Forpy war be now, wy3e b a t  worschyp desy re s  
I n  h i s  comlych c o r t e  pat Kyng i s  o f  b l y s s e ,  
I n  be  f y l h e  of  be f l e s c h  b a t  bou be founden never ,  
Tyl any wate r  i n  he  worlde  t o  wasche be f a y l y .  21 

There i s  no such e x p l i c i t  warning i n  P a t i e n c e ,  b u t  t h e  audience 

could  h a r d l y  f a i l  t o  comprehend t h e  warning i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  

s t o r y  o f  Jonah. 

S t o r i e s  o f  s u p e r n a t u r a l  occur rences  and t h e  hideous f a t e s  

of t h e  s i n f u l  would be l i k e l y  t o  have had a  tremendous e f f e c t  

on a s u p e r s t i t i o u s  audience,  and the  h o m i l i s t  probably cons idered  

them more l i k e l y  t han  any o t h e r  v a r i e t y  o f  t a l e  t o  persuade 

people  t o  l ead  godly l i v e s .  References t o  h e l l ,  i t s  gaping 

mouth and hideous f i e n d s ,  a r e  common i n  t h e  sermons. With t h e i r  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  l ove  f o r  l ea rned  d i s c u s s i o n s  on t h e  a c t u a l  



p h y s i c a l  n a t u r e  of any th ing  of  r e l evance  t o  t h e i r  r e l i g i o n ,  t h e  

h o m i l i s t s  e a g e r l y  c o n s i d e r  t h e  l o c a t i o n  o f  h e l l  and t h e  appear -  

ance and conduct  o f  i t s  inmates .  The compiler  o f  t h e  Gesta  

Romanorum comments on i t s  geographica l  l o c a t i o n :  

h e l l e  i s  i n  t h e  middis o f  t h e  E r the  - s c i l .  i n  
t h e  c e n t r e  o f  t h e  e r p e ,  as s e i t h e  t h e  P h i l e s o p h i r ;  
and p e r f o r e  a man moste be ware of  synne. 22 

Other  w r i t e r s  o f f e r  f a r  more immediate and l e s s  r e s t r a i n e d  de- 

s c r i p t i o n s  of  t h e  a c t u a l  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  h e l l :  

3 i f f  pat a dampned man d e s i r e  t o  s e  d e l e c t a b u l l  
b inges ,  p e r  s h a l l  o r i b u l l  deve ls  be seyn,  whos 
f a c e s  ben b r e n t  and b l ake  i n  semblance: "Facies  
eorum s i c u t  cornbuste'', Ysaie  13 ;  vnde, Nahum 2, 
I I Fac ie s  eorum s i c u t  n igredo o l l e "  . . . 23 

I t  i s  i n t e r s t i n g  t o  observe t h e  way i n  which t h e  w r i t e r  pauses 

t o  r e f e r  t o  b i b l i c a l  a u t h o r i t i e s  t o  conf i rm even t h i s  h o r r i b l e  

d e s c r i p t i o n .  We may s e e  t h a t  t h e  h o m i l i s t ' s  account  of  t h e  con- 

t i n u i n g  c o n f l i c t  between good and e v i l  i s  presen ted  through 

i l l u s t r a t i v e  s t o r i e s  o f  a c t u a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  between people  

and c r e a t u r e s  f u l l y  r e a l i z e d  i n  p h y s i c a l  terms and unequivoca l ly  

f i g h t i n g  e i t h e r  f o r  God o r  t h e  Devi l .  

I n s t e a d  o f  b r ing ing  p h y s i c a l l y - r e a l i z e d  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  o f  

good and e v i l  i n t o  t h e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  world of P a t i e n c e ,  t h e  

Gawain-poet makes h i s  audience aware o f  t h e  c o n f l i c t i n g  powers - 
of good and e v i l  through h i s  s ea rch ing  p o r t r a y a l  of  Jonah, who 



conducts  h imse l f  i n  such a way t h a t  anyone f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  

v a l u e - s t r u c t u r e  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  w i l l  be aware t h a t  he i s  con- 

s t a n t l y  t o r n  between h i s  du ty  t o  God and h i s  n a t u r a l  human un- 

wor th ines s .  Thus, when Jonah determines  t o  f l e e  from h i s  duty  

t o  God, t h e  mo t iva t ion  o f  h i s  d isobedience i s  p re sen ted  i n  

human terms:  

When bat s t euen  wat3 s t y n t  p a t  stowned h i s  mynde, 
A 1  he  wrathed i n  h i s  wyt, & wyperly he po3t :  
"If I bowe t o  h i s  bode & bryng hem Pis t a l e ,  
& I be nummen i n  Nuniue, my nyes begynes: 
He t e l l e s  me pose t r a y t o u r e s  a r n  typpede schrewes;  
I corn wyth Pose tybynges,  bay t a  me bylyue,  
Pyne3 me i n  a prysoun,  pu t  me i n  s tokkes ,  
Wrybe me i n  a warlok,  wras t  o u t  myn ygen." (73-80) 

The average  h o m i l i s t  would probably have expla ined  t h a t  t h e  

Devi l ,  o r  e l s e  some s p e c i f i c  f a i l i n g  i n  Jonah, prompted him t o  

d i sobey .  I n s t e a d ,  t h e  Gawain-poet p r e s e n t s  us w i t h  t h e  complex 

d rama t i c  p roces s  o f  a man, mot ivated by f e a r  f o r  h i s  own s a f e t y ,  

j u s t i f y i n g  t o  h imse l f  a d e s i r e  t o  s h i r k  a du ty  which t h e  b e t t e r  

p a r t  o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  would never  ques t ion .  

If we examine t h e  way i n  which t h e  poet  handles  t h e  

ep i sode  i n  which Jonah is  swallowed by t h e  whale, we w i l l  f i n d  

more ev idence  o f  h i s  r e f i n i n g  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  methods o f  t h e  

sennon. When d e s c r i b i n g  a r e t r i b u t i v e  marvel,  t h e  h o m i l i s t  i s  

c o n t e n t  t o  inform h i s  audience of what happens, emphasizing t h e  

marvel lous  e lement ,  t h e  h o r r o r ,  and t h e  speed w i t h  which t h e  



s i n f u l  are d e s p a t c h e d .  When Mirk d e s c r i b e s  t h e  "xv dayes  o f  

I t  g r e t  drede"  which  w i l l  p r e c e d e  t h e  secunde comyngW, what  h e  

s a y s  i n  i n d e e d  " f e r d f u l l ,  and h o r r y b u l l M ,  b u t  i t s  f u n c t i o n  i s  

p u r e l y  u t i l i t a r i a n :  i t  i n s t r u c t s  and i t  t e r r i f i e s .  H i s  p r e d i c t i o n  

o f  t h e  e v e n t s  o f  t h e  s i x t h  day i s  t y p i c a l :  

The vj. day a l l  byldyngys and c a s t e l l e s  s c h u l l  f a l l  
adowne t o  b e  grownde, and a n  h o r r y b u l l  f y r e  s c h a l l  
a r y s e  a t  b e  sonne goyng downe, and pen a3eyne a t  be  
vprysyng  o f  hym. 24 

In P a t i e n c e  we f i n d  t h i s  t e c h n i q u e  modi f i ed  by  t h e  c o n s c i o u s  

a r t i s t r y  o f  t h e  Gawain-poet,  and w i t h o u t  l o s i n g  i t s  h o m i l e t i c  

i n t e n t ,  t u r n e d  i n t o  a v e h i c l e  f o r  some b r i l l i a n t  and s t a r t l i n g l y  

o r i g i n a l  p o e t r y .  When Jonah i s  thrown t o  t h e  wha le ,  t h e  p o e t ,  

i n s t e a d  o f  m e r e l y  in fo rming  us  of  h i s  f a t e ,  a c t u a l l y  d e s c r i b e s  

h i s  d e s c e n t  i n t o  t h e  stomach: 
. 

H e  g l y d e s  i n  by pe g i l e s  b u r 3  glaym ande  g l e t t e ,  
Re lande  i n  by a r o p ,  a  r o d e  p a t  hym po3 t ,  
Ay h e l e  o u e r  hed,  h o u r l a n d e  a b o u t e ,  
T i 1  he b l u n t  i n  a b l o k  a s  brod a s  a h a l l e ;  
& per h e  f e s t n e s  b e  f e t e  & fa thme3 a b o u t e ,  
& s t o d  vp i n  h i s  stomak, p a t  s t a n k  a s  be d e u e l ,  
per i n  saym & i n  s a u r  p a t  sauored  as h e l l e ,  
per w a t j  bylded h i s  bour ,  pat wyl  no b a l e  s u f f e r .  

(269-76)  

The a c c o u n t  i s  more t e r r i f y i n g  t h a n    irk's f i r e  and d e s t r u c t i o n ,  

b e c a u s e  i t  i s  s o  much more p e r s o n a l  and immediate .  The p o e t  

draws h i s  a u d i e n c e  t o  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  Jonah as he  tumbles  down 

i n t o  t h e  s t i n k i n g  d e p t h s  of  h i s  p e r s o n a l  h e l l ,  and t h u s  t o  under -  



s t a n d  t h e  t e r r o r  o f  f a c i n g  t h e  wra th  of  God. The q u a l i t y  

of t h e  p o e t r y  i n t e n s i f i e s  t h e  homi l e t i c  e f f i c a c y  of  t h e  passage .  

A s  w e l l  as t h e  g r e a t e r  s u b t l e t y  o f  h i s  moral v i s i o n ,  and 

t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  q u a l i t y  o f  h i s  p o e t r y ,  t h e  Gawain-poet a l s o  

b r i n g s  t o  t h e  sermon genre  a more humane and m e r c i f u l  a t t i t u d e  

t o  mankind than  t s  normally shown by t h e  medieval  h o m i l i s t .  Th is  

can be  s een  i n  P u r i t y ,  i n  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  people  about  t o  

be  drowned i n  t h e  Flood: 

Frendez f e l l e n  i n  f e r e  and fabmed togede r ,  
To d ry3  h e r  d e l f u l  deystyne and dy3en a l l e  samen; 
Luf lokez t o  l u f  and h i s  l e v e  t akez ,  
For  t o  ende a l l e  a t  onez and f o r  eve r  twynne. 25 

The p r e v a i l i n g  tone  o f  pathos  sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  poe t  f e e l s  a  

k ind  o f  sympathy f o r  s i n n e r s  f a c i n g  t h e i r  t e r r i b l e ,  (bu t  i n  

terms o f  C h r i s t i a n  m o r a l i t y ,  thoroughly deserved)  f a t e ,  t o  which 

t h e  average  h o m i l i s t  would never  have subsc r ibed .  The same i s  

t r u e  o f  P a t i e n c e .  Although t h e  n a r r a t o r  sometimes o f f e r s  

c r i t i c a l  comments on Jonah 's  l a t e s t  a c t  of f o l l y ,  t h e  poem a s  

a whole i s  informed by an u n f a i l i n g  sympathy f o r  Jonah ' s  human 

weakness, and a r e l u c t a n c e  t o  judge him ha r sh ly .  

The u l t i m a t e  source  o f  t h i s  merc i fu l  a t t i t u d e  t o  man i n  

P a t i e n c e  i s  t h e  p o e t ' s  concept ion  of God. Although t h e  poem r e -  

l a t e s  a  s t o r y  o f  ~ o d ' s  punishment o f  an unworthy s e r v a n t ,  t h e  



poet  c r e a t e s  t h e  impress ion  o f  a  God r i c h  i n  t h a t  q u a l i t y  t h a t  

HIS s e r v a n t  s o  s a d l y  l a c k s ,  p a t i e n c e .  True, He i s  sometimes t h e  

s t e r n  God o f  t h e  Old Testament. H i s  f i r s t  command t o  Jonah i s  

no th ing  if n o t  brusque,  and he " f e r s l y c h  bidde3" (337)  t h e  

whale t o  r e t u r n  Jonah t o  d ry  l and .  But o u r  main impress ion o f  

God comes from t h e  l a s t  h a l f  o f  t h e  poem, a f t e r  Jonah has  been 

r e l e a s e d  from t h e  b e l l y .  Here, He pardons t h e  N inev i t e s  because 

they  r e p e n t ,  and then ,  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  cons ide rab le  p rovoca t ion ,  

g e n t l y  t r i e s  t o  make peace w i t h  t h e  angry  and abus ive  Jonah. 

Perhaps t h e  b e s t  s t a t emen t  of  God's a t t i t u d e  t o  mankind comes 

i n  t h e  passage  i n  which He t r i e s  t o  e x p l a i n  t o  Jonah H i s  

reasons  f o r  wish ing  t o  s p a r e  t h e  Ninevi tes :  

? 1 penne wyte no t  me f o r  pe werk, p a t  I h i t  wolde he lp ,  
& m e  on bo r e d l e s  pat remen.for  synne; 
F y r s t  I made hem myself  o f  materes  myn one, 
& syben I loked hem f u l  longe & hem on l o d e  hade;  
& i f  I my t r a u a y l  schulde  tyne  o f  termes s o  longe,  
& t ype  doun 3onder toun when i t  turned  were,  
p e  s o r  o f  such a  swete  p l a c e  burde synk t o  my h e r t ,  
So mony ma l i c ious  mon a s  mourneg ber-inne".  (501-8) 

C l e a r l y  t h e  poe t  wishes  h i s  audience t o  unders tand t h a t  God i s  

above a l l  m e r c i f u l ,  t h a t  He i s  indeed a  God who r e f l e c t s  t h e  

s p i r i t  o f  t h e  Bea t i t udes .  

This  s t r o n g  element of sympathy f o r  t h e  human c o n d i t i o n  

b r i n g s  w i t h  i t  a  more complex moral v i s i o n  than  i s  found i n  t h e  

sermons. The h o m i l i s t s '  s e v e r e  and comprehensive m o r a l i t y ,  by 



r e f e r e n c e  t o  which  a l l  t h i n g s  might  b e  s w i f t l y  and f i n a l l y  

p r a i s e d  o r  condemned, s h o u l d  b e  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e i r  

emblematic  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  It i s  e a s y  f o r  them t o  damn a wicked 

c h a r a c t e r  t o  e v e r l a s t i n g  t o r t u r e ,  because  h e  i s  r e g a r d e d  n o t  

as a man, b u t  a s  a  symbol of  a  p a r t i c u l a r  k i n d  o f  e v i l .  But by 

t h e  same t o k e n ,  s u c h  a  man n e v e r  e x i s t s  a s  a n  i m a g i n a t i v e  

c r e a t i o n :  h e  i s  m e r e l y  a  name a t t a c h e d  t o  a se t  o f  ext reme 

human c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  Jonah  t o o  i s  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  f i g u r e ,  

s y m b o l i z i n g  a p a r t i c u l a r  k i n d  of  human f a i l i n g ,  c r e a t e d  p r e -  

c i s e l y  f o r  t h e  purpose  of  i l l u s t r a t i n g  t h i s  v a r i e t y  of wicked-  

n e s s  and o f  e x h o r t i n g  t h e  members of  t h e  a u d i e n c e  t o  a v o i d  i t  

themse lves .  But he  i s  a l s o  a  f u l l y - r e a l i z e d  i m a g i n a t i v e  c r e a t i o n .  

The p o e t  e x p l a i n s  J o n a h ' s  a c t i o n s ,  m o t i v a t i o n  and r e a s o n i n g  n o t  

i n  terms o f  a n  a b s t r a c t  m o r a l i t y ,  b u t  i n  t e rms  o f  human psycho- 

l o g y ,  and s o  a n  assessment  o f  Jonah  demands a more s u b t l e  

method t h a n  t h e  a b s o l u t e  judgements o f  t h e  p r e a c h e r .  Indeed ,  

t h e  p o e t  r e f r a i n s  from p a s s i n g  any f i n a l  judgement on him. I n -  

s t e a d ,  he  p r e s e n t s  Jonah  as a human b e i n g  who i s  above a l l  weak 

and u n r e l i a b l e ;  who, though f u l l y  c o n s c i o u s  of h i s  d u t y  t o  God 

and w e l l  c a p a b l e  o f  c a r r y i n g  i t  o u t ,  c o n s t a n t l y  f a i l s  t o  do s o  

t h r o u g h  h i s  l a c k  o f  p a t i e n c e  and h u m i l i t y .  The i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  

Jonah ' s  a c t i o n s  go f a r  beyond t h e  a b s t r a c t  v i r t u e  o f  p a t i e n c e ,  

however complex a  c o n c e p t  t h e  p o e t  may make t h i s 2 6 ,  t o  embrace 



a n  e n t i r e  phi losophy of  l i f e .  The Gawain-poet moves away from 

t h e  r e s t r i c t i v e  c a t e g o r i e s  which t y p i f y  t h e  t each ing  o f  t h e  

medieval  sermon, c r e a t i n g  something f a r  more s u b t l e  and complex, 

f a r  more p l e a s i n g  a e s t h e t i c a l l y ,  and f a r  more generous i n  i t s  

judgements o f  human conduct,  bu t  something whose e s s e n t i a l  pur-  

pose i s  s t i l l  t o  o f f e r  moral i n s t r u c t i o n .  

A s  a f i n a l  example o f  t h e  way i n  which t h e  Gawain-poet 

r e f i n e s  t h e  methods o f  t h e  sermon, I w i l l  b r i e f l y  c o n s i d e r  h i s  

u se  o f  symbol and a l l e g o r y .  The h o m i l i s t ' s  use  o f  a l l e g o r y  i s  

normally v e r y  d e l i b e r a t e  and heavy-handed. The w r i t e r  of  

Jacob ' s  Well,  f o r  example, r e l a t e s  t h e  moral judgements of  a l l  

his sermons t o  t h e  c e n t r a l  a l l e g o r i c a l  mot i f  o f  t h e  w e l l .  A t  

t h e  beginning o f  t h e  f i r s t  sermon, he s ays :  

... sires,  I purpose h e r e - a f t e r  g o s t l y  t o  
makyn a  g r e t  werk, b a t  i s ,  o f  a sche lde  p y t t  
t o  makyn a depe w e l l e .  

Then he e x p l a i n s  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  p i t  which i s  t o  be 

made a w e l l :  

p i s  p y t t  i s  P i  body, b a t  i s  clepyd be doctourys  
be  p y t t  o f  l u s t .  b i s  p y t t  i s  s o  s che lde  o f  kynde 
pat i t  h a t h  no k  ndely  spryng t o  receyve be 
watyr  o f  g race .  27 

A f t e r  t h i s ,  t h e  h o m i l i s t  b u i l d s  an extremely e l a b o r a t e  a l l e g o r i c a l  

1 I s t r u c t u r e ,  which inc ludes  t h e  f i v e  e n t r e e s ,  b a t  a r n  P i  v .  

bodyly w y t t e s U ,  which a r e  open t o  t h e  s t reams of "be g r e t  curse" ,  



and t h e  "deep wose" o f  be v i j .  dedly  synnes", which must be  

11 c a s t  o u t  w i t h  t h e  s k e e t  o f  con t r i cyounf f ,  t h e  " s k a u e l l  o f  con- 

t f f e ss ioun"  and t h e  schouele  o f  s a t i s f a c c y o u n f f .  The moral  

t e a c h i n g  o f  a v e r y  long sermon c y c l e  i s  c a r r i e d  o u t  a g a i n s t  

t h i s  c e n t r a l  a l l e g o r i c a l  m o t i f .  The compiler  o f  t h e  Gesta  

Romanorum i s  s i m i l a r l y  mechanical  i n  h i s  use  o f  a l l e g o r y .  Each 

homily c o n s i s t s  o f  a s t o r y  followed by an e x p o s i t i o n  o r  

"Mora l i t ee"  i n  which t h e  a l l e g o r i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  p r e -  

ced ing  s t o r y  i s  c a r e f u l l y  and me t i cu lous ly  exp la ined .  Each 

"Morali tee" beg ins  w i t h  such words a s  " S e r i s ,  Pis  Emperour i s  

be F a d i r  o f  hevene". 28 I n  P a t i e n c e  we f i n d  something q u i t e  

d i f f e r e n t .  M u l t i p l e ,  s h i f t i n g  l e v e l s  of  s i g n i f i c a n c e  surround 

t h e  s t o r y  of  t h e  encounte r  between t h e  human and t h e  d i v i n e .  

The world  of  P a t i e n c e  i s  n a t u r a l i s t i c ,  b u t  p a r t s  o f  t h e  s t o r y  

o f  Jonah i n v i t e  a l l e g o r i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  and t h e  poem i s  

r i c h  i n  complex and sometimes c o n t r a d i c t o r y  symbolism. This i s  

a f a r  c r y  from t h e  o v e r t  a l l e g o r y  of  t h e  sermons. 

I n  conc lus ion ,  perhaps t h e  most u s e f u l  way o f  looking  a t  

P a t i e n c e  i s  t o  s e e  i t  a s  a poem which b r idges  t h e  gap between 

t h e  sermon and what i s  normally cons idered  t o  be  l i t e r a r y  a r t .  

The h o m i l i s t  i s  n o t  concerned t o  c r e a t e  something b e a u t i f u l  i n  

i t s  own r i g h t ,  b u t  r a t h e r  t o  t each  h i s  f l o c k  t h e  Word and t h e  Way; 



and i f  he does t h i s  through t h e  medium of  t h e  i l l u s t r a t i v e  t a l e ,  

i t  i s  o n l y  because i t  i s  t h e  most e f f e c t i v e  means t o  a p a r t i c u l a r  

end. The h o m i l e t i c  t r a d i t i o n  i s  a communal form o f  exp res s ion ,  

a pool  o f  t e a c h i n g  m a t e r i a l  t o  which t h e  preacher  could t u r n  

f o r  i n s t r u c t i o n  and i n s p i r a t i o n ,  and t o  which, t h e o r e t i c a l l y ,  

he could add i f  he  wished.  The ve ry  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  medium, w i t h  

i t s  communal a u t h o r s h i p ,  haphazard use  o f  language,  and o v e r t l y  

u t i l i t a r i a n  purpose,  p revents  i t  from being what we c a l l  a r t .  

This  i s  n o t  t o  s a y  t h a t  some o f  t h e  sermon s t o r i e s  do n o t ,  by 

a c c i d e n t  as i t  were,  have genuine l i t e r a r y  m e r i t ;  b u t  t hey  a r e  

never  consc ious  a t t empt s  t o  c r e a t e  a p i e c e  o f  w r i t i n g  b e a u t i f u l  

and meaningful  i n  i t s  own r i g h t ,  r e g a r d l e s s  of moral  i n t e n t .  

The Gawain-poet t a k e s  t h i s  gen re  and moulds i n t o  a p o e t i c  

form, and s o  perhaps  t h e  b e s t  way of  d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  n a t u r e  and 

purpose o f  P a t i e n c e  i s  t o  s a y  t h a t  i t  f u l f i l s  t h e  homi l e t i c  

f u n c t i o n  o f  a sermon wh i l e  o f f e r i n g  t h e  a e s t h e t i c  v a l u e s  o f  a  

f i n e  poem. It i s  a work i n  which language,  rhythm and symbol 

a r e  u n i t e d  through t h e  s k i l l  and o r i g i n a l i t y  o f  a g r e a t  poe t  

i n  so  unique and powerful a manner t h a t  he i s  a b l e  t o  r e l e a s e  

i t  from t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  genre  from which i t  i s  de r ived .  

In s p i t e  o f  i t s  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  homi l e t i c  t r a d i t i o n ,  

P a t i e n c e  s t a n d s  i n  i t s  own r i g h t  a s  a highly-wrought work of  

l i t e r a r y  a r t .  
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Chapter  Two: The Prologue 

P a t i e n c e  beg ins  w i t h  an i n t r o d u c t o r y  passage o f  s i x t y  l i n e s ,  

which I w i l l  c a l l  t h e  prologue.  I n  t h i s ,  t h e  Gawain-poet p r e s e n t s  

t h e  theme o f  h i s  poem, d e f i n e s  t h e  meaning o f  "patience",  and 

sugges t s  i t s  r e l evance  i n  t h e  l i f e  of  every C h r i s t i a n ,  be fo re  

i n t r o d u c i n g  t h e  s t o r y  of  Jonah as a nega t ive  exemplum. As I have 

observed i n  t h e  prev iogs  c h a p t e r ,  we a r e  aware from t h e  v e r y  

f i r s t  t h a t  we, as t h e  audience l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h i s  poem, a r e  pu t  

i n  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  a  congrega t ion  hear ing  a  sermon, and t h a t  

t h e  poe t  add res se s  us through t h e  persona o f  t h e  p reache r .  This 

persona i s  s o  f u l l y  r e a l i z e d ,  and h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  poem 

s o  i n t i m a t e  and complete,  t h a t  we tend a u t o m a t i c a l l y  t o  i d e n t i f y  

him w i t h  t h e  p o e t .  Indeed i t  seems unnecessary t o  a t tempt  t o  

d i s t i n g u i s h  between them, f o r  i n  t h e  terms o f  t h e  poem, t h e  

p r e a c h e r - n a r r a t o r  i s  t h e  poe t .  By t h e  t ime t h e  s t o r y  o f  Jonah 

beg ins  ( i n  t h e  s i x t y - f i r s t  l i n e ) ,  i t  has become apparen t  t h a t  

t h e  purpose o f  t h e  prologue was t o  s e t  be fo re  us no t  j u s t  t h e  

theme o f  t h e  poem, b u t  a l s o  a  s t r u c t u r e  o f  va lues  a g a i n s t  which 

we a r e  i n v i t e d  t o  a s s e s s  t h e  e t h i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  s t o r y  



o f  Jonah,  and ( i n  keeping w i t h  t h e  poem's d i d a c t i c  i n t e n t ) ,  t o  

app ly  what we l e a r n  t o  o u r  own l i v e s .  Throughout t h e  poem we 

a r e  aware of  t h e  presence  of  t h e  p r e a c h e r - n a r r a t o r ,  and t h e  pro-  

logue s e r v e s  t o  i n t r o d u c e  him t o  u s .  P a t i e n c e  i s ,  i n  t h e  words 

11 o f  J.J. ~ n d e r s o n l ,  a f r i e n d l y  sermon", and t h i s  s e n s e  o f  f r i e n d -  

l i n e s s  is de r ived  f i r s t  o f  a l l  from t h e  r a p p o r t  which we f e e l  

w i t h  t h e  n a r r a t o r .  A t  t h e  end o f  t h e  poem, a f t e r  t h e  s t o r y  o f  

Jonah i s  f i n i s h e d ,  t h e  preacher  o f f e r s  a  b r i e f  ep i logue ,  

add res s ing  us oiice more i n  t h e  manner o f  t h e  pro logue ,  reminding 

US o f  t h e  e t h i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  t a l e  he has j u s t  t o l d .  

Thus t h e  exem2lum i s  f r a m d  by two d i d a c t i c  passages ,  one o f  

c o n s i d e r a b l e  l e n g t h ,  t h e  o t h z r  ve ry  b r i e f ,  i n  which t h s  poe t  

e x p l a i n s  t o  h i s  l i s t e n e r s  t h e  f u l l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h a  s t o r y  o f  

Jonah. 

The f i r s t  e i g h t  l i n l s  o f  t h s  prologue summarize t h e  theme 

and exempli fy  t h e  t one  of  t h e  poem a s  a  whole. I n  t h e  v e r y  f i r s t  

l i n e ,  w i t h  i t s  p r o v e r b i a l  q u a l i t y ,  we hea r  t h a t  

P a t i e n c e  i s  a  nobel  poynt,  pa3 h i t  d i s p l e s e  o f t e ,  

which immediately sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  preacher  i s  advoca t ing  a 

s e t  o f  v a l u e s  q u i t e  a l i e n  t o  human s e l f - i n t e r e s t .  Indeed,  we 

a r e  t o l d  t h a t  s u f f e r i n g  must be met w i t h  p a t i e n t  f o r t i t u d e ,  



For  quo-so s u f f e r  cowbe s y t ,  s e l e  wolde f o l 3 e ;  
& quo f o r  bro  may no3t po l e ,  be p ikke r  he s u f f e r e s .  

( 5  - 6) 
These l i n e s  may remind us o f  t h e  words spoken by t h e  P e a r l -  

maiden t o  

Here, t h e  

t h e  "Jeweller":  

"Who nede3 s c h a l  b o l e ,  be no t  s o  pro .  
For b03 pou daunce a s  any do, 
Braundysch and b ray  by brabe3 breme, 
When bou no f y r r e  may, t o  ne f r o ,  

p o u  moste abyde bat he s c h a l  d e m e ~ ' . ~  

maiden, who has become a . b l e s s e d  s o u l  i n  heaven, t e l l s  

h e r  f a t h e r  t h a t  he must b e a r  t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  s u f f e r i n g  o f  h i s  

e a r t h l y  l o t  w i t h  p a t i e n c e ,  f o r ,  as i t  i s  a f a t e  o rda ined  by God, 

i t  i s  unavoidable .  The n a r r a t o r  o f  P a t i e n c e  ends h i s  opening 

comments w i t h  s i m i l a r  words o f  adv ice :  

p e n  i s  b e t t e r  t o  abyde be bur  vmbe-stoundes, 
p e n  ay  brow f o r t h  my pro ,  pa3 me pynk y l l e ,  (7-8) 

b u t ,  s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  a p p l i e s  t h e  f i n a l  i n j u n c t i o n  no t  t o  h i s  con- 

g r e g a t i o n  b u t  t o  h imse l f .  This  s h i f t  i n t o  t h e  f i r s t  person 

a f f e c t s  t h e  t one  o f  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  prologue,  and indeed t h e  

whole poem, f o r  i t  i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  preacher  w i t h  h i s  f l o c k ,  as 

a man who, l i k e  them, must s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  h i s  own human weak- 

n e s s ,  and t r y  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  hardsh ips  which a r e  i n e v i t a b l e  i n  

t h i s  l i f e .  

It  i s  u n f o r t u n a t e  t h a t  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f  P a t i e n c e  c o n t a i n s  

a c o n t e s t e d  r ead ing .  There i s  no ques t ion  t h a t  t h e  MS has:  



Pacience  i s  apoynt ba3 h i t  d i s p l e s e  o f t e .  

Bateson amends t h i s  t o  

P a t i e n c e  i s  a  nobel  poynt,  ba3 h i t  d i s p l e s e  o f t e .  

11 I can  o f f e r  no exp lana t ion  f o r  h i s  read ing  Pa t i ence"  when t h e  

I1 MS s o  c l e a r l y  has  Pacience", and bo th  Morr is  and Gollancz g i v e  

the c o r r e c t  r ead ing .  More impor tan t ,  Bateson i n t e r p o l a t e s  t h e  

word "nobel" i n t o  t h e  l i n e ,  p o i n t i n g  o u t  i n  defence o f  h i s  

emendation t h a t  t h e  l a s t  l i n e  r e a d s ,  

pat pac ience  i s  a nobel  poynt ,  pa3 h i t  d i s p l e s e  o f t e ,  

and t h a t  i n  P e a r l  and S i r  Gawain t h e  poe t  r e p e a t s  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e  

a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  poem. I n  f a c t ,  t h e  f i r s t  and l a s t  l i n e s ,  ( i n  

S i r  Gawain, t h e  f i r s t  and l a s t  long l i n e s ) ,  a r e  no t  e x a c t l y  t h e  

same i n  e i t h e r  P e a r l  o r  S i r  Gawain, bu t  bear  approximately  t h e  

same r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  each o t h e r  a s  do t h e  unemended f i r s t  and 

las t  l i n e s  o f  P a t i e n c e .  This p o i n t  does ,  o f  cou r se ,  n u l l i f y  

Bateson ' s  argument. The o t h e r  two e d i t o r s  bo th  g i v e  " ~ a c i e n c e  

11 i s  a poynt"; Gollancz g l o s s e s  "poynt" a s  e s s e n t i a l  t h i n g ,  p o i n t ,  

mat ter" ,  w h i l e  Morr is  omits  t h i s  usage o f  t h e  word from h i s  

g l o s s a r y .  G o l l a n c z l s  exp lana t ion  i s  r a t h e r  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y ,  f o r ,  

as Bateson j u s t l y  observes3,  no o t h e r  example o f  such a  meaning 

f o r  t h i s  word has been recorded.  Emerson sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  MS 

11 apoynt" should be r e t a i n e d ,  and t h a t  i t  means "enjoined,  p r e -  

sc r ibed" .  This  seems a b e t t e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  than  t h a t  o f  



Gol lancz ,  b u t  does involve  what Bateson c a l l s  "an awkward v e r b a l  

co inc idence  between t h e  f i r s t  and t h e  l a s t  l i n e " ,  f o r  i n  t h e  

l a s t  l i n e  "poynt" c l e a r l y  means "matter". Bateson defends  h i s  

emendation by r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h i s ,  a rgu ing  t h a t  

It seems reasonable  t o  presume t h e  same meaning 
i n  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e ,  and then  a p a r t i c u l a r i z i n g  
e p i t h e t  l i k e  "nobel" i s  r e q u i r e d .  

But t h e  problem i s  more complicated than  t h i s ,  f o r  i f  we a r e  t o  

a c c e p t  Ba te son ' s  emendation, we must assume t h a t  t h e  s c r i b e  has 

omi t t ed  a word, and i t  i s  s t r a n g e  t h a t  he should havs  mad2 such 

a mis take  i n  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f  a poem. A t  t h e  same t ime,  a l t hough  

i t  i n c l u d e s  a v e r y  r a d i c a l  emendation, most r e a d e r s  would a g r e e  

t h a t  from an  a e s t h e t i c  po in t  o f  view Bateson ' s  r ead ing  i s  t h e  

most a t t r a c t i v e .  I n  t h e  l as t  a n a l y s i s ,  we may d e r i v e  some com- 

f o r t  from t h e  f a c t  t h a t ,  whichever r ead ing  we s e l e c t ,  t h e  f i r s t  

l i n e  w i l l  s t i l l  s e r v e  t o  b r i n g  t o  o u r  minds t h e  i d e a  o f  man 

a s p i r i n g  t o  an  i d e a l  i n  t h e  f u l l  knowledge o f  t h e  s u f f e r i n g  i n -  

volved i n  t h e  p u r s u i t  o f  p e r f e c t i o n .  

I n  t h e  n i n t h  l i n e  o f  t h e  prologue,  t h e  p reache r  i n t r o -  

duces t h e  Bea t i t udes  from t h e  S t .  Matthew v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  Sermon 

on t h e  Mount, (Matt.  v .  3-10).  A f t e r  expounding t h e  B e a t i t u d e s ,  

and t h e  rewards promised f o r  each group o f  b l e s sed  people ,  he 

says  t h a t  



These a r n  be happes a l l e  a 3 t  bat vus b ihy3 t  weren, 
I f  we byse ladyes  wolde l o f  i n  lyknyng o f  bewes, 

(29-30)  

f 1 and proceeds  t o  name e i g h t  Dames", each one r e p r e s e n t i n g  a  

v i r t u e  c e l e b r a t e d  i n  one Bea t i tude .  Then he e x p l a i n s  t h a t  

... syn I a m  pu t  t o  a poynt b a t  Poue r t e  h a t t e ,  
I s c h a l  me poruay Pacyence, & p lay  me w i t h  bobe, 

(35-6) 

which a g a i n  sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  preacher  i s  apply ing  h i s  t each ing  

t o  h i s  own expe r i ence ,  say ing  i n  e f f e c t  t h a t  s i n c e  he i n -  

v o l u n t a r i l y  s u f f e r s  pover ty ,  he has met t h i s  w i t h  p a t i e n c e ,  and 

has l e a r n e d  t o  t a k e  p l ea su re  i n  both .  H e  goes on t o  s a y  t h a t  

... b e r e  a s  Pouer t  enp res se s ,  ba3 mon pyne bynk, 
Much, maugre h i s  mun, he mot nede s u f f e r .  (43 -4 )  

The moral  i s  t h a t  man should meet t h i s  unavoidable  mi s fo r tune  

w i t h  f o r t i t u d e .  The p r e a c h e r - n a r r a t o r  c a r e f u l l y  expounds and 

i n t e r p r e t s  t h e  b i b l i c a l  t e x t  i n  o r d e r  t o  provide an a u t h o r i t y  

t o  suppor t  h i s  i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  s u f f e r i n g  i s  i n e v i t a b l e  and must 

be  accep ted  w i t h  p a t i e n c e .  

The nex t  twelve l i n e s  o f  t h e  prologue,  (45-56) develop 

t h i s  argument, by sugges t ing  t h a t  man should n o t  merely  accep t  

s u f f e r i n g ,  bu t  p o s i t i v e l y  r e j o i c e  i n  i t ,  because i t  i s  orda ined  

by God t h a t  he should s u f f e r .  The opening l i n e  o f  t h i s  p a r t  o f  

t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  c l i n c h e s  t h e  p r e a c h e r ' s  previous  p o i n t :  



Thus P o u e r t e  & Pacyence a r e  nedes p l a y - f e r e s ,  (45) 

g i v i n g ,  p e r h a p s ,  a  h i n t  of  g r im i r o n y  i n  t h e  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  

SO d a u n t i n g  a s t a t e m e n t  a b o u t  l i f e  w i t h  t h e  i d e a  o f  p l a y f e l l o w s .  

The p r e a c h e r  goes  on t o  s a y  t h a t  " s u f f e r  m e  byhoues" (46) ,  

penne  i s  m e  l y 3 t l o k e r  h i t  l y k e  & h e r  l o t e s  p r a y s e ,  
penne  wyber wyth & be w r o t h  & be wers haue ,  (47-8) 

and t h a t  w h a t e v e r  God may demand o f  a  s e r v a n t ,  

Oper t o  r y d e  o h e r  t o  r e n n e ,  t o  rome i n  h i s  e r n d e ,  
What graybed m e  b e  grycbchyng b o t  grame more seche?  

(52-3) 

E. Ekwall  s u g g e s t s 4  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  emendation t o  t h e  l a s t  l i n e  

11 b u t  one ,  r e a d i n g  n o t  rome" (="roam"), b u t  ( t h e  c i t y  o f )  Rome, 

11 comparing t h i s  u s a g e  t o  t h e  Swedish "romresa", which  means a 

l o n g  journey1' ,  o r  l i t e r a l l y ,  a  journey  t o  Rome. T h i s  i s  a n  

a t t r a c t i v e  i d e a ,  because  i t  would make t h i s  h y p o t h e t i c a l  

command v e r y  similar i n  r e t r o s p e c t  t o  God's f i r s t  command t o  

Jonah, i n  which  He o r d e r s  H i s  s e r v a n t  t o  go t o  Nineveh. The 

f i n a l  p o i n t ,  

& benne brat moste I b o l e ,  & vnbonk t o  mede, 
pet had bowed t o  h i s  bode, bongre my hyure ,  (55-6) 

emphasizes  man's d u t y  t o  God. Again w e  h e a r  t h e  p r e a c h e r  u s i n g  

t h e  d e v i c e  o f  a p p l y i n g  h i s  teaching t o  h imse l f  as w e l l  as t o  

t h e  members o f  h i s  c o n g r e g a t i o n ,  reminding them t h a t  h i s  d u t i e s  

t o  God a r e  t h e  same as t h e i r s .  H e  a r g u e s  i n  t h e s e  l i n e s  t h a t  

man s h o u l d  a c c e p t  p a i n  and d i s c o m f o r t  w i t h  p l e a s u r e ,  knowing 



as he does t h a t  h i s  v i r t u e  w i l l  win him t h e  reward o f  e v e r l a s t -  

i n g  l i f e .  

Jonah i s  not  mentioned u n t i l  t h e  l a s t  f o u r  l i n e s  o f  t h e  

pro logue ,  Then, w i thou t  any warning,  t h e  p reache r  b reaks  o f f  

h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  f o r  a l l  men t o  e x e r c i s e  

p a t i e n c e ,  and s a y s :  

Did no t  Jonas  i n  Jude suche j ape  sum-whyle: 
To s e t t e  him t o  s ewr t e ,  vnsounde he hym feches?  

(57-8) 

Abrupt as t h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  i s ,  we a r e  l e f t  i n  no doubt a s  t o  

i t s  purpose.  The Jonah of t h e  Old Tes tanent  a t tempted t o  avoid  

God's w i l l ,  f a i l e d  t o  be p a t i e n t ,  and caused h imse l f  t e r r i b l e  

t r o u b l e  by s h i r k i n g  h i s  du ty ,  and so  an account  of h i s  s t o r y  

w i l l  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  e t h i c a l  p o i n t s  which t h e  preacher  has  been 

making i n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  l i v e s  of  h i s  congrega t ion  and him- 

s e l f .  I n  r e t r o s p e c t  we s e e  t h a t  much of  what has a l r e a d y  been 

s a i d  i n  g e n e r a l  terms may be a p p l i e d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  Jonah.  It 

Would, f o r  example, have been most f i t t i n g  f o r  t h s  r e b e l l i o u s  

Jonah t o  a s k  h i m s e l f ,  

> i f  me be d y j t  a des tyne  due t o  haue,  
What dowes me be dedayn, ober  d i s p i t  make? (49-50) 

The f i n a l  words o f  t h e  prologue remind us t h a t  we a r e  members o f  

a congrega t ion  hea r ing  a sermon: 



Wyl 3e t a r y  a  l y t t e l  tyne ,  & t e n t  me a whyle, 
I s c h a l  wysse yow per-wyth, a s  ho ly  wryt  t e l l e s .  

(59  -60) 

The p reache r  emphasizes t h a t  he w i l l  t e l l  h i s  s t o r y  w i t h  t h e  

a u t h o r i t y  o f  "holy w r y t f 1 ;  t h a t  he i s ,  a s  i t  were,  a mouthpiece 

f o r  t h e  Word o f  God. A t  t h e  end o f  t h e  prologue,  we await t h e  

s t o r y  o f  Jonah,  aware o f  what i t s  main s i g n i f i c a n c e  w i l l  be ,  o f  

t h e  s c a l e  o f  v a l u e s  by which we a r e  t o  a s s e s s  Jonah ' s  a c t i o n s ,  

and of how and why we as C h r i s t i a n s  should app ly  t h e  moral o f  

t h e  s t o r y  t o  o u r  own l i v e s .  

It  should be c l e a r  from t h e  preceding d i s c u s s i o n  t h a t  t h e  

pro logue  i s  a c a r e f u l l y  s t r u c t u r e d  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  s t o r y  of  

Jonah. M r .  ~ o o r m a n ~  goes one s t e p  f u r t h e r ,  t o  sugges t  t h a t  t h e  

poem a s  a whole d i s p l a y s  t h e  s t r i c t  o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  a medieval 

sermon, which,  he  t e l l s  u s ,  could c o n t a i n  s i x  p o s s i b l e  d i v i s i o n s ,  

1 I theme", I t protheme", "d i l a t i on" ,  "exemplum", "perorat ion" ,  and 

I t  c l o s i n g  formula". He sugges t s  t h a t  Pa t i ence  - c o n t a i n s  f i v e  of 

t h e s e .  The f i r s t  l i n e  i s  regarded a s  t he  "theme", a l t hough  t h i s  

term i s  normal ly  a p p l i e d  t o  a  b i b l i c a l  t e x t  o f  c o n s i d e r a b l e  

l e n g t h .  The Itprotheme", which Moorman desc r ibes  as t h e  p r e a c h e r ' s  

g e n e r a l  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  h i s  main s u b j e c t ,  i s  provided by l i n e s  

2 t o  8 ,  and t h e  "d i l a t i on" ,  ( l i n e s  9-60) o f f e r s  an  e l a b o r a t i o n  

of t h e  theme, i n  t h i s  c a s e  by examining a well-known s c r i p t u r a l  



t e x t .  The s t o r y  of  Jonah,  ( l i n e s  61-523),  o f  c o u r s e  c o n s t i t u t e s  

t h e  "exemplum", and t h e  b r i e f  e p i l o g u e ,  ( l i n e s  5 2 4 - 5 3 0 ) ,  pro-  

I t  v i d e s  t h e  p e r o r a t i o n " .  There  i s  no " c l o s i n g  formula",  b u t  i n -  

s t e a d  a r e p e t i t i o n  o f  t h e  "theme". I n  h i s  e f f o r t s  t o  make h i s  

argument  c l e a r  and c o n c i s e ,  Moorman somewhat o v e r - s i m p l i f i e s  i t ,  

f o r  most med ieva l  sermons d i d  n o t  have t h e  k i n d  o f  s t r u c t u r e  

which  he f i n d s  i n  P a t i e n c e .  According t o  W.O. ~ o s s ~ ,  w r i t e r s  o f  

l a t e  med ieva l  t r e a t i s e s  on sermon c o n s t r u c t i o n  r e c o g n i z e  two 

p r i n c i p a l  t y p e s  o f  sermon, which  may be c a l l e d  " a n c i e n t "  and 

'1 modern", and o n l y  t h e  l a t t e r  form, which o r i g i n a t e d  i n  t h e  

u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  has  t h e  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  s t r u c t u r e  o f  which  Moorman 

s p e a k s  as t h e  r u l e .  The r e a d e r  may a l s o  o b s e r v e  t h a t  R o s s ' s  

I' a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  a  modern" sermon, and t h e  names and 

purposes  o f  e a c h  o f  t h e  s i x  p a r t s ,  d i f f e r s  s h a r p l y  from ~ o o r m a n ' s .  

C l e a r l y ,  h i s  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  shou ld  be  t r e a t e d  w i t h  c a u t i o n .  

N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  a l t h o u g h  I f e e l  t h a t  i t  i s  o v e r - s t a t e d  and 

s u p p o r t e d  i n  p a r t  by m i s l e a d i n g  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  Moorman's d i s  - 
c u s s i o n  i s  u s e f u l .  I t  s e r v e s  t o  remind us  t h a t  P a t i e n c e  i s  a  

sermon, and t h a t  t h e  argument o f  t h e  p ro logue  i s  o r g a n i z e d  w i t h  

m e t i c u l o u s  c a r e  and c o n s c i o u s  a r t i s t r y .  

Moorman's a r t i c l e  a l s o  r a i s e s  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  t h e  

c h a r a c t e r  of  t h e  p r e a c h e r .  He d e s c r i b e s  t h e  l i n e s  i n  which t h e  



p r e a c h e r  t u r n s  from t h e  moral  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  h i s  own l i f e  t o  t h e  

f i r s t  r e f e r e n c e  t o  J o n a h ' s  conduct  a s  "a b r i l l i a n t l y  accompl ished 

t r a n ~ i t i o n " ~ ,  g o i n g  on  t o  s a y  t h a t  

... t h e  t r i a l s  o f  t h e  h a r r a s s e d  p r e a c h e r ,  g o i n g  
somewhat r e l u c t a n t l y  and c e r t a i n l y  unthanked 
a b o u t  God's b u s i n e s s ,  l e a d  q u i t e  n a t u r a l l y  t o  
t h e  p a r a b l e  o f  t h e  u n w i l l i n g  p rophe t  o f  t h e  Old 
T e s t a m e n t .  

There  i s  doub t  n e i t h e r  t h a t  t h e  poe t  e x e c u t e s  t h i s  t r a n s i t i o n  

w i t h  t h e  g r e a t e s t  o f  s k i l l ,  n o r  t h a t  o u r  awareness  o f  t h e  

p r e a c h e r ' s  own s u f f e r i n g s  p r e p a r e s  u s  f o r  h e a r i n g  a b o u t  J o n a h ' s ;  

b u t  Moorman's d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  p r e a c h e r  i s  a l i t t l e  f a n c i f u l .  

He p roceeds  t o  a r g u e  t h a t  t h e  t h e m a t i c  r e l e v a n c e  o f  t h i s  d e v i c e  

does  n o t  e x p l a i n  " t h e  i n t e n s i t y "  w i t h  which t h e  s h i f t  i s  made, 

and t h a t  t h e  Jonah  s t o r y  does n o t  need any s u c h  i n t r o d u c t i o n .  

From t h i s  h e  deduces  t h a t  we a r e  j u s t i f i e d  i n  i n t e r p r e t i n g  t h e  

words o f  t h e  p r e a c h e r  a s  a n  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  s t a t e m e n t  by t h e  

p o e t ,  i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  i t  i s  " imposs ib le  . . . n o t  t o  f i n d  h e r e  a n  

echo o f  b o t h  t h e  t o n e  and theme o f  p e a r l " .  The assumpt ion  i s ,  

presumably ,  t h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  w i l l  a c c e p t  w i t h o u t  demur t h a t  P e a r l  

c o n t a i n s  c l e a r l y  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  m a t e r i a l ,  and t h a t  by a n a l o g y  

i t  w i l l  t h e r e f o r e  be  p r o b a b l e  t h a t  s i m i l a r  e l ements  c a n  be  

found i n  P a t i e n c e .  I n  f a i r n e s s  t o  Moorman, we must admi t  t h a t  

h e  warns a g a i n s t  " t h e  e x c e s s e s  o f  b i o g r a p h i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  

a t t a c h e d  i n  t h e  p a s t  t o  t h e s e  poemsf', and emphasizes t h a t  h e  



11 does  n o t  w i s h  t o  advance  s u c h  a t h e o r y  i n  any e x c e p t  t h e  most 

t e n t a t i v e  o f  terms". N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  I f e e l  t h a t  h i s  i n t e r p r e t a -  

t i o n  o f  t h e  " i n t e n s i t y 1 '  of t h e  s h i f t  i s  tenuous  t o  s a y  t h e  l eas t .  

11 H e  f a i l s  t o  c o n v i n c e  m e  t h a t  t h i s  i n t e n s i t y "  c a n  b e  c la imed  

w i t h o u t  d e f e n c e  o r  d e f i n i t i o n  t o  s u p p o r t  a n  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  The s i m i l a r i t y  between t h e  t o n e  o f  t h e  beginnings 

of P a t i e n c e  and P e a r l  i s  e x a g g e r a t e d ,  f o r  t h e r e  i s  r e a l l y  no 

doub t  t h a t  t h e  open ing  of P e a r l  i s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  and unambiguous- 

l y  p e r s o n a l  i n  a  way i n  which  t h a t  o f  P a t i e n c e  i s  n o t .  8 

It i s  more i n t e r e s t i n g  and i l l u m i n a t i n g  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  

way i n  which t h e  p e r s o n a l  comments o f  t h e  p r e a c h e r  a f f e c t  t h e  

t o n e  and emphasis  o f  t h e  poem a s  a  whole.  I n  t h e  p ro logue ,  he  

d e l i b e r a t e l y  makes h i s  c o n g r e g a t i o n  aware o f  t h e  r e l e v a n c e  t h a t  

t h e  d o c t r i n e  he  t e a c h e s  h a s  had i n  h i s  own l i f e .  Thus, he en-  

c o u r a g e s  men t o  meet s u f f e r i n g  p a t i e n t l y ,  even j o y f u l l y ,  

s u p p o r t i n g  h i s  argument  by t e l l i n g  how he h imse l f  h a s  done 

t h i s :  p r o v i n g ,  as i t  were ,  t h e  e f f i c a c y  of h i s  t h e o r i e s  i n  

p r a c t i c e ,  The s t o r y  t h a t  h e  t e l l s  i s  one i n  which a  man, indeed  

a p r o p h e t ,  f a i l s  t o  do t h i s .  So t h e  p r e a c h e r  s t a n d s  o u t  i n  o u r  

minds as a man o f  p e c u l i a r  v i r t u e ,  a  man who has  l e a r n e d  t o  

a c c e p t  t h e  t r i a l s  o f  l i f e  th rough  h i s  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  mercy of  

God and h i s  f a i t h  i n  s a l v a t i o n .  He t o o  i s  a  man, and t h e r e f o r e  



s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  same tempta t ions  a s  t hose  t o  which Jonah f a l l s  

p rey ,  and a g a i n s t  which we a r e  warned. But we form t h e  impress ion 

t h a t  he  speaks  from a p o s i t i o n  of  unders tanding,  o f  q u i e t  con- 

f i d e n c e  based on deep conv ic t ion ,  and t h a t  h i s  words a r e  t hose  

of  t h e  r a r e  man who has found t h e  peace o f  a  s t a b l e  and un- 

shakeab le  f a i t h .  

The p reache r  i n t roduces  t h e  Bea t i tudes  by d e s c r i b i n g  how 

he heard them read  a t  Mass: 

I herde on a  halyday a t  a hy3e masse, 
How Mathew melede, pat  h i s  Mayster  h i s  meyny 

con t eche .  (9-10) 

This  emphasizes t h e  f a c t  t h a t  o u r  t e a c h e r  has himself  been t h e  

r e c i p i e n t  o f  t each ing ,  a s  we, t h e  audience,  a r e  now. Indeed,  

t h e  i n s t r u c t i o n  which he once rece ived  and now r e p e a t s  f o r  o u r  

b e n e f i t  i s  o r i g i n a l l y  from t h e  account by one of  t h e  E v a n g e l i s t s  

o f  a  sermon by C h r i s t ,  t h e  t e a c h e r  o f  a l l .  A s  t h e  preacher  para -  

ph ra ses  f o r  h i s  audience t h e  words spoken by C h r i s t  dur ing  t h e  

Sermon on t h e  Mount, and s e t  down i n  t h e  Gospel accord ing  t o  

S t .  Matthew, we r e c e i v e  a  deep impress ion of  t h e  c o n t i n u i t y  of  

t h e  Word, and t h e  g r e a t  t r a d i t i o n  t o  which t h e  preacher  belongs .  

The dev ice  o f  s e t t i n g  t h e  famous b i b l i c a l  passage w i t h i n  t h e  

c o n t e x t  o f  a  mass a l s o  s e rves  t o  provide t h e  n a r r a t i v e  w i t h  a 

I t  frame" s imilar  t o  t h a t  used i n  t h e  dream convent ion.  It may 



be more than  co inc idence  t h a t  i n  P e a r l  t h e  frame i s  used t o  

emphasize t h e  human r e l evance  o f  t he  ensuing s p i r i t u a l  r e v e l a t i o n ,  

t h u s  p rov id ing  a second l e v e l  o f  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  

The p reache r  informs us t h a t  he heard t h e  Bea t i t udes  read  

a t  Mass, and s o  we should perhaps i n v e s t i g a t e  when t h i s  event  

would have taken  p l a c e .  The S t .  Matthew t e x t  would have been t h e  

Gospel f o r  Mass on t h e  c e l e b r a t o r y  f e a s t  o f  A l l  S a i n t s '  Day, 

which precedes  t h e  p e n i t e n t i a l  f e a s t  o f  A l l  s o u l s '  Day, and i t  i s  

i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  r e c a l l  t h a t  S i r  Gawain dined on t h e  former b e f o r e  

s e t t i n g  o u t  f o r  t h e  Green Chapel on t h e  l a t t e r . '  This means t h a t  

t h e  t e x t  of t h e  Bea t i t udes  has a themat ic  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  

Book o f  Jonah,  f o r  i t  

... w a s  read  du r ing  Pass ion  Week, an occas ion  
when a  s p e c i a l  i n j u n c t i o n  t o  Repentance and 

10 Confess ion was de l ive red  , 

and Pas s ion  Week cu lmina tes  i n  t h e  c e l e b r a t o r y  f e a s t  of  t h e  

R e s u r r e c t i o n ,  I n  P a t i e n c e  t h e  r e a d e r  i s  encouraged t o  examine 

h i s  conduct  and h i s  va lues  i n  t h e  l i g h t  of t h e  c r i t i e r i a  l a i d  

down i n  t h e  prologue and i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  t h e  exemplum. And I 

th ink ,  though t h i s  i s  no t  t h e  p l a c e  t o  argue t h e  p o i n t ,  t h a t  a  

s i m i l a r  p roces s  may be t r a c e d  i n  S i r  Gawain, a l b e i t  i n  a more 

ambiguous and complex form. I n  bo th  poems, t h e  j o y f u l  a f f i r m a -  

t i o n  o f  C h r i s t i a n  v a l u e s  i s  tempered by t h e  sober ing  r e a l i z a t i o n  



o f  t h e  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  of  human weakness and s i n f u l n e s s ,  and s o  

i t  can be s a i d  i n  g e n e r a l  terms t h a t  t h e i r  moral tone  combines 

t h e  c e l e b r a t o r y  and t h e  p e n i t e n t i a l .  Thus t h e  s p e c i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  

a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e  Bea t i tudes  and t h e  Book o f  Jonah a s  passages  used 

f o r  t h e  purpose o f  t each ing  w i t h i n  t h e  con tex t  of t h e  l i t u r g i c a l  

y e a r  i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t he  tone  and con ten t  of t h e  moral i n s t r u c t -  

i o n  conta ined  i n  Pa t i ence .  

I n  h i s  v e r s i o n  of t h e  Bea t i t udes ,  t h e  poet  fo l lows  t h e  

Vulga te  t e x t  c l o s e l y l l ,  t r a n s l a t i n g  t h e  L a t i n  i n t o  i d ioma t i c  

Eng l i sh ,  and somewhat e l a b o r a t i n g  t h e  concepts .  H i s  t r ea tmen t  

o f  t h e  second group i s  t y p i c a l :  t h e  Vulgate " ~ e a t i  m i t e s :  

quoniam i p s i  poss idebunt  terraml ' ,  (Matt.  v .  4 ) ,  becomes : 

pay a r  happen a l s o  pat haunte mekenesse, 
For bay s c h a l w e l d e  P i s  worlde & a l l e  he r  

wy l l e  haue. (15-16) 

The on ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  a l t e r a t i o n  comes i n  h i s  v e r s i o n  of  t h e  

e i g h t h ,  which i s  a  po in t  o f  major s i g n i f i c a n c e  t h a t  I w i l l  con- 

s i d e r  l a t e r .  F i r s t  we should b r i e f l y  t u r n  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  a 

s u g g e s t i o n  by O.F. ~ rne r son l*  about t h e  use  o f  t h e  Bea t i t udes  

i n  P a t i e n c e .  He a rgues  t h a t  t h e  p o e t ' s  a p p l i c a t i o n  of t h e  

b i b l i c a l  t e x t  may be der ived  from T e r t u l l i a n ' s  t r e a t i s e  

De P a t i - e n t i a .  The theory  i s  supported by h i s  argument f o r  t h e  

e x i s t e n c e  o f  a  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  s torm passage i n  



Patience and the Late Latin poem, De Jonah et Nineve, (also 

known as Carmen de Jona Pro~heta) which is attributed to 

~ertu1lian.l~ But Emerson fails to notice that, whereas the 

Gawain-poet introduces all eight Beatitudes in the same order 

and in a similar form to that found in the original St. Matthew 

I I text, Tertullian names only six, (omitting Beati misericordes" 

and "Beati mundo corde"), and considerably alters the form of 

some others. It is of course still possible that the poet de- 

rived the idea for his use of this passage from ~ertullian's 

treatise, but there is no question that his model was the 

Gospel according to St. Matthew. 

After presenting the Beatitudes, the preacher goes on to 

name eight "Dames", whom, he says, we should "lof in lyknyng 

of bewes" (30). These personify the virtues celebrated in the 

Beatitudes, and are typical of the medieval habit, ultimately 

derived from classical literature, of personifying abstract 

conceptions. C . S .  Lewis, in his excellent account of this 

tradition, refers to it as: 

... the favourite theme of the Middle Ages - -  
the battle of the virtues and the vices, the 
Psychomachia, the "bellum intestinum", the 
Holy War. 14 

In Patience, the personifications of virtues do no fight with 

their evil counterparts (as they do, for example, in the 



Psychomachia o f  P r u d e n t i u s  and i n  t h e  C a s t l e  o f  P e r s e v e r a n c e ) ,  

b u t  t h e y  are s t i l l  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s  o f  a b s t r a c t  c o n c e p t s ,  made 

f o r  exemplary  p u r p o s e s ,  and as such  are c l e a r l y  d e s c e n d a n t s  

o f  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n .  Each B e a t i t u d e  i s  r e p r e s e n t e d  by t h e  

a p p r o p r i a t e  l a d y .  Dames " ~ o u e r t " ,  11 ~ e n a u n c e " ,  "Mercy", "Clan- 

nesse",  and "Pes" a r e  p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  same o r d e r  as t h e  B e a t i -  

t u d e s  f o r  which  t h e y  s t a n d :  t h u s  t h e  f i r s t  l a d y ,  "Dame P o u e r t " ,  

r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  f i r s t  group of "Beati",  t h o s e  "bat han  i n  h e r t  

p o u e r t e "  (13) .  The o n l y  a l t e r a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  makes from t h e  

o r d e r  o f  t h e  B e a t i t u d e s  i s  i n  t h e  p o s i t i o n s  o f  " ~ a m e  p i t e e "  

and "Dame Mekenes se"  : 

Dame P o u e r t ,  Dame P i t e e ,  Dame Penaunce b e  b rydde ,  
Dame Mekenesse, Dame Mercy & Miry Clannesse .  (31-2) 

I t  i s  c l e a r  from a n  examina t ion  o f  t h e  l i n e s  t h a t  t h e i r  p o s i t i o n s  

are i n t e r c h a n g e d  t o  conform w i t h  t h e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  p a t t e r n .  

I have  a l r e a d y  obse rved  t h a t  i n  h i s  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  e i g h t h  

B e a t i t u d e  t h e  p o e t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  a l t e r s  t h e  Vulga te  t e x t .  The 

l I p e r s o n i f i e d  f i g u r e  which r e p r e s e n t s  t h i s  g roup  i s  Dame PacyenceM,  

and  t h i s  f a c t  may s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  emendation has  some t h e m a t i c  

i m p o r t a n c e  f o r  t h e  poem a s  a whole.  The Vulga te  t e x t  r e a d s :  

Beati q u i  pe r secu t ionem p a t i u n t u r  p r o p t e r  i u s t i t i a m :  
quoniam ipsorum e s t  regnum caelorum. (Matt .  V .  10)  

The p o e t  r e n d e r s  t h i s ,  



pay a r  happen a l s o  pat con h e r  h e r t  s t e r e ,  
For  h o r e s  i s  he heuen-ryche ,  a s  I e r  sayde . (27-8)  

I have  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  h i s  v e r s i o n  of  t h e  o t h e r  s e v e n  B e a t i t u d e s  

s t a y s  c l o s e  t o  t h e  s e n s e  o f  t h e  Vulgate .  Thus t h e  p o e t ' s  a l t e r -  

a t i o n  o f  t h e  s p e c i f i c  "qui  pe r secu t ionem p a t i u n t u r  p r o p t e r  

I' i u s t i t i a m "  t o  t h e  ambiguous p a t  con h e r  h e r t  s t e r e "  shou ld  

i n d i c a t e  t h a t  he  may be  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  extend o r  modify t h e  

meaning i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  b i b l i c a l  t e x t .  Moorman p a r a p h r a s e s  

t h e  meaning o f  "pa t i ence"  i n  t h e  poem as " f o r t i t u d e ,  p a t i e n c e  

u n d e r  a d v e r s i t y W . l 5  T h i s  i n  e f f e c t  f o l l o w s  t h e  N.E.D. d e f i n i t i o n :  

The s u f f e r i n g  o r  e n d u r i n g  (of  p a i n ,  t r o u b l e  o r  
e v i l )  w i t h  ca lmness  and composure; t h e  qu l i t y  
o r  c a p a c i t y  o f  s o  s u f f e r i n g  o r  e n d u r i n g .  1% 

T h i s  meaning seems a c c e p t a b l e  a t  f i r s t ,  and indeed  i t  h a s  no t  

been c h a l l e n g e d ,  b u t  i t  does n o t h i n g  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  

a l t e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  V u l g a t e  t e x t  o f  t h e  B e a t i t u d e s  i n  one c a s e  

o u t  o f  e i g h t .  

I f  we t u r n  t o  t h e  summary o f  t h e  theme and t h e  r e s t a t e -  

ment o f  t h e  mora l  a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  poem, w e  w i l l  f i n d  t h a t  God 

o r  t h e  p r e a c h e r  ( i t  i s  u n c e r t a i n  which17),  s a y s  t o  Jonah:  

Be n o 3 t  s o  g r y n d e l ,  Godman, b o t  go f o r t h  py wayes: 
Be p r e u e  & be p a c i e n t  i n  payne & i n  j o y e .  (524-5) 

Now, Moorman, and indeed  e v e r y  c r i t i c  I have r e a d  on P a t i e n c e ,  

o f t e n  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  poem a s  p a t i e n c e  



11 i n  paynel ' ,  b u t  makes no mention o f  p a t i e n c e  " i n  joye". I be-  

l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  Gawain-poet d e l i b e r a t e l y  e x t e n d s  t h e  meaning o f  

t h e  word s o  t h a t  i t  may a p p l y  t o  p a t i e n c e  i n  good f o r t u n e  a s  

w e l l  as i n  bad,  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a p p a r e n t  i n  t h e  p r o l o g u e ,  and t h a t  

i t  i s  p o i n t e d  o u t  d i r e c t l y  i n  t h e  words a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  poem. 

We c a n  f i n d  some s u p p o r t  f o r  t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i n  Chaucer .  No 

o n e  would q u e s t i o n  t h a t  t h e  C l e r k ' s  T a l e  i s  a b o u t  p a t i e n c e ,  and 

a g a i n  i t  would seem from a c u r s o r y  g l a n c e  t h a t  Moorman's de-  

f i n i t i o n  o f  " f o r t i t u d e ,  p a t i e n c e  under  a d v e r s i t y "  would 

a d e q u a t e l y  d e s c r i b e  G r i s e l d e ' s  o u t s t a n d i n g  v i r t u e .  Indeed ,  

C h a u c e r l s  mora l  t o  t h e  t a l e  i s  t h a t  men s h o u l d  be  a s  

... c o n s t a n t  i n  a d v e r s i t e e  
A s  was G r i s i l d e .  1 8  

But G r i s e l d e  i s  t r i e d  n o t  o n l y  by t h e  h a r d s h i p s  s h e  i s  made t o  

e n d u r e ,  b u t  a l s o  by t h e  e a s e  o f  l i f e  a t  c o u r t :  h e r  p a t i e n c e  i s  

t e s t e d  i n  p r o s p e r i t y  as w e l l  i n  a d v e r s i t y .  The ~ a w a i n - p o e t ' s  

u s e  o f  t h e  u n p a r t i c u l a r i z e d  "bat con h e r  h e r t  stere" (27)  may 

a l s o  s u p p o r t  my i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  meaning o f  p a t i e n c e .  The 

1 I e d i t o r s  g l o s s  s t e r e "  a s  "guide,  s t e e r "  (Ba teson) ;  " r u l e "  

(Gol lancz  and M o r r i s ) .  Thus t h e  i d e a  i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  word i s  

t h a t  o f  hav ing  f u l l  c o n t r o l  o v e r  o n e ' s  h e a r t  o r  p a s s i o n s ,  a 

meaning which Chaucer c l e a r l y  i n t e n d s  when he  s a y s  t h a t  T r o i l u s  

f e l l  a v i c t i m  o f  l o v e ,  



Ayeyns h i s  w i l l e  t h a t  shuld  h i s  h e r t e  s t e r e .  19 

I I 1 I I n  h i s  g l o s s a r y ,  Robinson d e f i n e s  s teren"  as s t e e r ;  con t ro l " .  

I feel  t h a t  P a t i e n c e  o f f e r s  us s u f f i c i e n t  evidence t o  s ay  t h a t  

t h e  p o e t  d e l i b e r a t e l y  modif ies  t h e  form of t h e  e i g h t h  B e a t i t u d e  

t o  widen t h e  concept  of "pat ience"  from one o f  f o r t i t u d e  i n  ill 

f o r t u n e  t o  one which involves  t h e  f u l l  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  pas s ions  

i n  p r o s p e r i t y  and a d v e r s i t y  a l i k e .  It i s  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  

t h i s  wider  meaning t h a t  Jonah, and  by i m p l i c a t i o n  t h e  audience ,  

i s  t o l d :  

Be preue  & be p a c i e n t  i n  payne & i n  joye.  (525) 

The p reache r  spends twelve l i n e s ,  o r o n e  f i f t h ,  o f  t h e  pro-  

l ogue  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  e x i s t s  between 

p a t i e n c e  and pover ty .  He then  proceeds t o  r e l a t e  a  well-known 

s t o r y  which, though i t  i s  ve ry  c l e a r l y  about p a t i e n c e ,  a p p a r e n t l y  

has  no th ing  t o  do w i t h  pover ty .  A t  t h e  same t ime,  one f e e l s  t h a t  

t h e  pro logue  i s  much too t i g h t l y  organized and f i n e l y  balanced 

t o  c o n t a i n  i r r e l e v a n c e s ,  and t h e r e f o r e  t h i s  concern w i t h  

pove r ty  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  unders tand.  Before we can hope t o  ex- 

p l a i n  t h i s  appa ren t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n ,  we must t r y  t o  e s t a b l i s h  

f I e x a c t l y  what t h e  poe t  means by t h e  term poverty". The f i r s t  

t ime i t  i s  mentioned i s  a t  t h e  beginning o f  t h e  p r e a c h e r ' s  

r e c i t a l  o f  t h e  Bea t i t udes ,  where he says :  



Thay a r n  happen p a t  han i n  h e r t  p o u e r t e ,  (13) 

which  i s  a c l o s e  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  "Bea t i  pauperes  s p i r i t u "  

(Matt. v. 3 ) .  T h i s  v i r t u e  i s  d e s c r i b e d  by Peake as c o n s i s t i n g  

i n  " p i e t y  and h u m i l i t y w z 0 ,  and t h u s  we can  s a y  q u i t e  s imply  

t h a t  one  e x p e c t s  a man who p o s s e s s e s  t h e  v i r t u e  o f  p a t i e n c e ,  o f  

c o n t r o l l i n g  h i s  p a s s i o n s  i n  h a r d s h i p  and i n  e a s e ,  t o  b e  f i l l e d  

w i t h  what  may pe rhaps  be c a l l e d  " s p i r i t u a l "  p o v e r t y .  Bateson 

n o t e s 2 1  t h a t  med ieva l  commentators i n t e r p r e t e d  t h e  f i r s t  B e a t i -  

t u d e  as a c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  v o l u n t a r y  p o v e r t y ,  and r e l a t e s  t h i s  

i d e a l  t o  t h e  m o n a s t i c  vows o f  obed ience ,  p o v e r t y  and c e l i b a c y .  

I f  a d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  needed between " s p i r i t u a l "  p o v e r t y  and 

v o l u n t a r y  material p o v e r t y ,  we can  pe rhaps  s a y  t h a t  t h e  d e s i r e  

t o  e n t e r  t h e  second s t a t e  i s  a r e s u l t  o f  a c h i e v i n g  t h e  f i r s t .  

Thus f a r ,  t h e  meaning o f  "poverty" i s  c l e a r ,  b u t  a com- 

p l i c a t i o n  a p p e a r s  a l i t t l e  l a t e r  i n  t h e  p r o l o g u e ,  when t h e  

p r e a c h e r  s a y s  : 

F o r  p e r  as P o u e r t  h i r  p r o f e r e s  ho n y l  be  p u t  v t t e r ,  
Bot l e n g e  where-so-euer  h i r  l y s t ,  l y k e  o b e r  greme; 
& p e r e  as P o u e r t  e n p r e s s e s ,  pa3 mon pyne pynk, 
Much, maugre h i s  mun, h e  mot nede s u f f e r  (41-4) 

11 C l e a r l y  h e  i s  n o t  r e f e r r i n g  h e r e  t o  s p i r i t u a l "  p o v e r t y  o r  t o  

v o l u n t a r y  m a t e r i a l  p o v e r t y ,  b u t  t o  m a t e r i a l  p o v e r t y  borne  o f  

n e c e s s i t y .  But a t  t h e  same t i m e ,  t h e  p o e t  c a r e f u l l y  r e l a t e s  t h i s  

I1 t o  h i s  e a r l i e r  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h o s e  p a t  han i n  h e r t  ~ o u e r t e "  ( 1 3 ) ,  



f o r  h e  reminds  u s  h e r e  t h a t  p o v e r t y  and p a t i e n c e  may b e  c o n s i d e r e d  

t o g e t h e r  , 

F o r  i n  b e  t y x t e  p e r e  byse  two a r n  i n  teme l a y d e .  (37)  

The " t y x t e "  undoub ted ly  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  B e a t i t u d e s .  I n  t h e  V u l g a t e ,  

I t  t h e  f i r s t  B e a t i t u d e  r e a d s  B e a t i  pauperes  s p i r i t u " ,  and t h e  p o e t  

makes no a t t e m p t  t o  modify t h e  meaning o f  t h i s  i n  h i s  t r a n s l a t i o n .  

We a r e  t h e r e f o r e  l e f t  t o  conc lude  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  i s  s p e a k i n g  o f  

two k i n d s  o f  p o v e r t y  a t  once ,  and s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  b o t h  may b e  

deno ted  by one  word, much a s  he  u s e s  p a t i e n c e  t o  mean c o n t r o l  

o f  t h e  p a s s i o n s  b o t h  i n  a d v e r s i t y  and i n  p r o s p e r i t y .  Indeed ,  

b o t h  k i n d s  o f  p o v e r t y  may b e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  p a t i e n c e :  when 

s u f f e r i n g  m a t e r i a l  d e p r i v a t i o n ,  man must b e a r  h i s  h a r d s h i p s  

p a t i e n t l y ,  w h i l e  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  q u a l i t y  o f  "pouerte",  l i k e  t h a t  

o f  p a t i e n c e ,  l i e s  i n  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  h u m i l i t y  and r e s t r a i n t .  

Jonah  c l e a r l y  l a c k s  s p i r i t u a l  p o v e r t y ,  b u t  t h e  c r i t i c s  have  f e l t  

t h a t  h e  c e r t a i n l y  does  n o t  s u f f e r  from m a t e r i a l  p o v e r t y e 2 *  T h i s  

i s  t o  a p p l y  a v e r y  l i t e r a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  m a t e r i a l  p o v e r t y ,  

f o r  one  o f  t h e  major  e p i s o d e s  o f  t h e  s t o r y  d e s c r i b e s  how God 

t a k e s  t h e  gourd ,  a p r i z e d  p o s s e s s i o n ,  away from Jonah,  and how 

t h e  p r o p h e t  mourns t h e  l o s s  o f  t h i s  s o u r c e  o f  p h y s i c a l  comfor t  

and i s  u n a b l e  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  blow w i t h  p a t i e n c e .  I f e e l  t h a t  t h e  

p r o l o g u e  s h o u l d  p r e p a r e  u s  t o  see t h a t  t h i s  i l l u s t r a t e s  J o n a h ' s  

l a c k  o f  p a t i e n c e  when he i s  s t r u c k  by p l lys ica l  p o v e r t y .  We may 



say i n  b r i e f  t h a t  i n  t h e  p r o l o g u e  t h e  p o e t  widens  and deepens  

o u r  c o n c e p t  of t h e  n a t u r e  and t h e  r a m i f i c a t i o n s  of  t h e  v i r t u e s  

o f  p a t i e n c e  and p o v e r t y ,  and t h a t  b o t h  a r e  of t h e  u tmost  re- 

l e v a n c e  i n  t h e  s t o r y  o f  Jonah.  

T h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  nove l  a b o u t  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  p o v e r t y  

and  p a t i e n c e .  I n  t h e  n i n t h  Psalm we a r e  t o l d  t h a t  ". . .  p a t i e n t i a  

pauperurn non p e r i b i t  i n  finem". 23 Bateson l i s t s  examples from 

S t .  A u g u s t i n e ,  S t .  F r a n c i s ,  and E a r l y  E n g l i s h  p roverbs24 ,  w h i l e  

I1 Anderson d e s c r i b e s  t h i s  l i n k  a s  a  commonplace of  med ieva l  

h o m i l e e t i c  w r i t i n g " ,  and draws a t t e n t i o n  t o  examples i n  P i e r s  

Plowman and Chaucer ,  add ing  t h a t  P a t i e n c e  may i t s e l f  b e  "re- 

s p o n s i b l e  f o r  some of t h e  p o p u l a r i t y  o f  t h e  The 

p o e t  e x p l a i n s  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  p o v e r t y  and p a t i e n c e  by p o i n t -  

ing o u t  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  t h e  o n l y  two B e a t i t u d e s  which  s h a r e  t h e  

same reward:  

F o r  i n  be t y x t e  b e r e  byse  two arn i n  t e m e  l a y d e ,  
H i t  a r n  f e t t l e d  i n  on  forme,  be  forme & b e  l a s t e .  

(37-8) 

The l a s t  h a l f - l i n e  c o n t a i n s  t h e  p r o v o c a t i v e  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  t h e  

l i n k  i s  made more f i t t i n g  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  p a t i e n c e  and p o v e r t y  

a r e  t h e  f i r s t  and t h e  l a s t  B e a t i t u d e s ,  s u g g e s t i n g  a l l  t h e  

C h r i s t i a n  a s s o c i a t i o n s  s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  i d e a  of  Alpha and Omega, 

f i r s t  and l a s t .  The Gawain-poet e l sewhere  shows i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  



r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the  f i r s t  and t h e  l a s t .  I n  S i r  Gawain he 

makes t h e  ambiguous obse rva t ion  t h a t  

p e  forme t o  be fynisment fo ldez  f u l   eld den*^. 
I n  s p i t e  o f  t h i s ,  t h e  f i n a l  l i n e s  of h i s  poems always b r i n g  us 

back t o  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  opening l i n e s ,  admi t t ed ly  w i t h  t h e  

q u a l i f i c a t i o n  o f  whatever has gone between. Thus i n  P e a r l  t h e  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  f i n e  and s t r i k i n g  c i r c u l a r  form emphasizes t h e  

c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  f i r s t  and t h e  l a s t ,  wh i l e  t h e  

development i n  t h e  Dreamer from excess ive  g r i e f  and word l ines s  

a t  t h e  beg inn ing  t o  t h e  q u i e t  r e s i g n a t i o n  o f  f u l l  knowledge and 

accep tance  o f  God's w i l l  a t  t h e  end s t r e s s e s  t h e  g r e a t  change 

encompassed i n  t h e  c i r c u l a r  movement. I n  P a t i e n c e ,  t h e  ep i logue  

echoes t h e  moral  l e s s o n  o f  t h e  prologue,  wh i l e  t h e  development 

brought  about  du r ing  t h e  course  o f  t h e  exemplum should be i n  t h e  

l i s t e n e r .  

The Gawain-poet 's u se  o f  t he  s t o r y  o f  Jonah t o  i l l u s t r a t e  

p a t i e n c e  i s  n e i t h e r  s u r p r i s i n g  nor unique.  Bateson observes  

t h a t  "The Koran mentions Jonah as a  type  o f  impat ience 11*7, and,  

a f t e r  d i l i g e n t  s e a r c h ,  ( f o r  Bateson g ives  no r e f e r e n c e ) ,  t h e  

r e a d e r  may f i n d  t h e  fol lowing:  

Wherefore, p a t i e n t l y  w a i t  t he  judgement o f  t h y  LORD: 
and be n o t  l i k e  him who was swallowed by t h e  f i s h ,  
when he c r i e d  unto  God, being inwardly  vexed.28 



I n  t h e  same n o t e ,  Bateson r e f e r s  t o  ~ e r t u l l i a n ' s  De Fuga I n  

P e r s e c u t i o n e ,  i n  which  Jonah i s  p r e s e n t e d  a s  "a t y p e  o f  how a 

s e r v a n t  o f  God ough t  n o t  t o  f e e l  and a c t " ,  and S t .  Chrysos tom's  

Homily V. t o  t h e  P e o p l e  o f  Ant ioch,  i n  which Jonah  i s  t r e a t e d  

I I as a t y p e  o f  impat iencef1 .29  I t  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  m o r a l i s t s  

a n d  h o m i l i s t s  o f  w i d e l y  d i f f e r i n g  a g e s  and c u l t u r e s  have used 

t h e  s t o r y  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  i m p a t i e n c e .  If t h e r e  i s  one  i m p r e s s i o n  

which  w e  r e t a i n  from o u r  f i r s t  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  Old Testament  

s t o r y  o f  Jonah ,  i t  i s  one o f  t h e  f u t i l i t y  o f  r e b e l l i o n  a g a i n s t  

a n  a l l - p o w e r f u l  God c o n t r o l l i n g  a n  i n e x o r a b l e  d e s t i n y .  

The p u r p o s e  of  t h e  p r o l o g u e  i s  t o  p r e p a r e  u s  f o r  h e a r i n g  

and u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  s t o r y  o f  Jonah.  Through t h e  p e r s o n a  o f  

t h e  p r e a c h e r ,  t h e  p o e t  e x p l a i n s  C h r i s t i a n  s t a n d a r d s  o f  conduct  

t o  u s ,  s o  t h a t  we may be f u l l y  equipped w i t h  t h e  mora l  c r i t e r i a  

w i t h  which  t o  comprehend t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  s t o r y  o f  Jonah.  

H e  b a s e s  h i s  t e a c h i n g  on a  well-known t e x t ,  t h e  B e a t i t u d e s  from 

S t .  Mat thew's  Gospel ,  t h u s  b r i n g i n g  t o  o u r  minds t h e  Sermon on 

t h e  Mount, and t h e  concep t  o f  C h r i s t  as p r e a c h e r .  From t h e  e i g h t  

B e a t i t u d e s ,  he  s e l e c t s  t h e  l a s t  g roup ,  t h e  p a t i e n t ,  and r e l a t e s  

i t  t o  t h e  f i r s t ,  t h e  poor .  I n  t h e  p r o c e s s  of  t h e  p r o l o g u e ,  he  

s u g g e s t s  a widen ing  o f  t h e  c o n c e p t s  o f  p a t i e n c e  and p o v e r t y  

t o  t h e  p o i n t  where t h e y  c a n  s t a n d  f o r  t h e  i n c l u s i v e  C h r i s t i a n  



v i r t u e  o f  be ing  i n  f u l l  c o n t r o l  o f  one ' s  pas s ions  a t  a l l  t imes .  

The p r e a c h e r ' s  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  h i s  own exper ience  may s e r v e  t o  

c o r r o b o r a t e  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  l e s s o n  he i s  t each ing ,  and indeed 

t o  r e l a t e  him c l o s e l y  t o  t h e  moral  l i v e s  of h i s  congrega t ion .  

By t h e  end of  t h e  prologue we know why t h e  preacher  i s  going 

t o  t e l l  t h e  s t o r y  of Jonah, and how we ought t o  judge Jonah ' s  

a c t i o n s .  We know on what a u t h o r i t y  we may app ly  t h e s e  c r i t e r i a ,  

and t h e  g l o r i o u s  reward t h a t  awaits those  who succeed i n  l i v i n g  

accord ing  t o  t h e s e  s t r i n g e n t  s t anda rds .  Given t h a t  t h e  purpose 

of P a t i e n c e  i s  h o m i l e t i c ,  t h e  prologue i s ,  bo th  t h e m a t i c a l l y  

and s t r u c t u r a l l y ,  a  v i t a l  p a r t  o f  t h e  poem. 
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Chapter Three: Patience and the Book of Jonah 

Patience has always been regarded as a translation of the 

Old Testament Book of Jonah. In the sub-title to his edition, 

'I Gollancz describes the poem as an alliterative version of 

Jonah". Bateson claims that: 

The disposition of motives ... which yields 
the finish and coherence results mainly from 
the Jonah story of the Scriptures. 2 

Some critics have recognized that the poet elaborates upon the 

biblical story3, but no one has yet described precisely how the 

poet develops the biblical account, why he wishes to do this, 

and what effect his alterations have upon his version of the 

story of Jonah. In the following discussion I attempt to do 

this, trusting that in the process the injustice of Bateson's 

comments will be demonstrated. 

The first sixty lines of Patience indicate that the Gawain- 

poet sets out with the explicit purpose of using the story of 

Jonah to illustrate a specific moral lesson. He modifies the 

biblical text of the Beatitudes to emphasize a particular kind 



of p a t i e n c e ,  and,  t o  a  l e s s e r  degree ,  a  p a r t i c u l a r  k ind  o f  

pover ty .  He t h e n  proceeds t o  modify t h e  Old Testament s t o r y  of  

Jonah w i t h  a s i m i l a r  end i n  view. An a n a l y s i s  o f  some o f  t h e  

more impor tan t  ways i n  which he develops and a l t e r s  t h e  s t o r y  as 

i t  appears  i n  t h e  Vulgate w i l l  i n d i c a t e  t h e  s u b t l e t y  and p re -  

c i s i o n  w i t h  which he moulds h i s  source  m a t e r i a l  t o  s u i t  h i s  

purpose.  It becomes c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  a l t e r a t i o n s  and e l a b o r a t i o n s  

a l l  s e r v e  t o  develop a coheren t  p o r t r a i t  of  Jonah a s  a  man who, 

through u n i v e r s a l  human f a u l t s ,  f a i l s  t o  l i v e  up t o  t h e  i d e a l  

o f  p a t i e n c e .  

Convenient ly  enough, t h e  opening of t h e  s t o r y  of Jonah i n  

P a t i e n c e  s e r v e s  ve ry  w e l l  t o  exemplify t h e  way i n  which t h e  poe t  

handles  t h e  b i b l i c a l  t e x t  throughout t h e  poem. The Vulgate  

account  beg ins :  

E t  factum e s t  verbum Domini ad Ionam, f i l i u m  
Amathi, d icens  : 
Surge,  e t  vade i n  Niniven c i v i t a t e m  grandem, 
e t  p r a e d i c a  i n  ea:  q u i a  s c e n d i t  mal i t ia  e i u s  
coram me. (i. 1-2) 

Th i s  ab rup t  opening i s  t y p i c a l  o f  t h e  manner o f  much o f  t h e  Old 

Testament,  w i t h  i t s  r i g i d l y  economical n a r r a t i v e  s t y l e ,  speedy 

p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  f a c t s ,  and l a c k  o f  d e t a i l .  There i s  no word o f  

i n t r o d u c t i o n  o r  exp lana t ion .  We a r e  no t  t o l d  where t h i s  event  

t a k e s  p l a c e ,  how t h e  Word o f  God reaches  Jonah, what h i s  r e -  



a c t i o n  t o  t h i s  i s ,  o r  indeed  a n y t h i n g  abou t  him, e x c e p t  t h a t  

h e  i s  " f i l i u m  Amathi". God's o r d e r  i s  a l s o  p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  

b r i e f e s t  p o s s i b l e  form: Jonah i s  commanded t o  go t o  Nineveh and 

s p e a k  t o  t h e  i n h a b i t a n t s  because  t h e i r  wickedness  h a s  come t o  

H i s  n o t i c e .  If w e  t u r n  t o  t h e  opening of P a t i e n c e ,  we f i n d  t h e  

f o l l o w i n g :  

H i t  b i t y d d e  sum-tyme i n  b e  te rmes  o f  Jude ,  
J o n a s  joyned wa t3  p e r - i n n e  J e n t y l e  p r o p h e t e ;  
Goddes glam t o  hym g lod  , p a t  hym vng lad  made, 
With a r o g h l y c h  r u r d  rowned i n  h i s  e r e :  

'1 ''Rys r a d l y ,  He s a y s ,  "& r a y k e  f o r t h  euen,  
Nym be way t o  Nynyue, wyth-outen o p e r  s p e c h e ,  
& i n  b a t  c e t e  my s a 3 e s  soghe a l l e  a b o u t e ,  
pat, i n  pat p l a c e  a t  Be poynt ,  I p u t  i n  P i  h e r t .  
F o r  Iwysse ,  h i t  a r n  s o  wykke bat i n  p a t  won dowel le3 ,  
& h e r  malys i s  s o  much, I may n o t  abyde,  
Bot venge m e  on h e r  v i l a n y e  & venym b i l y u e ;  
Now swe3e me b i d e r  s w y f t l y  & s a y  m e  b i s  a r e n d e .  11 

(61-72) 

C l e a r l y ,  t h i s  i s  more t h a n  a t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  t h e  B i b l e .  The p o e t  

expands t h e  two b r i e f  v e r s e s  i n t o  twe lve  l i n e s  and r a d i c a l l y  

a l t e r s  t h e  f e e l i n g  and emphasis  o f  t h e  a c c o u n t .  H e  b e g i n s ,  i n  

b e s t  s t o r y - t e l l i n g  f a s h i o n ,  by in fo rming  us  o f  where t h e s e  e v e n t s  

t a k e  p l a c e .  U n l i k e  t h e  wri ter  o f  t h e  Book of Jonah, t h e  Gawain- 

p o e t  h a s  no i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  a n c i e n t  t r i b e s  of  

t h e  Old Tes tament ,  and s o ,  r a t h e r  than  t e l l  u s  whose s o n  Jonah  

i s ,  he t e l l s  u s  who Jonah  h i m s e l f  i s ,  and s p e c i f i c a l l y  t h a t  he  

i s  a  I n  t h e  B i b l e ,  t h e  v o i c e  of God i s  i n t r o d u c e d  a s  

a s i m p l e  f a c t ,  w i t h  no q u a l i f y i n g  e x p l a n a t i o n  o r  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  



The p o e t ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, desc r ibes  i t  i n  such a way t h a t  we 

a s s o c i a t e  t h e  " r o g h l ~ c h  rurd"  w i t h  t he  f o r c e s  o f  n a t u r e ,  par -  

t i c u l a r l y  w i t h  t h e  wind, an a s s o c i a t i o n  which has much r e l evance  

i n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  and which makes us aware of t h e  immense power o f  

God. He a l s o  t e l l s  us how Jonah r e a c t s  t o  God's command, t h a t  i t  

I' hym vnglad made", which a l s o  foreshadows t h e  subsequent develop- 

ment o f  t h e  s t o r y .  L a s t l y ,  he develops t h e  command i n t o  a s t a t e -  

ment o f  e i g h t  l i n e s ,  i n  which God not  on ly  o r d e r s  Jonah t o  go 

and speak t o  t h e  Ninevi tes ,  bu t  a l s o  exp la ins  i n  some d e t a i l  

why He wishes  him t o  do t h i s .  I n  t he  process ,  t h e  God o f  

I I P a t i e n c e  becomes somewhat humanized" i n  comparison w i t h  t h e  

d i s t a n t  and i n s c r u t a b l e  God o f  t h e  Old Testament. Thus we may 

s a y  t h a t  t h e  Gawain-poet expands and e l a b o r a t e s  upon t h e  Old 

Testament n a r r a t i v e ,  adding d e t a i l s  and h igh ly  evoca t ive  de- 

s c r i p t i o n ,  h i n t i n g  a t  t h e  f e e l i n g s  of Jonah and o f f e r i n g  f u l l  

and convincing mot iva t ion  f o r  God's command. 

The f i r s t  s p e c i f i c  a l t e r a t i o n  which t h e  GawaLn-poet makes 

t o  t h e  Bib le  s t o r y  appears  i n  h i s  account of  Jonah 's  r e f u s a l  t o  

go t o  Nineveh. The Vulgate n a r r a t i v e  g i v e s  no reason  f o r  h i s  

f l i g h t ,  bu t  s t a t e s  i t  a s  a s imple  ma t t e r  of f a c t :  

E t  s u r r e x i t  Ionas ,  u t  f u g e r e t  i n  T h a r s i s  a 
f a c i e  Domini. ( i .  3) 



I n  complete c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  poe t  p r e s e n t s  US w i t h  t h e  dramat ic  

p roces s  o f  Jonah making t h e  d e c i s i o n  not  t o  go t o  Nineveh: 

"If I bowe t o  h i s  bode & bryng hem Pis t a l e ,  
& I be numrnen i n  Nuniue, my nyes begynes: 
He t e l l e s  me bose t r a y t o u r e s  a r n  typpede schrewes;  
I corn wyth pose tybynges, Pay t a  me bylyue,  
Pyne3 m e  i n  a prysoun, pu t  me i n  s tokkes ,  
Wrype me i n  a warlok,  wras t  o u t  myn y3en. 
pis i s  a  meruayl message a  man f o r  t o  preche,  
Amonge enmyes s o  mony & mansed fendes ;  
Bot i f  my gaynlych God such g r e f  t o  me wolde, 
For  d e s e r t  of  sum sake  b a t  I s l a y n  were,  
A t  a l l e  pe ry l e s , "  quob ,pe prophete ,  "1 aproche h i t  

no nerre" .  (75-85) 

The b i b l i c a l  account  g ives  us no h i n t  o f  what Jonah's  motives 

may be,  w h i l e  t h e  poe t  p r e s e n t s  a s o l i l o q u y  i n  which t h e  Jonah 

o f  P a t i e n c e  unequivoca l ly  d i s p l a y s  t h e  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  which prompt 

h i s  f l i g h t .  These l i n e s  communicate t h e  h o r r o r  which Jonah f e e l s  

as he imagines t h e  o r d e a l s  he may have t o  s u f f e r  and, t o g e t h e r  

w i t h  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  h i s  p e t u l a n t  anger  a s  he l eaves  f o r  

T a r s h i s h  "ay jang lande  f o r  tene" (go), show how complete ly  he i s  

f a i l i n g  t o  l i v e  up t o  t h e  s t anda rds  o f  conduct desc r ibed  i n  t h e  

prologue.  This  change s t r e s s e s  Jonah 's  l a c k  o f  p a t i e n c e ,  and makes 

i t  a l l  t h e  more unworthy by emphasizing t h e  baseness  o f  t h e  con- 

s i d e r a t i o n s  which persuade him t o  f l e e  t o  Joppa. 

L a t e r  i n  t h e  b i b l i c a l  account ,  Jonah condemns God f o r  

pardoning t h e  N inev i t e s ,  c la iming t h a t  i t  was h i s  f e a r  t h a t  God 

would do t h i s  which l e d  him t o  s h i r k  h i s  duty  i n  t h e  f i r s t  



p l a c e :  

Obsecro ,  Domine, numquid non hoc e s t  verbum meum, 
cum adhuc essem i n  t e r r a  mea? p r o p t e r  hoc 
p r a e o c c u p a v i  u t  fugerem i n  T h a r s i s .  ( i v .  2) 

The Jonah  o f  P a t i e n c e  c l a i m s  t h a t  h i s  f l i g h t  was m o t i v a t e d  by 

t h e  same c o n s i d e r a t i o n ,  when he  a s k s  God: 

"Wat3 n o t  p i s  i l k  my worde p a t  worpen i s  noupe, 
pat I k e s t e  i n  my c u n t r e  when pou by c a r p  sende3,  
pat I s c h u l d e  t e e  t o  pys toun  p i  t a l e n t  t o  p r e c h e ? "  

(414-16) 

The answer  i s ,  of  c o u r s e ,  "no". But what i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  i s  t h a t  

t h e  Gawain-poet h a s  chosen t o  r e t a i n  a  (presumably) t r u e  s t a t e -  

ment by  t h e  Old Tes tament  Jonah,  and p u t  i t  i n t o  t h e  mouth o f  t h e  

Jonah  o f  P a t i e n c e  a s  a f a l s e h o o d .  I t  cou ld  be  a rgued  t h a t  t h i s  i s  

i n e p t  and unconv inc ing  because  i t  i n t r o d u c e s  mot ives  o f  which we 

have  n o t  p r e v i o u s l y  hea rd  i n  P a t i e n c e .  On t h e  o t h e r  hand, t h i s  

v e r y  f a c t  may be  d e s i g n e d  t o  emphasize J o n a h ' s  i n s t a b i l i t y  and 

h i s  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  t h e  t r u t h  i n  h i s  d e a l i n g s  w i t h  God. Whether 

o r  n o t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  r e a d e r  f e e l s  t h a t  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  d e v i c e  

i s  s u c c e s s f u l ,  h e  w i l l  a g r e e  t h a t  i t  shows t h a t  t h e  p o e t  u s e s  t h e  

b i b l i c a l  t e x t  w i t h  c o n s i d e r a b l e  freedom. There  i s  o f  c o u r s e  no 

doubt  as t o  i t s  h o m i l e t i c  e f f i c a c y :  i n  any c a s e  w e  a r e  w i t n e s s i n g  

t h e  conduct  o f  a man l e s s  p a t i e n t  even t h a n  t h e  Jonah  o f  t h e  

S c r i p t u r e s .  

I n  t h e  n e x t  one  hundred and f i f t y  l i n e s  o f  P a t i e n c e ,  which  



d e s c r i b e  Jonah  s a i l i n g  f o r  T a r s h i s h ,  t h e  s to rm,  t h e  c a s t i n g  o f  

l o t s ,  and J o n a h ' s  admiss ion  o f  g u i l t  and e x p u l s i o n  from t h e  s h i p ,  

t h e  p o e t  c o n t i n u e s  t o  employ t h e  t echn ique  o f  e l a b o r a t i o n  which 

w e  obse rved  a t  work i n  t h e  f i r s t  twelve  l i n e s  o f  t h e  Jonah s t o r y .  

H e  s t e a d i l y  expands and deve lops  t h e  Vulga te  n a r r a t i v e ,  b u t  does  

n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  change any p a r t  o f  i t .  The w r i t e r  o f  t h e  Book 

o f  Jonah makes no a t t e m p t  t o  b r i n g  t o  l i f e  h i s  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  

s torm,  b u t  s i m p l y  a s s e r t s  t h a t :  

Dominus autem m i s i t  ventum magnum i n  mare: e t  
facta  e s t  t empes tas  magna i n  m a r i ,  e t  n a v i s  
p e r i c l i t a b a t u r  c o n t e r i .  ( i .  4) 

I n  comple te  c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  Gawain-poet 's  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  s t o r m  

a t  s e a  and i t s  e f f e c t  on t h e  s h i p  and s a i l o r s  i s  f r i g h t e n i n g l y  

immediate .  A few l i n e s  w i l l  s e r v e  t o  exempl i fy  t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  

t h i s  p a s s a g e :  

When be b r e t h  & be b rok  & be b o t e  m e t t e n ,  
H i t  wa t3  a j o y l e s  gyn p a t  Jonas  wa t3  i n n e ,  
F o r  h i t  r e l e d  on round vpon be  ro3e  y p e s .  
y e  b u r  b e r  t o  h i t  b a f t ,  p a t  b r a s t  a l l e  h e r  g e r e ,  
p e n  h u r l e d  on a  hepe  pe helme & be s t e r n e ;  
F u r s t  tomur te  mony r o p  & pe mast a f te r .  (145-50) 

The rhythm o f  t h e  v e r s e  makes u s  p a i n f u l l y  aware o f  t h e  c e a s e l e s s  

pounding o f  t h e  s e a ,  and t h e  p o e t ' s  t e c h n i q u e  of  d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  

d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  one  p a r t  of t h e  b o a t  a f t e r  a n o t h e r  c r e a t e s  t h e  

i m p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  i r r e s i s t i b l e  f o r c e s  of chaos  d e s t r o y i n g  man- 

made o r d e r ,  w h i l e ,  we a r e  aware,  t h e y  a r e  s e r v i n g  a n  o r d e r  i n -  



f i n i t e l y  g r e a t  and w i s e .  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  w e  must b r i e f l y  t u r n  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  

a n o t h e r  work, b e l i e v e d  by some c r i t i c s  t o  be  a s o u r c e  f o r  t h e  

s t o r m  p a s s a g e .  It  was f i r s t  s u g g e s t e d  by O.F. ~ m e r s o n ~  i n  1895 

t h a t  t h e  p s e u d o - T e r t u l l i a n  poem, Carmen d e  Jona  p r o p h e t a 5  i s  a 

s o u r c e  f o r  t h i s  p a r t  o f  P a t i e n c e .  Bateson d i s c u s s e d  t h e  argument 

i n  some d e t a i l  and added more s u p p o r t i n g  ev idence  i n  h i s  e d i t i o n ,  6 

The e n t i r e  t h e o r y  was v i r u l e n t l y  a t t a c k e d  and r e j e c t e d  o u t  of 

hand b y  S.B. ~ i l j e ~ r e n ~ ,  b u t  a f t e r  f i f t y  y e q r s  o f  c r i t i c a l  

s i l e n c e  was r e c e n t l y  r e i n s t a t e d ,  w i t h  some r e s e r v a t i o n s  and modi- 

f i c a t i o n s ,  i n  a s e n s i b l e  and ba lanced  a r t i c l e  by O r d e l l e  G. ~ i 1 1 8 ,  

which I would recommend t o  any r e a d e r  w i t h  a p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  

i n  t h i s  s u b j e c t .  I n t e r e s t i n g  though i t  i s  a s  a  s c h o l a r l y  i n v e s t i g a -  

t i o n ,  f o r  t h e  purposes  o f  o u r  d i s c u s s i o n  t h i s  t o p i c  can  o n l y  

prove  t h a t  a n o t h e r  p o e t ' s  e l a b o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  s t o r m  s c e n e  from 

t h e  Book o f  Jonah  b e a r s  a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  resemblance  t o  t h a t  i n  

P a t i e n c e ,  A s  t h i s  i s  a  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  b i b l i c a l  t e x t  which  t h e  

Gawain-poet i s  c o n t e n t  t o  expand and e l a b o r a t e ,  w i t h o u t  s i g n i -  

f i c a n t  a l t e r a t i o n ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  whe the r  o r  n o t  he  i s  making 

u s e  o f  m a t e r i a l  f rom t h e  Carmen de  Jona P r o p h e t a  i s  n o t  o f  major  

impor tance .  A comparison o f  t h e  l i n e s  from t h e  L a t i n  poem which 

would c o r r e s p o n d  t o  l i n e s  146-150 of o u r  l a s t  q u o t a t i o n  from 



P a t i e n c e  may s e r v e  t o  sugges t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p :  

Diversus  f u r o r  i n  profugum f r edeba t  Jonam. 
Una r a t i s  certamen e r a t  coeloque f r e t o q u e ,  
Tund i tu r  h inc  i l l i n c ,  t r e m i t  omnis s i l v a  sub i c t u  
F l u c t i f r a g o ,  s u b t e r  concussa e s t  s p i r a  c a r i n a e .  
P a l p i t a t  antemna s t r i d e n s ,  l a b o r  h o r r e t  a b  a l t o  
I p s a  e t i am i n f r i n g i  dubi tans  i n f l e c t i t u r  a r b o r .  9 

It w i l l  be  s een  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a f a i r l y  c l o s e  correspondence 

between t h e  two passages  bo th  i n  terms of t h e  even t s  desc r ibed  

and o f  t h e  o r d e r  i n  which they  occur ,  bu t  no ve ry  s t r i k i n g  v e r b a l  

s i m i  l a r i  t i e s .  

The nex t  s e c t i o n  of  P a t i e n c e  desc r ibes  Jonah ' s  o r d e a l  i n -  

s i d e  t h e  whale. This i s  t h e  b e s t  example i n  t h e  poem of t h e  Gawain- 

p o e t ' s  imag ina t ive  powers and independence from h i s  source-  

m a t e r i a l ,  f o r  t h e  e n t i r e  s t a r t l i n g l y  o r i g i n a l ,  s i x t y - l i n e  ep isode  

i s  developed from one v e r s e  i n  t h e  Book o f  Jonah: 

E t  p r a e p a r a v i t  Dominus piscem grandem u t  
d e g l u t i r e t  Ionam: e t  e r a t  Ionas  i n  v e n t r e  
p i s c i s  t r i b u s  d iebus ,  e t  t r i b u s  noc t ibus .  ( i i .  1 )  

The b i b l i c a l  n a r r a t o r  makes no a t tempt  t o  d e s c r i b e  Jonah ' s  p l i g h t  

w i t h i n  t h e  f i s h .  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  Gawain-poet g i v e s  a f u l l  and 

sympathet ic  p o r t r a y a l  o f  Jonah 's  s u f f e r i n g ,  and thus  prov ides  

ample mo t iva t ion  i n  human terms f o r  t h e  p raye r  from t h e  b e l l y .  10 

The poe t  d e s c r i b e s  Jonah f r u i t l e s s l y  search ing  f o r  a  p l a c e  t o  r e s t ,  



& penne he  l u r k k e s  & l a y t e s  where watg l e  b e s t ,  
I n  v c h e  a nok o f  h i s  n a u e l ,  b o t  nowhere he  fynde3 
No r e s t  ne r e c o u e r e r ,  b o t  ramel  ande myre 
I n  wych g u t  s o  e u e r  he  g o t 3 ,  (277-80) 

and a d d s ,  w i t h  g e n t l e  i r o n y ,  

... b o t  e u e r  i s  God swete .  (280) 

I n  h i s  t r o u b l e ,  Jonah  t u r n s  t o  God and p r a y s  f o r  mercy; t h e n ,  a t  

once ,  

With  p a t  h e  h i t t e  t o  a  hyrne  & h e l d e  hym p e r - i n n e ,  
per no d e f o u l e  o f  no f y l b e  watg f e s t  hym a b u t e .  (289-90) 

The p o e t  o b s e r v e s  J o n a h ' s  change o f  h e a r t  from d e f i a n c e  t o  o b e d i -  

e n c e ,  and draws t h e  moral c o n c l u s i o n  t h a t  se l f -knowledge and t h e  

a b i l i t y  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  w i l l  o f  God a r e  g a i n e d  th rough  s u f f e r i n g :  

Now he  knawe3 hym i n  c a r e  b a t  coupe n o t  i n  s e l e .  
(29 6 )  

Thus we a r e  reminded by t h e  p o e t  t h a t  t h e  most o r i g i n a l  and ex-  

t e n s i v e  o f  h i s  e l a b o r a t i o n s  o f  t h e  b i b l i c a l  s t o r y  i s  s t r i c t l y  

r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  moral  purpose  of t h e  poem a s  a  whole.  

I n  h i s  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  p r a y e r  from t h e  b e l l y ,  t h e  p o e t  s t a y s  

c l o s e r  t o  t h e  Old Testament  t e x t  t h a n  i n  any o t h e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  

poem. The e i g h t  v e r s e s  of t h e  Vulga te  a r e  t u r n e d  i n t o  t h i r t y - t w o  

l i n e s  o f  Middle  E n g l i s h .  Although much of t h e  p r a y e r  i s  t r a n s l a t e d  

more o r  l e s s  d i r e c t l y  from t h e  B i b l e ,  t h e  p o e t  i s  s o  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  

a m p l i f y i n g  wha t  he  wishes  t o  emphasize and i n  t u r n i n g  t h e  L a t i n  



into idomatic 

into the fabr 

English that the 

ic of the poem, w 

passage is completely integrated 

ithout the slightest trace of 

awkwardness. A comparison of corresponding lines may serve to 

illuminate his technique. The ~ulgate 

Et proiecisti me in profundum in corde maris, et 
flumen circumdedit me: omnes gurgites tui, et 
fluctus tui super me transierunt. (ii. 4) 

becomes in Patience. 

you dipteg me of be depe se, in-to be dymme hert; 
y e  grete flem of by flod folded me vmbe; 
Alle be gote3 of by guferes, & groundele3 powle3, 
& by stryuacde streme3 of stryndes so mony, 
In on daschande dam dryueg me ouer. (308-12) 

The first two lines represent fairly close translations of the 

first two phrases of the Latin verses. Even so, it is interesting 

to observe how completely the poet alters the texture of the Latin, 

to bring out the characteristic rhythm of the alliterative long 

line, for example in the phrase 'ye gret flem of by fled". The 

final phrase of the Latin verse is expanded into three splendid 

lines of Middle English, the rhythm of which echoes the movement 

of the sea, reminding us of the storm which Jonah has just en- 

dured, and of the depths through which the whale is now carrying 

him. It is clear that the poet develops the Latin both to realize 

its potential in poetic terms, and to show Jonah reliving his 

ordeal in his description of it. We are reminded of the idea, so 

common in the Bible, of the sea as an image of suffering, and 



p a r t i c u l a r l y  o f  t h e  well-known opening of t h e  one  hundred and 

t w e n t y - n i n t h  psalm: 

D e  p r o f u n d i s  c lamavi  ad t e ,  Domine. 

The a c c o u n t  o f  J o n a h ' s  r e l e a s e  from t h e  whale  p r o v i d e s  t h e  

Gawain-poet w i t h  a n o t h e r  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  e l a b o r a t e  upon t h e  b r i e f  

- s t a t e m e n t  o f  f a c t  i n  t h e  Vulgate :  

E t  d i x i t  Dominus p i s c i :  e t  evomuit Ionam i n  
ar idam.  (ii. 11)  

With  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  d e l i g h t  i n  i m a g i n a t i v e  r e a l i s m ,  and p e r -  

haps a t o u c h  o f  i r o n i c  humour, h e  d e s c r i b e s  Jonah emerging o n t o  

t h e  beach w i t h  h i s  c l o t h e s  covered  i n  f i l t h :  

venne he  swepe t o  b e  sonde i n  s luchchede  c l o p e s ,  --  
H i t  may we1 be  ? a t  m e s t e r  were  h i s  mantyle  t o  

wasche. (341-2) 

Here, once  more, t h e  p o e t ' s  g r a p h i c  g e n i u s  i s  t h e  s e r v a n t  o f  h i s  

d i d a c t i c  i n t e n t .  We, h i s  aud ience ,  know from hundreds  o f  o t h e r  

h o m i l i e s  t h a t  f o u l  c l o t h e s  a r e  always symbolic  o f  t h e  p u r e  l i f e  

d e f i l e d  by s i n .  Now w e  c a n  work o u t  t h e i r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  h e r e :  

Jonah  has  a t o n e d  f o r  h i s  s i n s  d u r i n g  h i s  o r d e a l  i n s i d e  t h e  wha le ,  

and now he i s  r e l e a s e d  must wash away t h e  symbol of  t h a t  s i n .  We 

may r e c a l l  a s i m i l a r  p a s s a g e  i n  P i e r s  Plowman: 

Thus Haukyn t h e  a c t y f  man hadde y s o i l e d  h i s  c o t e ,  
T i 1  Conscience  acouped hym t h e r e - o f  i n  a c u r t e i s e  

manere, 
Whi he  ne  hadde wasshen i t  o r  wyped i t  w i t h  a  b r u s h e ,  11 



A t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  of t h e  n e x t  P a s s u s ,  t h e  "cote" i s  washed, 

b e a t e n ,  t a k e n  a p a r t ,  re -dyed,  and sewn back t o g e t h e r  a g a i n  by 

Dowel, Dobet and Dobest .  A l i t t l e  l a t e r 1 2 ,  Haukyn is  g i v e n  moral  

11 i n s t r u c t i o n  by pacyenceW. It  i s  v e r y  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h a t  t h i s  

p a s s a g e  from P i e r s  Plowman shou ld  g i v e  us a  second example of 

p a t i e n c e  b e i n g  made t h e  b a s i s  of  a  p l e a  f o r  u s ,  t h e  l i s t e n e r s ,  

t o  l e a d  a  b e t t e r  l i f e .  

The newly- re leased  Jonah i s  g i v e n  no t i m e  t o  r e c o v e r  from 

h i s  o r d e a l ,  f o r  God immedia te ly  o r d e r s  him t o  Nineveh. T h i s  t ime  

he  c a r r i e s  o u t  h i s  m i s s i o n  d u t i f u l l y ,  and p reaches  t o  t h e  

N i n e v i t e s ,  who r e p e n t  and a r e  i n  due c o u r s e  pardoned by God. 

Again,  we f i n d  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  has  c o n s i d e r a b l y  e l a b o r a t e d  upon 

t h e  Vulga te  a c c o u n t ,  expanding t e n  v e r s e s  i n t o  s e v e n t y - s i x  l i n e s ,  

i n  o r d e r  t o  deve lop  b o t h  human i n t e r e s t  and p o e t i c  q u a l i t i e s ,  

b u t  making no a l t e r a t i o n s  o f  any g r e a t  t h e m a t i c  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  

The n e x t  i m p o r t a n t  a l t e r a t i o n s  made by t h e  Gawain-poet t o  

t h e  b i b l i c a l  n a r r a t i v e  come i n  t h e  f i n a l  p a r t  o f  t h e  poem, 

which  d e s c r i b e s  J o n a h ' s  anger  and t h e  i n c i d e n t  o f  t h e  Gourd. 

S i n c e  t h e  p o e t  informs us a t  t h e  beg inn ing  of t h e  poem t h a t  he  

w i l l  r e l a t e  t h e  s t o r y  o f  Jonah  as a n e g a t i v e  exemplum o f  

p a t i e n c e ,  w e  might  e x p e c t  t h a t  he would emphasize,  a s  indeed  he 

d o e s ,  t h e  f i n a l  e p i s o d e  o f  t h e  s t o r y ,  i n  which t h e  Jonah  o f  t h e  



11 Old Testament behaves w i t h  demonstrable impatience". This  

makes a l l  t h e  more s u r p r i s i n g  M r .  B e r l i n ' s  c la im t h a t  

The l a s t  p a r t  o f  t h e  poem, from l i n e  349 t o  t h e  
Epi logue,  con ta ins  no extended e l a b o r a t i o n .  The 
poe t  paraphrases  t h e  Vulgate account w i t h  o n l y  
a few added touches .  He seems t o  have spen t  
h imse l f  p re sen t ing  Jonah 's  mo t iva t ions ,  t h e  
s torm,  and t h e  whale i n c i d e n t .  l3 

I n  f a c t ,  t h e  l a s t  n i n e t y  l i n e s  of  Pa t i ence  a r e  expanded from 

s i x  v e r s e s  i n  t h e  Old Testament, and i n  t h e  cou r se  o f  t h i s  t h e  

poe t  develops  and e l a b o r a t e s  t h e  b i b l i c a l  account  i n  some v e r y  

s i g n i f i c a n t  ways. F i r s t ,  i n  h i s  development o f  t h e  account  o f  

Jonah wandering away from t h e  c i t y  and b u i l d i n g  h i s  "booth", we 

s e e  t h e  p o e t t s  minute a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  kind o f  d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p -  

t i o n  which w i l l  add t o  t h e  human i n t e r e s t  and d i d a c t i c  e f f i c a c y  

of h i s  s t o r y .  The Vulgate i s  b r i e f  and e x p l i c i t :  

... e t  f e c i t  s i b ime t  umbraculum i b i ,  e t  
s edeba t  s u b t e r  i l l u d  i n  umbra ... ( i v .  5) 

The poe t  t u r n s  t h i s  i n t o  a  d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  Jonah p re -  

11 p a r ing  h i s  bour": 

per he busked hym a b o w ,  be b e s t  b a t  he my3t, 
Of hay & of  euer - fe rne  & erbe3 a  fewe, 
For h i t  watg playn i n  b a t  p l ace ,  f o r  plyande greue3 
For  t o  schylde f r o  t h e  schene,  ober  any schade k e s t e .  

(43'7 -40) 

I n  doing so ,  he emphasizes t h e  v i o l e n t  hea t  of t h e  sun and t h e  

l a c k  o f  shade,  which se rves  t o  add cons ide rab le  poignancy t o  

Jonah's  subsequent l o s s  of t h e  ~ o u r d .  



The most i m p o r t a n t  expans ion o f  t h e  b i b l i c a l  t e x t  i n  t h e  

l as t  p a r t  o f  t h e  poem comes i n  t h e  account  of  t h e  i n c i d e n t  o f  

t h e  Gourd. The p o e t  v i s u a l i z e s  t h e  Gourd a s  c o v e r i n g  J o n a h ' s  

I1 bour", t h u s  making a house, and he d e s c r i b e s  t h i s  i n  some 

d e t a i l :  

When b e  dawande day Dry3tyn con sende ,  
penne wakened be  wyj  vnder  wod-bynde, 
Loked a l o f t e  on  be l e f  b a t  l y l l e d  g r e n e ;  
Such a l e f s e l  o f  l o f  neuer  l e d e  hade;  
For h i t  wat3  brod a t  be bopem, bo3ted on  l o f t e ,  
Happed vpon a y p e r  h a l f ,  a hous a s  h i t  were ,  
A nos on pe n o r t h  syde  & nowhere non e l l e 3 ,  
Bot a1 s c h e t  i n  a sha3e p a t  schaded f u l  c o l e .  

(445-52) 

Jonahvs  r e a c t i o n  t o  t h i s  g i f t  i s  t o  t u r n  from e x c e s s i v e  de-  

j e c t i o n  t o  e x c e s s i v e  joy :  

Penne wa t3  be  gome s o  g l a d  o f  h i s  gay  l o g g e ,  
Lys l o l t r a n d e  p e r - i n n e  lokande t o  toune ;  
So b l y p e  o f  h i s  wod-bynde he b a l t e r e s  her v n d e r ,  
pat o f  no d i e t e  p a t  day be-deuel -haf!  he  r o j t .  

(457 -60 )  

11 We h a r d l y  need t o  be  t o l d  t h a t  t h i s ,  t o o ,  i s  impat ience" .  F i r s t ,  

Jonah  found i t  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  a c c e p t  m i s f o r t u n e  and d i s a p p o i n t m e n t  

w i t h  f o r t i t u d e ,  and became angry  and r e b e l l i o u s ;  now he  f i n d s  

h imse l f  t h e  r e c i p i e n t  o f  a p i e c e  of unexpected and i n e x p l i c a b l e  

good f o r t u n e ,  and t u r n s  t o  complacent  i d l e n e s s .  We may r e c a l l  

t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  p a t i e n c e  g i v e n  i n  t h e  p ro logue ,  where i t  was 

made c l e a r  t h a t  t h i s  q u a l i t y  c o n s i s t s  i n  a man's a b i l i t y  t o  

I1 s t e r e "  h i s  " h e r t "  i n  good f o r t u n e  a s  w e l l  a s  i n  bad,  and s e e  



how v e r y  a p p r o p r i a t e  i t  i s  t o  J o n a h ' s  conduct  a t  t h i s  p o i n t .  

H i s  h e a r t  i s  v e r y  c l e a r l y  n o t  under  p r o p e r  c o n t r o l .  He t u r n s  

from God i n  a n g e r  because  he c o n s i d e r s  h i s  r e p u t a t i o n  a s  a  t r u e  

p r o p h e t  i s  of  more impor tance  t h a n  t h e  l i v e s  of a l l  t h e  i n -  

h a b i t a n t s  of  a p e n i t e n t  c i t y ,  and soon a f t e r w a r d s  a  t r i f l e  d i s -  

s o l v e s  h i s  d e s p a i r  and b r i n g s  him back t o  good humour. Even h i s  

good humour i s  i d l y  s e l f - i n d u l g e n t ,  and h i s  i d l e n e s s  i s ,  of  

c o u r s e ,  t h e  more r e p r e h e n s i b l e  because  he i s  a p r o p h e t ,  and 

t h e r e f o r e  i n t e n d e d  by God f o r  t h e  a c t i v e  l i f e .  

The f o l l o w i n g  morning   on ah's e l a t i o n  t u r n s  i n t o  v i o l e n t  

so r row when he awakes t o  d i s c o v e r  t h a t  t h e  Gourd has  w i t h e r e d .  

The Jonah  o f  t h e  Old Testament  r e a c t s  t o  t h i s  blow by mere ly  

s a y i n g  : 

Mel ius  e s t  mih i  mori ,  quam v i v e r e .  ( i v .  8) 

I n  P a t i e n c e ,  t h e  p o e t  expands t h i s  s t a t e m e n t  i n  o r d e r  t o  c a p t u r e  

t h e  t o n e  of p e t u l a n t  and s e l f - r i g h t e o u s  a n g e r  i n  J o n a h ' s  v o i c e  

a s  he  compla ins  t o  God: 

"A! bou maker o f  man, what mays t e r y  b e  pynke3 
p u s  by f r e k e  t o  f o r f a r e  f o r - b i  a l l e  o p e r ?  
With a l l e  meschef p a t  bou may, n e u e r  pou me s p a r e j :  
I keuered  me a cumfor t  p a t  now i s  c a 3 t  f r o  m e ,  
My wod-bynde s o  wlonk p a t  wered my heued;  
Bot now I s e  pou a r t  s e t t e  my s o l a c e  t o  r e u e .  
Why n e  d y t t e 3  pou m e  t o  d i 3 e ?  I d u r e  t o  longe . "  

(482 -8 )  



Now h e  has  l o s t  t h e  Gourd,   on ah's p l e a s u r e  d i s a p p e a r s  and i s  

r e p l a c e d  by t h i s  immoderate and h y s t e r i c a l  g r i e f .  Jonah  i s ,  i n  

a s e n s e ,  s u f f e r i n g  m a t e r i a l  pover ty ,  i n  t h a t  he  h a s  been de -  

p r i v e d  o f  h i s  s o u r c e  of p h y s i c a l  comfor t ,  t h e  p l a n t  which p r o -  

t e c t e d  him from t h e  h e a t  o f  t h e  sun.  H i s  behav iour  i s  o f  c o u r s e  

a n  example of  i m p a t i e n c e  i n  m i s f o r t u n e ,  b u t  shou ld  a l s o  b e  s e e n  

i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of h i s  p r e v i o u s  misconduct ,  a s  a n o t h e r  example of  

11 i m p a t i e n c e  i n  t h e  broad s e n s e  o f  f a i l u r e  t o  stere" h i s  "he r t " ,  

God answers  J o n a h ' s  v i r u l e n t  and h y s t e r i c a l  o u t c r y  w i t h  wisdom 

and t o l e r a n c e :  

"why a r t  bou s o  waymot, wy3e, f o r  s o  l y t t l e ? "  (492) 

But he  r e f u s e s  t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t  h i s  behav iour  i s  u n r e a s o n a b l e ,  

r e p l y i n g  : 

" H i t  i s  n o t  l ~ t t e l , "  ... "bot l y k k e r  t o  r y 3 t ;  
I wolde  I were  o f  p i s  wor lde  wrapped i n  molde3." 

(493 -4) 

It i s  a s a d  r e f l e c t i o n  on him t h a t  t h e s e  a r e  t h e  l a s t  words he 

s p e a k s  i n  t h e  poem. 

The s t o r y  of  Jonah ends i n  P a t i e n c e ,  a s  i n  t h e  Old T e s t a -  

ment,  w i t h  God e x p l a i n i n g  why He s p a r e d  t h e  N i n e v i t e s .  God p o i n t s  

o u t  t h a t  i f  Jonah  c o u l d  grow s o  angry  t h a t  he d e s i r e d  d e a t h  because  

o f  t h e  l o s s  o f  a  woodbine which he  d i d  no th ing  t o  n u r t u r e ,  t h e n  

h e  s h o u l d  h a r d l y  blame H i m  f o r  wish ing  t o  s p a r e  t h e  r e p e n t a n t  



N i n e v i t e s ,  whom He c r e a t e d ,  and many of whom were i n n o c e n t .  I n  

t h i s  p a s s a g e ,  t h e  Gawain-poet f o l l o w s  t h e  norm he  h a s  s e t  up i n  

t h e  res t  o f  t h e  poem, expanding and e l a b o r a t i n g  t h e  Vulga te  

L a t i n  i n t o  f i n e ,  i d i o m a t i c  Middle E n g l i s h  v e r s e ,  s t r e n g t h e n i n g  

b o t h  t h e  emphasis  on human f e e l i n g s  and m o t i v a t i o n ,  and t h e  

a e s t h e t i c  q u a l i t y  of h i s  s t o r y .  Elsewhere i n  P a t i e n c e ,  we have  

obse rved  him d e v e l o p i n g  t h e  b i b l i c a l  n a r r a t i v e  s e l e c t i v e l y ,  

a l t e r i n g  some d e t a i l s  and add ing  o t h e r s ,  t o  emphasize p r e c i s e l y  

t h o s e  p a r t s  of  t h e  s t o r y  o f  Jonah which a r e  most i m p o r t a n t  f o r  

s t o r y  o f  Jonah  ends  w i t h  God Himself  p reach ing  t h e  moral  o f  

p a t i e n c e  t o  t h e  r e b e l l i o u s  p r o p h e t  and,  a s  we a r e  aware,  by 

i m p l i c a t i o n  t o  u s  a s  ar w e l l .  
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Chapte r  Four:  Jonah  and C h r i s t  

I n  t h e  p r e v i o u s  Chapter  I d e s c r i b e d  t h e  way i n  which  t h e  

Gawain-poet a l t e r e d ,  moulded and e l a b o r a t e d  h i s  s o u r c e  m a t e r i a l  

i n  o r d e r  t o  deve lop  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  Jonah and examine i n  d e p t h  

h i s  f e e l i n g s  and motivation. A s  a  r e s u l t ,  t h e  shadowy f i g u r e  of 

t h e  Old Tes tament  grows i n t o  a  f u l l  and c o n s i s t e n t  c h a r a c t e r ,  

weak and s i n f u l ,  b u t  a  f a i r  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  u n i v e r s a l  human 

f a u l t s .  The p o e t ' s  t r e a t m e n t  o f  Jonah i s  b o t h  s u r p r i s i n g  and 

d a r i n g ,  f o r  i n  C h r i s t i a n  t e a c h i n g ,  though h i s  d i s o b e d i e n c e  i s  

sometimes commented upon, he  i s  more u s u a l l y  r egarded  a s  a  t y p e  

o f  C h r i s t . l  The a t t achment  o f  t h i s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  t o  Jonah  i s  de-  

r i v e d  main ly  from two passages  i n  t h e  New Testament ,  one i n  

v e r y  s i m i l a r ,  i t  w i l l  s u f f i c e  t o  q u o t e  o n l y  one  o f  them. 2 

But he  answered and s a i d  un to  them, An e v i l  
and a d u l t e r o u s  g e n e r a t i o n  s e e k e t h  a f t e r  a  s i g n ;  
and t h e r e  s h a l l  no s i g n  be  g i v e n  t o  i t ,  b u t  t h e  
s i g n  of t h e  p rophe t  Jonas :  
F o r  a s  Jonas  was t h r e e  days and t h r e e  n i g h t s  i n  
t h e  w h a l e ' s  b e l l y ;  s o  s h a l l  t h e  Son o f  man b e  
t h r e e  days  and t h r e e  n i g h t s  i n  t h e  h e a r t  o f  
t h e  e a r t h .  



The men o f  Nineveh s h a l l  r i s e  i n  judgement w i t h  
t h i s  g e n e r a t i o n ,  and s h a l l  condemn i t :  because  t h e y  
r e p e n t e d  a t  t h e  p reach ing  o f  Jonas ;  and behold ,  a  
g r e a t e r  than  Jonas  i s  h e r e .  (Matt.  x i i .  39-41) 

The e v a n g e l i s t  makes two e s s e n t i a l  p o i n t s  of comparison between 

Jonah and C h r i s t .  Both were p rophe t s  who brought  t h e  Word o f  God 

t o  a n  " e v i l  g e n e r a t i o n " ,  and b o t h  s p e n t  t h r e e  days and t h r e e  

n i g h t s  i n  a h e l l  o f  one  k i n d  o r  a n o t h e r ,  Jonah i n  t h e  f i s h ' s  

b e l l y ,  and C h r i s t  " i n  t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e  e a r t h " .  A f u r t h e r  p o i n t  

o f  compar ison may be  found i f  we t u r n  t o  p a t r i s t i c  s o u r c e s .  

P e t r u s  Chrysologus  i n t e r p r e t s  d on ah's d e s c e n t  t o  Joppa as b e i n g  

symbol ic  of  t h e  I n c a r n a t i o n :  

D e s c e n d i t ,  i n q u i t ,  Jonas  i n  Joppen, u t  f u g e r e t  
i n  T h a r s i s  ... Descend i t  Dominus d e  c o e l o  ad 
terram, d e s c e n d i t  d e i t a s  ad humana. 

3  

An e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  major  ways i n  which t h e  p o e t  m a n i p u l a t e s  

t h e s e  well-known i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  may g i v e  some f u r t h e r  i n s i g h t  

i n t o  h i s  p u r p o s e  i n  P a t i e n c e .  

I n  t h i s  c o n t e x t ,  o u r  f i r s t  impresss ion  of t h e  ~ o e t ' s  de-  

s c r i p t i o n  of  t h e  d e s c e n t  t o  Joppa w i l l  be  t h a t  h i s  Jonah  i s  

c e r t a i n l y  a most u n - C h r i s t - l i k e  f i g u r e .  He emphasizes t h e  human 

weakness and s e l f i s h n e s s  which prompt Jonah t o  s h i r k  h i s  d u t y  

o f  b r i n g i n g  t h e  Word o f  God t o  t h e  N i n e v i t e s ,  and t h u s  p l a c e s  

him i n  a p o s i t i o n  o f  s t r i k i n g  c o n t r a s t  t o  C h r i s t ,  who p a t i e n t l y  

a c c e p t e d  H i s  d u t y  o f  b r i n g i n g  t h e  Word of  God t o  mankind, It 



becomes c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  poe t  had t h i s  s p e c i f i c  c o n t r a s t  i n  mind 

when Jonah,  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  j u s t i f y  t o  h imse l f  h i s  d e s i r e  t o  f l e e  

f rom h i s  d u t y  t o  God, imagines what t e r r i b l e  t h i n g s  might  b e f a l l  

him i n  Nineveh, and ends by s a y i n g :  

11 If "Oure s y r e  s y t t e s ,  ... on s e g e  s o  hy3e 
I n  h i s  glowande g l o r y e ,  & gloumbes f u l  l y t t e l ,  
pa3 I be  nummen i n  Nuniue & naked d i s p o y l e d ,  
On r o d e  rwly  t o - r e n t ,  w i t h  rybaudes mony." (93-6) 

The f a s c i n a t i n g  t h i n g  about  t h i s  i s  t h a t  t h e  l a s t  two l i n e s  un- 

m i s t a k a b l y  d e s c r i b e  t h e  s t r i p p i n g  and c r u c i f i x i o n  o f  C h r i s t .  They 

are p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t r i k i n g  because  t h e y  make s o  c l e a r  t h e  c o n t r a s t  

between Jonah  and C h r i s t :  h e r e  w e  have Jonah a n g r i l y  and c h u r l i s h -  

l y  r e f u s i n g  t o  u n d e r t a k e  a  t a s k  because  i t  would i n v o l v e  t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  of h i s  s u f f e r i n g  t h e  same f a t e  which C h r i s t  l a t e r  

s u f f e r e d  w i t h  d i g n i t y  and p a t i e n c e .  M r .  S p e a r i n g  s a y s  o f  t h i s  

d e s c r i p t i o n :  

C e r t a i n l y  i t  s e r v e s  t o  b e l i t t l e  Jonah s t i l l  
f u r t h e r ,  by i n t r o d u c i n g  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  o f  which 
he  i s  s o  m i s e r a b l y  f a l l i n g  s h o r t .  I n  t h e  B i b l e  

' h e  i s  a type  o f  C h r i s t ;  i n  t h e  poem, a n  a n t i -  
t y p e .  4 

T h e r e  i s  no q u e s t i o n  t h a t  a t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  Jonah i s  p r e s e n t e d  a s  

a n t i t y p e  r a t h e r  t h a n  t y p e .  

But I f e e l  t h a t  t h e  m a t t e r  i s  more complex t h a n  t h i s ,  f o r  

i n  t h e  c e n t r a l  p a r t  o f  P a t i e n c e ,  (and of  t h e  Old Testament  s t o r y ) ,  



Jonah behaves i n  a n  exemplary f a s h i o n ,  b r i n g i n g  t h e  Word o f  God 

t o  t h e  N i n e v i t e s  and prompting t h e i r  r epen tance .  I n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  

pages ,  I w i l l  a t t e m p t  t o  a r g u e  t h a t  t h e  poe t  s u s t a i n s  a  s e r i e s  

o f  s i m u l t a n e o u s  p a r a l l e l s  and c o n t r a s t s  between Jonah and C h r i s t ,  

and  t h a t  t h e s e  may s e r v e  t o  deepen and i n t e n s i f y  h i s  r ange  of 

s u g g e s t i o n ,  and add t o  P a t i e n c e  t h a t  h i n t  of ambigu i ty  s o  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  i t s  a u t h o r .  Jonah i s  n e i t h e r  t y p e  n o r  a n t i -  

t y p e ,  b u t  b o t h  i n  t u r n .  

During h i s  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  voyage, t h e  Gawain-poet keeps  

t h e  comparison between Jonah and C h r i s t  i n  o u r  minds by i n t r o -  

duc ing  a number of  h i n t s  and s u g g e s t i o n s  which remind us  o f  

s p a k e s t "  s a i l o r  t o  Jonah i s  a l t e r e d  from t h a t  of t h e  "gubernator"  

i n  t h e  V u l g a t e  a c c o u n t ,  s o  t h a t  i t  i n c l u d e s  t h e  words:  

Lo! a1 synkes  i n  h i s  synne,  & f o r  h i s  s a k e  marres!  
(172) 

T h i s  i s  p r o b a b l y  a n  i n t e n t i o n a l  echo of t h e  famous words which 

t h e  High P r i e s t  Caiaphas  spoke a b o u t  C h r i s t :  

Nor c o n s i d e r  t h a t  i t  i s  exped ien t  f o r  u s ,  t h a t  one 
man s h o u l d  d i e  f o r  t h e  peop le ,  and t h a t  t h e  whole 
n a t i o n  p e r i s h  n o t .  
And t h i s  spake  he n o t  o f  h i m s e l f :  b u t  b e i n g  h i g h  
p r i e s t  t h a t  y e a r ,  he  p rophes ied  t h a t  Jesus  s h o u l d  
d i e  f o r  t h a t  n a t i o n .  (John x i .  50-51) 

The echo draws o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  s i m i l a r i t y  i n  s i t u a t i o n  



between Jonah  and C h r i s t  a t  a p o i n t  a t  which t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s  t o  

t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  i n  complete c o n t r a s t  t o  e a c h  

o t h e r .  C h r i s t  i s  t o  s a c r i f i c e  H i s  l i f e  f o r  a n  unworthy g e n e r a t i o n ,  

w h i l e  Jonah,  f e a r i n g  t h a t  such  a s a c r i f i c e  might be  asked  o f  him, 

r i s k s  t h e  l i v e s  o f  t h e  s a i l o r s  and t h e  s o u l s  of  t h e  N i n e v i t e s  --  
who la te r  p rove  t h e i r  wor th  by r e p e n t i n g  t h e i r  s i n s  -- i n  h i s  

a t t e m p t  t o  a v o i d  d o i n g  h i s  d u t y  a s  a  p r o p h e t .  Again, when t h e  

s a i l o r s  p a s s  judgement on Jonah  and condemn him t o  be  thrown 

overboard ,  t h e y  

... p r a y e n  t o  be  prynce  p a t  p rophe tes  s e r u e n ,  
pat h e  gef  hem be  g r a c e  t o  g reuen  hym n e u e r ,  
pat bay i n  b a l e l e 3  b lod  p e r  b lenden h e r  hande3, 
pa3 bat  h a p e l  wer h i s  p a t  pay h e r e  q u e l l e d .  (225-8) 

T h i s  a c c o u n t  i s  t r a n s l a t e d  f a i r l y  c l o s e l y  from t h e  Vulga te ,  b u t  

i n c l u d e s  one  s i g n i f i c a n t  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  i d e a  of w i s h i n g  n o t  t o  

d i p  o n e V s  hands i n  t h e  b lood of a n  i n n o c e n t  ma?, which  may remind 

u s  o f  t h e  words o f  a n o t h e r  judge  a t  t h e  end of  a n o t h e r  t r i a l :  

When P i l a t e  saw t h a t  he c o u l d  p r e v a i l  n o t h i n g ,  
b u t  t h a t  r a t h e r  a  tumul t  was made, he  took  
w a t e r ,  and washed h i s  hands b e f o r e  t h e  m u l t i t u d e ,  
s a y i n g ,  I a m  i n n o c e n t  o f  t h e  b lood o f  t h i s  j u s t  
p e r s o n :  se ye t o  i t .  
Then answered a l l  t h e  peop le ,  and s a i d ,  H i s  b lood  
be on  u s ,  and on o u r  c h i l d r e n .  (Matt.  x x v i i . 2 4 - 5 )  

Once more, t h e r e  i s  a  v e r y  s t r o n g  s i m i l a r i t y  between t h e  s i t u a t i o n s  

i n  which  Jonah and C h r i s t  f i n d  themselves ,  f o r  b o t h  a r e  b rough t  t o  

t r i a l  and condemned by a  r e l u c t a n t  and d o u b t f u l  judge .  But whereas 



we see C h r i s t  as t h e  i n n o c e n t  v i c t i m  o f  man's i n j u s t i c e ,  we 

(and f o r  t h a t  matter, Jonah h i m s e l f )  a r e  w e l l  aware t h a t  Jonah 

i s  r i g h t l y  t r e a t e d .  

As I obse rved  i n  Chapter  1, t h e  Book of Jonah was r e a d  

d u r i n g  P a s s i o n  Week, w i t h  t h e  r e s u l t  t h a t  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of 

J o n a h ' s  t h r e e  days i n  t h e  b e l l y  a s  a  symbol f o r  C h r i s t ' s  t h r e e  

days  i n  h e l l  w a s  w e l l  known. Thus t h e  f i s h  i t s e l f  becomes an  

emblem f o r  h e l l .  T h i s  i d e a  i s  suppor ted  by a famous p a s s a g e  

from t h e  Book o f  I s a i a h :  

T h e r e f o r e  h e l l  h a t h  e n l a r g e d  h e r s e l f ,  and 
opened h e r  mouth w i t h o u t  measure: and t h e i r  
g l o r y ,  and t h e i r  m u l t i t u d e ,  and t h e i r  pomp, 
and he  t h a t  r e j o i c e t h ,  s h a l l  descend i n t o  i t .  (v. 14)  

I s i d o r  o f  S e v i l l e  o b s e r v e s ,  i n  t h e  t w e l f t h  Book o f  h i s  Etymo- 

l o g i e s ,  t h a t  

There  a r e  huge s o r t s  o f  whales  w i t h  b o d i e s  t h e  
s i z e  of  mounta ins ,  l i k e  t h e  whale  t h a t  r e c e i v e d  
Jonah,  whose b e l l y  was o f  such  magnitude t h a t  
i t  h e l d  something l i k e  a  h e l l ,  t h e  p r o p h e t  

11 5 s a y i n g :  "He heard  me from t h e  b e l l y  o f  h e l l  . 
The Middle E n g l i s h  B e s t i a r y  i s  even more e x p l i c i t ,  s t a t i n g  

b l u n t l y  t h a t  t h e  whale  s t a n d s  f o r  t h e  d e v i l .  Indeed ,  t h e  jaws 

of  a wha le  were  used t o  r e p r e s e n t  Hell-Mouth i n  performances  of 

t h e  mys te ry  p l a y s ,  and a p p e a r  w i t h  t h e  same s i g n i f i c a n c e  i n  

t h e  "doom1' p a i n t i n g s  on church  w a l l s . 6  The Gawain-poet makes 

good u s e  o f  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  a s s o c i a t i o n ,  v i s u a l i z i n g  t h e  w h a l e ' s  



b e l l y  as a l i v i n g  h e l l :  

& per he f e s t n e s  pe  f e t e  & fathme3 a b o u t e ,  
& s t o d  vp i n  h i s  stomak, p a t  s t a n k  as be  d e u e l .  
per i n  saym & i n  s a u r  p a t  sauoured a s  h e l l e ,  
per wat3  bylded h i s  bour ,  pat wyl no b a l e  s u f f e r .  

(273-6) 

And J o n a h ' s  p r a y e r  i s  

Out o f  b e  h o l e  . . . o f  h e l l e n  wombe. (306) 

J u s t  as C h r i s t ' s  t h r e e  days  i n  h e l l  i s  a  t ime  o f  p r e p a r a -  

t i o n  f o r  t h e  R e s u r r e c t i o n ,  s o  J o n a h ' s  t h r e e  days i n  t h e  h e l l  of 

t h e  b e l l y  a r e  i n  p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  h i s  e j e c t i o n  from t h e  wha le .  

The f a c t  t h a t  he  i s  s t i l l  a l i v e  t o  be vomited up from t h e  f i s h  

p resupposes  a  m i r a c u l o u s  s u r v i v a l  i n  t h e  b e l l y .  The Gawain-poet 

makes i t  c l e a r  t h a t  w i t h o u t  Div ine  a i d  Jonah c o u l d  n e v e r  have 

s u r v i v e d  : 

F o r  nade p e  hy3e heuen-kyng, bur3  h i s  honde-my3t, 
Warded p i s  wrech man i n  Warlowes g u t t e 3 ,  
What l e d e  mo3t l y u e  b i  lawe o f  any  kynde, 
pat any l y f  my3t be l e n t  s o  longe  hym w i t h - i n n e ?  

(257-60) 

It i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  o b s e r v e  t h a t  T e r t u l l i a n  i n  h i s  t r e a t i s e  

De R e s u r r e c t i o n e  C a r n i s  L i b e r  c i t e s  t h i s  s u r v i v a l  as a p roof  o f  

God's a b i l i t y  t o  e f f e c t  r e s u r r e c t i o n :  

... b u t  I suppose  t h a t  Jonah i s  a  s u f f i c i e n t  
p roof  t h a t  God has  t h i s  power a s  w e l l ,  when he 
i s  disembarked from t h e  sea -mons te r ' s  b e l l y  un- 
c o r r u p t  i n  r e s p e c t  o f  b o t h  s u b s t a n c e s ,  f l e s h  
and  s o u l ,  and c e r t a i n l y  t h e  w h a l e ' s  e n t r a i l s  



would have been more competent t o  d i g e s t  
t h e  f l e s h  i n  t h r e e  days t h a n  would a c o f f i n ,  
a s e p u l c h r e ,  and t h e  lon  age  o f  some peace-  
f u l  and enbalmed b u r i a l .  9 

I n  a n y  c a s e ,  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  be ing  vomited up by t h e  whale  i n  

some s e n s e  symbol izes  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  r e s u r r e c t i o n  and p r e f i g u r e s  

t h e  R e s u r r e c t i o n  o f  C h r i s t .  The Gawain-poet d e s c r i b e s  J o n a h ' s  

d e p a r t u r e  from t h e  whale  i n  terms which s u g g e s t  t h a t  w e  may see 

t h i s  e v e n t  as a b i r t h  o f  some s o r t :  

& ber  he b rake3  vp be buyrne ... (340) 

J o n a h ' s  s p i r i t u a l  r e b i r t h  has  a l r e a d y  t aken  p l a c e  w i t h i n  t h e  

whale ,  a t  t h e  t ime  he t u r n e d  t o  God, asked t o  be  f o r g i v e n ,  and 

under took  t o  do h i s  d u t y  as a p r o p h e t  i f  he  were  r e l e a s e d .  H i s  

r e s u r r e c t i o n  i s  n o t  t h e  a p o t h e o s i s  which C h r i s t  undergoes ,  b u t  

r a t h e r  a r e t u r n  t o  t h e  p h y s i c a l  wor ld .  . 

The p l a c e  t o  which t h e  whale  r e t u r n s  Jonah i s  one  where 

he has  work t o  do: 

ye bonkes p a t  h e  b losched t o  & bode hym b i s y d e ,  
Wern of  be  r e g i o u n e s  r y 3 t  p a t  he renayed hade .  (343-4) 

A t  once  he  resumes t h e  d u t i e s  of t h e  p r o p h e t ,  and r e c e i v e s  

o r d e r s  from God t o  go t o  Nineveh: 

11 R i s ,  ap roche  pen t o  p reche ,  l o ,  be p l a c e  he re !  
Lo! my l o r e  i s  i n  be loken ,  l a n c e  h i t  b e r i n n e . "  

(349 -50 )  

The l a s t  l i n e  reminds us  o f  J o n a h ' s  s i m i l a r i t y  t o  C h r i s t ,  a s  one 



i n  whom t h e  Word of  God i s  "loken", and whose d u t y  i t  i s  t o  

b r i n g  t h a t  Word t o  t h e  s i n f u l .  . 
The p o e t  d e s c r i b e s  Jonah ' s  journey t o  Nineveh i n  some 

d e t a i l  : 

p e n n e  be renk  r a d l y  r o s  a s  he  my3t, 
6 t o  Niniue  b a t  n a 3 t  he ne3ed f u l  euen.  
H i t  w-at3 a c e t e  f u l  syde  & s e l l y  o f  b r e d e ,  
On t o  brenge  pe r -pur3e  wat3 b r e  daye3 dede.  
pat on  journay  f u l  j o y n t  Jonas  hym 3ede ,  
E r  e u e r  he warpped any worde t o  wy3e p a t  h e  m e t t e .  

(351-6) 

It i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  compare t h i s  t o  t h e  Old Testament  a c c o u n t :  

So Jonah a r o s e ,  and went un to  Nineveh, a c c o r d i n g  
t o  t h e  word o f  t h e  Lord. Now Nineveh was a n  ex-  
c e e d i n g  g r e a t  c i t y  o f  t h r e e  days ' journey .  
And Jonah began t o  e n t e r  i n t o  t h e  c i t y  a  d a y ' s  
j o u r n e y ,  and he  c r i e d ,  and s a i d ,  Y e t  f o r t y  days ,  
and Nineveh s h a l l  be  overthrown.  ( i i i .  3-4) 

S t r a n g e l y  enough, a t t e n t i o n  has  n o t  p r e v i o u s l y  been drawn t o  t h e  

r a t h e r  obv ious  p o i n t  t h a t  whereas t h e  b i b l i c a l  Jonah speaks  t o  

t h e  N i n e v i t e s  a f t e r  t h e  f i r s t  d a y ' s  journey ,  t h e  Jonah  of 

P a t i e n c e  i s  s i l e n t  f o r  t h r e e  days .  I n  view of t h e  Gawain-poe t t s  

h a b i t  of  p a t t e r n i n g  e v e n t s  and b a l a n c i n g  them one a g a i n s t  a n -  

o t h e r ,  h e  p r o b a b l y  means us  t o  s e e    on ah's t h r e e  days  o f  s i l e n c e  

as a p a r a l l e l  t o  h i s  t h r e e  d a y s t  o r d e a l  i n  t h e  b e l l y  o f  t h e  

wha le ,  But t h i s  d e t a i l  may a l s o  remind us  of one of t h e  b e s t  

known f a c t s  a b o u t  t h e  l i f e  of  C h r i s t .  C h r i s t  was s i l e n t  f o r  

t h i r t y  y e a r s .  Jonah i s  s i l e n t  f o r  t h r e e  days .  P o s s i b l y  i t  i s  n o t  



b e i n g  e x c e s s i v e l y  f a n c i f u l  t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  c o n t r a s t  between 

t h i r t y  y e a r s  and t h r e e  days may be  s e e n  a s  a measure o f  t h e  

immense s u p e r i o r i t y  of  C h r i s t  and H i s  m i s s i o n  o v e r  Jonah and 

h i s .  Though b o t h  a r e  p rophe t s ,  Jonah i s  no more t h a n  a p a l e  

shadow o f  C h r i s t .  

Jonah  i s  undoubtedly  a t  h i s  n o b l e s t  and most C h r i s t - l i k e  i n  

t h a t  p a r t  o f  P a t i e n c e  i n  which he b r i n g s  t h e  Word o f  God t o  t h e  

N i n e v i t e s ,  and t h u s  prompts t h e i r  r e p e n t a n c e .  I n  comple te  c o n t r a s t ,  

t h e  f i n a l  e p i s o d e  o f  t h e  s t o r y  shows him once more r e b e l l i n g  

a g a i n s t  God, t h i s  t i m e  because  God has  pardoned t h e  N i n e v i t e s .  

Once a g a i n ,  h e  becomes most u n l i k e  C h r i s t ,  more s o  pe rhaps  t h a n  

a t  any  o t h e r  t ime  i n  t h e  poem. Our f i n a l  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  Jonah  i s  

one  of  a man i n c o r r i g i b l y  weak-wil led and u n s t a b l e ,  and t h u s ,  

s a d  t o  s a y ,  t y p i c a l  o f  mankind. Given t h i s ,  i t  may seem s t r a n g e  

t h a t  t h e  p o e t  wished t o  b r i n g  t o  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  p o i n t s  of com- 

p a r i s o n  between Jonah  and C h r i s t .  But b o t h  have one s i g n i f i c a n t  

t h i n g  i n  common, f o r  b o t h  were p rophe t s  who b rough t  abou t  t h e  

r e p e n t a n c e  of  many s i n n e r s .  C h r i s t i a n  t e a c h i n g ,  d e r i v e d  from t h e  

words of  t h e  B i b l e  and t h e  Church F a t h e r s ,  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  speaks  

o f  Jonah  as a f o r e r u n n e r  and t y p e  of C h r i s t ,  i n t e r p r e t i n g  a  

number o f  e v e n t s  i n  t h e  s t o r y  of Jonah a s  symbol iz ing  o r  f o r e -  

shadowing e v e n t s  i n  t h e  l i f e  of C h r i s t .  The Gawain-poet makes 



u s e  o f  t h e s e  a s s o c i a t i o n s  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  t o  complicate  and 

i n t e n s i f y  t h e  responses  which Pa t ience  may e l i c i t  from a thought-  

f u l  and imagina t ive  r eade r .  C h r i s t  i s  implied a s  t h e  measure of 

t h e  p e r f e c t  man, t h e  s tandard  a g a i n s t  which Jonah must be a s se s sed  

and i n e v i t a b l y  found lack ing .  A t  t h e  same time, t h e  poe t  i s  more 

s u b t l e  t han  merely  t o  t ake  t h e  normal i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  Jonah a s  

a type  of C h r i s t ,  and use  h i s  v e r s i o n  of t h e  events  o f  t he  Old 

Testament s t o r y  t o  sugges t  t h a t  Jonah 's  conduct makes him more 

l i k e  a n  a n t i t y p e .  I n s t e a d ,  he p o r t r a y s  Jonah as a t y p i c a l l y  i m -  

p e r f e c t  human being,  charged w i t h  a  miss ion similar,  on a  sma l l e r  

s c a l e ,  t o  t h a t  which C h r i s t  l a t e r  c a r r i e d  o u t ,  and indeed a b l e  

b r i e f l y  t o  emulate C h r i s t  i n  h i s  ded ica t ion  and courage,  though 

u t t e r l y  i ncapab le  o f  doing s o  c o n s i s t e n t l y .  Thus, t h e  p o e t ' s  use  

o f  s imul taneous l i k e n e s s e s  and c o n t r a s t s  between Jonah and C h r i s t  

emphasizes bo th  t h e  g r e a t n e s s  of C h r i s t  and t h e  f eeb lenes s  i n  

comparison of  even t h e  most worthy o f  men. It sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  

l i f e  of t h e  ded ica ted  C h r i s t i a n  w i l l  be a  cons t an t  s t r u g g l e  t o  

emulate  a  supreme model and t h a t ,  a l though he may o c c a s i o n a l l y  

and b r i e f l y  succeed i n  t h i s ,  he w i l l  much of t h e  t ime be un- 

s u c c e s s f u l ,  When we cons ide r  t h e  model, we must recognize  w i t h  

t h e  Evange l i s t s  t h a t  "a g r e a t e r  than Jonas i s  here". 



C h a p t e r  Four:  F o o t n o t e s  

1 I1 Both C h a r l e s  Moorman, P a t i e n c e ,  " The "Pearl1 ' -poet  
11 (New York, l 9 6 8 ) ,  p.  68 and A.C. S p e a r i n g ,  P a t i e n c e  and 

t h e  Gawain-poet , " Angl ia ,  LXXXIV ( l966) ,  314, o b s e r v e  
t h a t  C h r i s t i a n  commentators normal ly  r e g a r d  Jonah a s  a  
t y p e  o f  C h r i s t .  

The o t h e r  passage  may b e  found i n  S t .  Luke x i .29-32 ,  
T h i s  p a s s a g e  i s  quoted  from t h e  Author ized  Vers ion .  The 
q u o t a t i o n s  ( i n  p r e v i o u s  Chap te r s )  from t h e  Sermon on t h e  
Mount and t h e  Book o f  Jonah  a r e  g i v e n  i n  t h e  Vulga te  L a t i n  
b e c a u s e  I f e e l  t h a t  t h e y  i n f l u e n c e d  t h e  p o e t  l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  
as w e l l  as t h e m a t i c a l l y .  The p r e s e n t  q u o t a t i o n  from 
S t .  Matthew, and any o t h e r  passages  quoted  from b i b l i c a l  
o r  p a t r i s t i c  s o u r c e s  which a r e  r e l e v a n t  t o  P a t i e n c e  o n l y  
i n  t e r m s  o f  theme and concep t ,  no t  of language and image, 
are made i n  t h e  E n g l i s h  v e r s i o n .  The o n l y  e x c p e t i o n  i s  i n  
t h e  c a s e  of  t h e  passage  from P e t r u s  Chrysologus ,  where I 
have no t r a n s l a t i o n  a v a i l a b l e ,  and r a t h e r  t h a n  o b l i g e  t h e  
r e a d e r  t o  t r u s t  a  t r a n s l a t i o n  of my own making have chosen 
t o  r e t a i n  t h e  L a t i n  o r i g i n a l .  

3 P e t r u s  Chrysologus ,  Sermo XXXVII, "De Jonae P r o ~ h e t a e  
s i g n o , "  P a t r o l o g i a  L a t i n a ,  ed .  J.-P. Migne ( P a r i s ,  1844) ,  
v o l .  L I I ,  c o l .  304. 

4 S p e a r i n g ,  p .  314. 

5 E. Brehau t ,  An E n c ~ r c l o p e d i s t  of t h e  Dark Ages: I s i d o r e  o f  
S e v i l l e  (New York, 19121, p. 229. 

6 M. Hussey, ~ h a u c e r ' s  World (Cambr;-dge, 1967),  pp. 119-20. 

7 De R e s u r r e c t i o n e  C a r n i s  L i b e r :  T e r t u l l i a n ' s  T r e a t i s e  on  - 
t h e  R e s u r r e c t i o n ,  ed .  E .  Evans (London, 1960),  pp.  86-7.  



C h a p t e r  F i v e :  A Reading 

My purpose  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r  i s  t o  o f f e r  a n  i n t e r p r e t i v e  

r e a d i n g  of  P a t i e n c e .  Th i s  w i l l  i n e v i t a b l y  i n v o l v e  much s u b j e c t i v e  

c r i t i c i s m ,  and w i l l  a l s o  be  based t o  a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  d e g r e e  on 

arguments  developed i n  p r e v i o u s  c h a p t e r s .  By c o n c e n t r a t i n g  on 

what  seems t o  me t o  be  t h e  most impor tan t  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  poem, 

i t s  mora l  commentary on t h e  human c o n d i t i o n ,  I w i l l  a t t e m p t  t o  

r e a c h  some t e n t a t i v e  c o n c l u s i o n s  abou t  t h e  v iew o f  l i f e  which 

t h e  p o e t  embodies i n  h i s  work and t h e  message which t h e  poem may 

communicate t o  a  s e n s i t i v e  r e a d e r .  

P a t i e n c e  was w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of a n  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  

and  t h e r e f o r e  des igned  f o r  an  aud ience  t o  h e a r  r a t h e r  t h a n  r e a d . 1  

We may r e a s o n a b l y  e x p e c t  t o  f i n d  t h a t  t h i s  f a c t  has  i n f l u e n c e d  

t h e  p o e t  i n  te rms b o t h  o f  s t y l e  and of  s t r u c t u r e .  Thus, f o r  

example, when he  wishes  t o  draw o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  a  s i m i l a r i t y  

between two s i t u a t i o n s  we can a n t i c i p a t e  h i s  u s e  o f  s t r i k i n g  



v e r b a l  echoes ,  which would remind h i s  l i s t e n e r  of h i s  p r e v i o u s  

s t a t e m e n t  t h r o u g h  t h e  r e p e t i t i o n  of a  p a r t i c u l a r  s o u n d - p a t t e r n ,  

We may a l s o  assume t h a t  t h e  o r d e r  i n  which h e  p r e s e n t s  h i s  mora l  

p o i n t s  and t h e  d e t a i l s  of h i s  s t o r y  i s  c a r e f u l l y  des igned  t o  

make t h e  s t r o n g e s t  p o s s i b l e  impress ion  on h i s  aud ience .  Most 

poems w r i t t e n  i n  a n  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  p o s s e s s  a s t r o n g  n a r r a t i v e  

t h r e a d ,  and i n  P a t i e n c e  t h e  o v e r a l l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  poem 

may be  s e e n  t o  grow and develop as t h e  s t o r y  and i t s  a t t e n d a n t  

commentary p roceed .  As a r e s u l t  we w i l l  f i n d  t h a t  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  

of  Jonah  i s  r e v e a l e d  t o  us n o t  through a  c o n s i s t e n t  and con- 

c e n t r a t e d  p o r t r a i t ,  b u t  r a t h e r  th rough  a n  accoun t  o f  h i s  conduc t ,  

t h o u g h t s  and f e e l i n g s ,  w i d e l y  v a r i e d  and sometimes c o n t r a d i c t o r y  

a s  t h e y  are, i n  a s e r i e s  o f  s i t u a t i o n s .  Through h i s  u s e  of t h i s  

method t h e  p o e t  deve lops  i n  t h e  mind o f  h i s  l i s t e n e r  a thorough  

and  q u i t e  s u b t l e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  Jonah.  For  t h e s e  r e a s o n s  I 

fee l  t h a t  a n  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  P a t i e n c e  shou ld  t a k e  i n t o  con- 

s i d e r a t i o n  n o t  o n l y  what we a r e  t o l d  and what i s  s u g g e s t e d  through 

symbol and h i n t ,  b u t  a l s o  t h e  o r d e r i n g  of e v e n t s  and t h e  o v e r a l l  

s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  poem. I w i l l  s t a r t  a t  t h e  beg inn ing  o f  t h e  poem 

and a t t e m p t  t o  o f f e r  a n  i n t e r p r e t i v e  accoun t  of i t s  d e v e l o p i n g  

p a t t e r n  th rough  t o  t h e  end. For  P a t i e n c e  i s  a  work which grows 

as one e v e n t  r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y  endows a n o t h e r  w i t h  e x t r a  l a y e r s  of  

meaning and s u g g e s t i o n ,  and t h e  t o t a l  moral and human s i g n i f i c a n c e  



expands and s h i f t s  u n t i l  by t h e  end i t  i s  b o t h  r i c h  and s u b t l e .  

I have  examined t h e  p ro logue  i n  c o n s i d e r a b l e  d e t a i l  i n  

C h a p t e r  2,  and w i l l  t h e r e f o r e  l i m i t  myself t o  a f a i r l y  s h o r t  

a c c o u n t  of  i t  h e r e .  A s  I p r e v i o u s l y  obse rved ,  t h e  p o e t  p l a c e s  

u s  i n  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  a  c o n g r e g a t i o n  l i s t e n i n g  t o  a sermon, and 

a d d r e s s e s  u s  th rough  t h e  pe r sona  of  a p r e a c h e r .  ' H i s  f i r s t  words 

are a b l u n t  s t a t e m e n t  o f  theme: 

P a t i e n c e  i s  a  n o b e l  poynt ,  pa3 h i t  d i s p l e s e  o f t e .  (1) 

H e  t h e n  goes  on t o  e x p l a i n  why t h i s  i s  s o ,  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h a t  i t  

... i s  b e t t e r  t o  abyde pe  b u r  vmbe-stoundes, 
p e n  a y  prow f o r t h  my p r o ,  pa3 me pynk y l l e .  (7-8) 

A t  t h i s  p o i n t  t h e  p r e a c h e r  a p p l i e s  t o  h i s  own l i f e  t h e  argument 

which  he  i s  p r e s e n t i n g  t o  h i s  l i s t e n e r s ,  a  d e v i c e  which he  u s e s  

c o n s i s t e n t l y  th roughou t  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  p ro logue .  The r e s u l t  

of t h i s  i s  t h a t  he  becomes t o  some e x t e n t  i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  t h e  

members of  h i s  c o n g r e g a t i o n  a s  a man who, l i k e  them, must f i n d  

t h e  s t r e n g t h  t o  f a c e  t h e  s u f f e r i n g  of l i f e  w i t h  p a t i e n t  f o r t i t u d e ,  

H e  i s  i n  t h a t  ambiguous moral  p o s i t i o n  s h a r e d  by a l l  p r e a c h e r s ,  

f o r  w h i l e  he  expounds t o  o t h e r  men t h e  v a l u e s  o f  C h r i s t i a n  

h u m i l i t y  and w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  s u f f e r ,  and warns them o f  t h e  dangers  

of r e f u s i n g  t o  a c c e p t  t h i s  s u f f e r i n g  w i t h  p a t i e n c e ,  he  does s o  

i n  t h e  f u l l  knowledge t h a t  he  t o o  i s  an  i m p e r f e c t  human b e i n g  

and  t h e r e f o r e  i n e v i t a b l y  unab le  f u l l y  t o  l i v e  up t o  t h e  h i g h  



s t a n d a r d s  h e  sets b e f o r e  h i s  f l o c k .  Thus h i s  use  of  t h e  f i r s t  

p e r s o n  may pe rhaps  s t r i k e  us  n o t  o n l y  a s  t h e  r h e t o r i c a l  d e v i c e  

i t  undoub ted ly  i s ,  b u t  a l s o ,  i n  view o f  t h e  moral  temper o f  t h e  

poem, as a g e s t u r e  of h u m i l i t y ,  a  r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  he s h a r e s  an  

i m p e r f e c t i o n  common t o  a l l  mankind. 

The p r e a c h e r ' s  r e c i t a l  o f  t h e  B e a t i t u d e s  p r o v i d e s  a  

s c r i p t u r a l  b a s e  f o r  h i s  view of l i f e .  I t  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  f i t t i n g  

t h a t  t h i s  s h o u l d  be  d e r i v e d  from a  sermon i n  which C h r i s t  spoke 

C h r i s t t s  words ,  t h e  p r e a c h e r  p l a c e s  h imsel f  i n  a  g r e a t  t r a d i t i o n  

of  moral  i n s t r u c t i o n ,  a  t r a d i t i o n  which c o n s i s t s  i n  t h e  c o n t i n u i t y  

o f  t h e  Word o f  God, and t h u s  t r a n s c e n d s  t h e  human l i m i t a t i o n s  of  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  p r e a c h e r  and endows h i s  words w i t h  t h e  we igh t  of 

u n q u e s t i o n a b l e  a u t h o r i t y .  The B e a t i t u d e s  shou ld  be p r i m a r i l y  re- 

g a r d e d  n o t  as a t e x t  c e l e b r a t i n g  e i g h t  s e p a r a t e  v i r t u e s ,  b u t  

r a t h e r  as one  i n  p r a i s e  o f  v i r t u e  a s  a  whole, of  which t h e  e i g h t  

k i n d s  are c o n c e p t u a l i z e d  a s  component p a r t s .  N e i t h e r  i s  t h i s  

p o i n t  weakened by t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of  t h e  s e p a r a t e  f i g u r e s  of t h e  

e i g h t  Dames, f o r  t h e  p o e t ' s  comment a f t e r  he has  p r e s e n t e d  them, 

H e  were  happen p a t  hade one - -  a l l e  were  be b e t t e r ,  
( 3 4 )  

i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e y  s e r v e  a  p u r e l y  exemplary Purpose .  The p r e a c h e r  



p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  a l t h o u g h  i t  i s  good t o  p o s s e s s  one Dame, (and 

t h u s  t h e  v i r t u e  p r a i s e d  i n  one ~ e a t i t u d e ) ,  i t  would indeed b e  

b e t t e r  t o  have  a l l  e i g h t .  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t  we s e n s e  a  h i n t  o f  g e n t l e  i r o n y  e n t e r i n g  t h e  

d i s c u s s i o n ,  f o r  w e  a r e  f u l l y  aware t h a t  no man e v e r  does o r  w i l l  

p o s s e s s  a l l  e i g h t .  I f  he d i d ,  he would have ach ieved  p e r f e c t i o n  

o n  e a r t h ,  and one  of  t h e  major  themes of t h i s  poem, and indeed  

o f  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  C h r i s t i a n  w r i t i n g ,  i s  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  i m p e r f e c t i o n  

o f  man, m o r t a l  and p o s t l a p s a r i a n  a s  he i s .  The B e a t i t u d e s  d e f i n e  

a concep t  of  p e r f e c t i o n  which C h r i s t i a n s  a r e  encouraged t o  p u r s u e .  

But ,  as C h r i s t  was t h e  o n l y  b e i n g  who e v e r  possessed  p e r f e c t i o n  

o n  e a r t h ,  t h e  p u r s u i t  of  t h i s  i d e a l  may be s e e n  i n  te rms of 

s e t t i n g  H i m  up as a model f o r  a l l  conduct .  Because any s u c h  

q u e s t  i s  doomed a t  l e a s t  t o  p a r t i a l  f a i l u r e  on e a r t h ,  i t  must 

i n e v i t a b l y  i n v o l v e  t h e  k i n d  o f  p a i n  and s u f f e r i n g  which t h e  

p r e a c h e r  emphasizes i n  t h e  p ro logue .  But i n  s p i t e  o f  t h i s ,  man 

i s  encouraged t o  s t r i v e  t o  a c h i e v e  v i r t u e ,  f o r  i f  h e  succeeds  

even p a r t i a l l y  t h e n  t h e  g r e a t e s t  o f  a l l  rewards w i l l  be  h i s ,  and 

i n  comparison w i t h  t h e  promise o f  heavenly  b l i s s  t h e  most t e r r i b l e  

o f  e a r t h l y  woes p a l e  i n t o  i n s i g n i f i c a n c e .  

The p r e a c h e r - n a r r a t o r  u n d e r t a k e s  t o  speak  t o  us a b o u t  two 



o f  t h e  v i r t u e s  p r a i s e d  i n  t h e  B e a t i t u d e s .  P a t i e n c e ,  t h e  l a s t ,  

w i l l  b e  h i s  main concern ,  b u t  he  w i l l  a l s o  touch  on p o v e r t y ,  

t h e  f i r s t ,  Both te rms a r e  used by t h e  poe t  i n  s u c h  a  way t h a t  

t h e i r  r a n g e  o f  meaning grows f a r  wider  than  t h a t  which we 

a s s o c i a t e  w i t h  t h e i r  c o n v e n t i o n a l  usage ,  and i t  becomes c l e a r  

t h a t  t h e y  d e f i n e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  w i d e s t  a p p l i c a t i o n .  "pa t i ence"  

comes t o  mean n o t  o n l y  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  s u f f e r  p h y s i c a l  and s p i r i t -  

u a l  h a r d s h i p s  w i t h o u t  compla in t ,  bu t  a l s o  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  behave 

w i t h  modera t ion  i n  t imes  o f  e a s e  and p l e n t y .  Likewise ,  lVpoverj." 

means b o t h  t h e  p h y s i c a l  p o v e r t y  of  d e p r i v a t i o n  and t h e  s p j . r i t u a 1  

q u a l i t y  o f  h u m i l i t y  and w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  s u f f e r .  The p o e t  endows 

t h e s e  terms w i t h  t h e  w i d e s t  p o s s i b l e  r ange  of s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  s o  

t h a t  t h e y  exemplify and a r e  p a r t  of  t h a t  comple te  and supreme 

v i r t u e  which  i s  p e r f e c t  a s  i t  i s  u n o b t a i n a b l e  on e a r t h .  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t  t h e  p r e a c h e r  once more a p p l i e s  t h e  e t h i c a l  

argument t o  h i s  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e .  He has  t o l d  us  t h a t  we must 

n o t  o n l y  a c c e p t  s u f f e r i n g  b u t  even r e j o i c e  i n  i t ,  and now t h i s  

moral  l e s s o n  i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  w i t h  g r e a t  immediacy i n  h i s  accoun t  

o f  h i s  own d e t e r m i n a t i o n  t o  l i v e  up t o  t h i s  r e q u i r e m e n t .  He has  

e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  moral  theme of  t h e  s t o r y  he  w i l l  t e l l ,  i ts 

a p p l i c a t i o n  t o  t h e  l i f e  o f  e v e r y  C h r i s t i a n  man, and t h e  a u t h o r i t y  

upon which he b a s e s  h i s  moral  judgements.  The p ro logue  has  s e r v e d  



i t s  purpose ,  and w i t h  t h e  minimum o f  preamble o r  ceremony, t h e  

s t o r y  o f  Jonah  i s  i n t r o d u c e d .  

The Gawain-poet s e t s  t h e  s c e n e  f o r  h i s  n a r r a t i v e  i n  two 

b r i e f  l i n e s :  

H i t  b i t y d d e  sum-tyme i n  he termes of Jude ,  
Jonas  joyned wa t3  b e r - i n n e  J e n t y l e  p r o p h e t e .  (61-2) 

Economical though t h i s  opening i s ,  i t  p r o v i d e s  us w i t h  a l l  t h e  

f a c t s  w e  need t o  know b e f o r e  t h e  s t o r y  p r o p e r  b e g i n s .  The most 

i m p o r t a n t  s i n g l e  p i e c e  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  i s  t h a t  Jonah  i s  a p p o i n t e d  

a "prophe te f l ,  which means t h a t  God g i v e s  him a  j o b  of  t h e  g r e a t e s t  

impor tance ,  and one  which we know r e q u i r e s  t h e  most demanding 

s t a n d a r d s  of  conduct  and d e d i c a t i o n .  I n  t h e  v e r y  n e x t  l i n e  we 

h e a r  t h a t  God speaks  t o  Jonah,  and t h e  f i r s t  d i s c o r d a n t  n o t e  i s  

immedia te ly  s t r u c k .  The poe t  t e l l s  us  t h a t  when "Goddes glam t o  

hym glod"  (63) i t  n e i t h e r  brought  Jonah happ iness  n o r  f i l l e d  him 

w i t h  d r e a d ,  b u t  "hym vnglad  made". We have t o  w a i t  u n t i l  Godfs  

s p e e c h  i s  o v e r  b e f o r e  we d i s c o v e r  p r e c i s e l y  why Jonah s h o u l d  be 



1 I vnglad",  b u t  we l i s t e n  t o  ~ o d ' s  words i n  t h e  knowledge t h a t  t h e y  

are a s o u r c e  o f  d i s p l e a s u r e  t o  H i s  p rophe t .  God's f i r s t  words t o  

Jonah are b r u s q u e  and imper ious :  

"Rys r a d l y , "  He s a y s ,  "& r ayke  f o r t h  euen,  
Nym be way t o  Nynyue, wyth-outen o p e r  speche ,  
& i n  P a t  c e t e  my sa3es  soghe a l l e  a b o u t e ,  
pat, i n  p a t  p l a c e  a t  be poynt ,  I p u t  i n  P i  h e r t " ,  

(65-8) 

though  w e  may f e e l  t h a t  t h e  t o n e  grows somewhat g e n t l e r  i n  t h e  

las t  two l i n e s .  I n  any e v e n t ,  God goes on t o  e x p l a i n  t o  Jonah 

why H e  w i s h e s  him t o  speak t o  t h e  Ninev i t e s  : 

I1 ... h i t  a r n  s o  wykke b a t  i n  p a t  won dowelle3,  
& h e r  malys i s  s o  much, I may n o t  abyde,  
Bot venge me on h e r  v i l a n y e  & venym b i l y u e .  " ( 6 9 - 7 1 )  

H e  ends  w i t h  a  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  H i s  p rev ious  o r d e r ,  t h i s  t ime  i n  

d i s t i n c t l y  m i l d e r  t e rms :  

"Now swe3e me b i d e r  s w y f t l y  & s a y  me Pis a r e n d e . "  ( 7 2 )  

I n  e f f e c t ,  God i s  commanding Jonah t o  under take  t h e  k i n d  of work 

f o r  which  a p r o p h e t  i s  i n t e n d e d ,  t h a t  i s  t o  p r e a c h  t h e  Word t o  

t h e  wicked and t h e  i g n o r a n t .  

We s h o u l d  keep t h i s  p o i n t  i n  mind a s  we l i s t e n  t o  JonahVs  

v i r u l e n t  r e a c t i o n .  F i r s t  t h e  poe t  t e l l s  US t h a t  t h e  "steuen" of 

God "stownecl h i s  myndef1 ( 7 3 )  and t h a t  "he wrathed i n  h i s  w y t V 1  and 

11 wyper ly  h e  po3t" ( 7 4 ) .  Then we a r e  g iven ,  i n  d i r e c t  speech ,  

e x a c t l y  what Jonah d i d  t h i n k :  



"If I bowe t o  h i s  bode & bryng hem p i s  t a l e ,  
& I b e  nummen i n  Nuniue, my nyes begynes, 
He  t e l l e s  me pose  t r a y t o u r e s  a r n  typpede schrewes;  
I corn wyth pose  typynges,  pay t a  me bylyue ,  
Pyneg me i n  a  prysoun,  p u t  me i n  s t o k k e s ,  
Wrybe m e  i n  a war lok ,  w r a s t  o u t  myn y3en. 
pis i s  a meruayl message a man f o r  t o  p r e c h e ,  
Amonge enmyes s o  mony & mansed f e n d e s ;  
Bot if my gaynlych God such g r e f  t o  me wolde,  
F o r  d e s e r t  o f  sum s a k e  p a t  I s l a y n  were ,  
A t  a l l e  p e r y l e s , "  quop be p rophe te ,  "I aproche  h i t  

no n e r r e ;  
I wyl  m e  sum o p e r  waye p a t  he  ne  wayte  a f t e r ;  
I s c h a l  t e e  i n t o  Tarce  & t a r y  p e r e  a  whyle,  
&, l y 3 t l y ,  when I a m  l e s t  he  l e t e s  me a lone" .  (75-88) 

The p o e t  p r e s e n t s  J o n a h ' s  t h o u g h t s  t o  us a s  t h e y  form i n  h i s  mind, 

s o  t h a t  w e  do n o t  mere ly  h e a r  what he t h i n k s ,  b u t  a r e  r a t h e r  

shown p r e c i s e l y  how h e  t h i n k s .  Th i s  has  t h e  e f f e c t  o f  robb ing  

him o f  t h e  d i g n i t y  p r e s e r v e d  s o  e f f e c t i v e l y  by t h e  e p i s o d i c  

n a r r a t i v e  and c o n s i s t e n t  unders ta tement  of t h e  b i b l i c a l  a c c o u n t .  

Nothing i s  h idden  from u s ,  w i t h  t h e  r e s u l t  t h a t  t h e  unwor th iness  

o f  J o n a h ' s  mot ives  and t h e  p a l p a b l y  f a l l a c i o u s  r e a s o n i n g  i n  which 

h e  i n d u l g e s  i n  o r d e r  t o  d e l u d e  h imsel f  as t o  h i s  r e a l  m o t i v a t i o n  

r o b  him o f  t h e  s t a t u r e  w i t h  which t h e  t i t l e  o f  "prophete l '  

b r i e f l y  endowed him. But though we have no doubt  t h a t ,  a c c o r d i n g  

t o  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  s e t  up i n  t h e  p ro logue ,  J o n a h ' s  behav iour  i s  

m o r a l l y  r e p r e h e n s i b l e ,  t h e  immediacy of t h e  p o e t ' s  accoun t  s o  

c a p t u r e s  o u r  i m a g i n a t i o n  t h a t  w e  f e e l  s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y  i n c l i n e d  

towards  him, and p o s s i b l y  even i d e n t i f y  w i t h  him. We can  i n -  



t e l l e c t u a l l y  r e j e c t  t h e  d i s h o n e s t y  and unworth iness  o f  what he  

s a y s ,  b u t  w e  u n d e r s t a n d  h i s  d e s i r e  t o  avo id  p r o b a b l e  p a i n  and 

p o s s i b l e  d e a t h .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  l a s t  f o u r  l i n e s ,  i n  which  t h e  

r e l u c t a n t  p r o p h e t  de te rmines  t o  f l e e  " i n t o  ~ a r c e " ,  make i t  c l e a r  

t h a t  J o n a h ' s  d e s i r e  t o  e s c a p e  from h i s  d u t y  t o  c a r r y  o u t  God's 

command c a u s e s  him t o  f o l l o w  t h e  d i c t a t e s  of h i s  p a s s i o n s  and 

n o t  t h o s e  of  h i s ' r e a s o n .  Even a  l i s t e n e r  u n f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  

s t o r y  o f  t h e  Book of Jonah w i l l  h a r d l y  expec t  him t o  e s c a p e  a n  

a l l - p o w e r f u l  God s o  e a s i l y .  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  a f t e r  ~ o d ' s  speech o f  command and J o n a h ' s  

d e f i a n t  r e p l y ,  we should  perhaps  s t o p  and t a k e  s t o c k  o f  what 

emphasis  t h e  p o e t  i s  p u t t i n g  on t h e  Old Testament s t o r y .  I have 

p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  o u r  sympathies  a r e  f u l l y  engaged by t h e  p r o p h e t ' s  

n a t u r a l  d e s i r e  t o  a v o i d  t h e  s u f f e r i n g  w i t h  which h i s  m i s s i o n  

would t h r e a t e n  him. T h i s  i s  n o t  t o  s a y  t h a t  o u r  "homi le t i c"  p o e t  

i s  b r i e f l y  p l a y i n g  t h e  D e v i l ' s  advoca te .  I t  i s  r i g h t  and p r o p e r  

t h a t  w e  s h o u l d  sympathize  w i t h    on ah's predicament  and perhaps 

i d e n t i f y  w i t h  him, f o r  t h e  p ro logue  has  warned us  t h a t  i n  t h i s  

l i f e  a l l  men w i l l  be t e s t e d  i n  s i t u a t i o n s  n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  d i s -  

s imilar t o  h i s ,  and t h a t  i t  w i l l  p rove  a s  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  u s  as 

i t  does f o r  him t o  keep t o  t h e  p a t h  of r i g h t e o u s n e s s .  A t  t h e  same 

t ime ,  w e  a r e  aware t h a t  t h e  p rophe t  i s  behaving wrongly ,  which  



means t h a t  i n  t h e  moral  world o f  t h e  poem we i n s t i n c t i v e l y  r e -  

c o g n i z e  c r i t e r i a  above and beyond t h e  range  of mere human i n c l i n a -  

t i o n .  If we a p p l y  t h e  f a c t s  o f   ona ah's c a s e  t o  o u r  own l i v e s  and 

t h o s e  of  a l l  C h r i s t i a n  men, t h e i r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  becomes c l e a r e r ,  

God o r d e r s  him t o  u n d e r t a k e  a p a r t i c u l a r  t a s k ,  ha rd  and demanding, 

b u t  o f  major  impor tance .  F e a r f u l  f o r  h i s  p e r s o n a l  s a f e t y ,  Jonah 

f l e e s  from h i s  d u t y .  Had he  s u f f i c i e n t  f a i t h  i n  God he would be  

a b l e  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  t a s k  w i t h o u t  h e s i t a t i o n ,  c o n f i d e n t  i n  t h e  

knowledge t h a t  even were he  t o  s u f f e r  d e a t h ,  t h i s  l e s s e r  e v i l  

would b r i n g  him t o  a  g r e a t e r ,  t h e  g r e a t e s t ,  good. We a r e  pe rhaps  

reminded of P e a r l ,  i n  which t h e  Dreamer i s  brought  by t h e  c e n t r a l  

a l l e g o r y  o f  t h e  P a r a b l e  o f  t h e  Vineyard t o  t h e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  

t h a t  t h o s e  who d i e  young a r e  t o  be  env ied ,  f o r  t o  t h e  f a i t h f u l  

d e a t h  i s  a  r e l e a s e  from s u f f e r i n g  i n t o  b l i s s .  

The p o e t ' s  accoun t  o f  Jonah 's  a c t i o n s  and words i n  t h e  

f o l l o w i n g  few l i n e s  s t r e n g t h e n s  o u r  impress ion  t h a t  h i s  conduct  

i s  a n y t h i n g  b u t  p r a i s e w o r t h y .  He h u r r i e s  o f f  t o  t a k e  a  b o a t  t o  

T a r s h i s h ,  "ay j a n g l a n d e  f o r  t e n e "  (90). The a l l i t e r a t i o n  has  

t h e  e f f e c t  o f  c o n c e n t r a t i n g  a t t e n t i o n  on t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  between 

"Jonas" and "janglande",  a p r e s e n t  p a r t i c i p l e  which c a t c h e s  t h e  

v e r y  t o n e  of t h e  p r o p h e t ' s  mutinous compla in t s .  We may a l s o  

n o t i c e  t h e  p o e t ' s  u s e  o f  v e r b a l  echo i n  t h e s e  l i n e s .  When God 



commands Jonah t o  go t o  Nineveh, He s a y s :  "Rys r a d l y  . . . & r a y k e  

f o r t h  euen" (65) ;  now we h e a r  t h a t  Jonah ". . . r y s e s  r a d l y ,  

& r a y k e s  by lyueW (89) .  The r e p e t i t i o n  of " rys  r a d l y U  and "rayket t  

s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  wishes  t o  draw o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  some 

k i n d  o f  i n t e r e s t i n g  s i m i l a r i t y  o r  c o n t r a s t  between t h e  two 

p o i n t s .  I n  f a c t ,  t h e r e  i s  b o t h .  The a c t i o n  which Jonah now be-  

g i n s  and t h e  s w i f t n e s s  w i t h  which he moves - -  "bylyue" i s  h e r e  

v i r t u a l l y  synonymous w i t h  "euen" -- show t h a t  he i s  complying 

w i t h  t h e  terms of  ~ o d ' s  o r d e r ,  w h i l e  doing t h e  e x a c t  o p p o s i t e  

o f  what  God commanded. Two l i n e s  l a t e r  we h e a r  o f  Jonah 

which  remind us  of t h e  p o e t ' s  u s e  of t h e  word "pole" a t  t h e  

b e g i n n i n g  of  t h e  poem: 

. . . quo f o r  p r o  may no3t  p o l e ,  be p i k k e r  he s u f f e r e s ,  
(6) 

The words bode ill f o r    on ah's f u t u r e .  

Before  he  s e t s  s a i l  f o r  T a r s h i s h ,  Jonah makes one  more 

b r i e f  speech ,  which r e i n f o r c e s  h i s  p r e v i o u s  comments: 

11 I t  I t  Oure s y r e  s y t t e s ,  ... on s e g e  s o  hy3e 
I n  h i s  glowande g l o r y e ,  & gloumbes f u l  l y t t e l ,  
,Da3 I be  nummen i n  Nuniue & naked d i s p o y l e d ,  
On r o d e  rwly  t o - r e n t ,  w i t h  rybaudes mony." ( 9 3 - 6 )  

For  a  number o f  r e a s o n s ,  we f i n d  t h i s  more o b j e c t i o n a b l e  t h a n  h i s  



e a r l i e r  s t a t e m e n t .  We cou ld  then  have argued t h a t  h e  was speak ing  

i n  t h e  h e a t  of t h e  moment and t h a t  h i s  f e a r  f o r  h i s  own s a f e t y  

l e d  him i n s t i n c t i v e l y  and u n t h i n k i n g l y  t o  r e j e c t  God's command, 

But now, a f t e r  t ime  f o r  r e f l e c t i o n ,  we f i n d  Jonah n o t  more 

r e a s o n a b l e ,  b u t  less s o .  H e  has r a t i o n a l i z e d  h i s  d e s i r e  t o  

a v o i d  g o i n g  t o  Nineveh by persuading himself  t h a t  God has no 

concern  f o r  h i s  w e l f a r e .  I n  h i s  f i r s t  speech,  he imagined t h e  

t e r r i b l e  punishments  t h a t  he might s u f f e r  were he  t o  go t o  

Nineveh, b u t  t h e s e  a r e  now r e l a t e d  a s  if t h e y  were  t h e  unavoid-  

a b l e  consequences of t h i s  a c t i o n .  The l as t  two l i n e s  a r e  shocking 

because  t h e y  b r i n g  t h e  C r u c i f i x i o n  t o  o u r  minds. A t  t h i s  j u n c t u r e ,  

f o r  Jonah t o  t h i n k  of h imse l f  a s  a  p o t e n t i a l  m a r t y r ,  and de-  

s c r i b e  h imse l f  i n  s u c h  a way t h a t  we t h i n k  of  t h e  g r e a t e s t  

m a r t y r  of a l l ,  s t r i k e s  us a s  a lmost  blasphemous. 

The p r o p h e t  goes  t o  Joppa and makes ar rangements  f o r  h i s  

p a s s a g e  t o  T a r s h i s h .  There f o l l o w s  t h e  f i n e  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  

s a i l o r s  p r e p a r i n g  t h e i r  s h i p  f o r  t h e  voyage, a passage  which 

d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h e  p o e t ' s  o u t s t a n d i n g  t a l e n t  f o r  n a t u r a l i s t i c  de- 

s c r i p t i o n ,  Jonah 's  d e s i r e  t o  s e t  s a i l  a s  soon as p o s s i b l e  - -  he 

a s k s  t h e  s a i l o r s  t o  g e t  him t o  T a r s h i s h  "as t y d  a s  pay my3t1' (100) 

- -  i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  speed w i t h  which t h e y  p r e p a r e  e a c h  p a r t  of  

t h e i r  v e s s e l :  



Then he  t r o n  on Do t r e s  & pay h e r  tramme ruchen ,  
Cachen vp pe c r o s s a y l ,  c a b l e s  bay f a s t e n ,  
Wi3t a t  be  wyndas we3en h e r  a n k r e s  ... (101-3) 

The t a u t ,  choppy h a l f - l i n e s  c a t c h  t h e  atmosphere o f  v i g o r o u s  

a c t i v i t y ,  and i n t e n s i f y  o u r  awareness o f  Jonah ' s  a n x i e t y  t o  b e  

11 off, I n  t h e  end w e  h e a r  t h a t  t h e  swete  s c h i p "  s a i l s  " f r o  be  

hauenl' (108) and b r e a t h e  a n  i n v o l u n t a r y  s i g h  of r e l i e f  f o r  

Jonah. 

T h i s  mood of  opt imism i s  s h o r t - l i v e d .  The p o e t  n e x t  t e l l s  

u s  o f  J o n a h ' s  p l e a s u r e  i n  h i s  escape:  

Wat3 n e u e r  s o  j o y f u l  a  Jue a s  Jonas wat3 penne,  
p a t  be  daunger of Dry j tyn  s o  d e r f l y  a scaped ,  (109-10) 

and even h e r e  we may c a t c h  a  warning n o t e .  NO l o n g e r  l f janglande" ,  

Jonah  i s  now " joyfu l "  because  o f  h i s  f l i g h t  (which i s  i r o n i c a l l y  

d e s c r i b e d  i n  terms of a h e r o i c  f e a t ) ,  b u t  h i s  conf idence  i s  based 

on  t h e  assumpt ion  t h a t  God has  "no ma3t i n  p a t  mere no man f o r  t o  

greuel '  (112).  Then t h e  p o e t  changes h i s  manner, l a u n c h i n g  i n t o  a  

f i e r c e  d e n u n c i a t i o n  o f  Jonah:  

LO! be w y t l e s  wrechche,  f o r  he wolde no3t  s u f f e r ,  
Now h a t 3  he  p u t  hym i n  p l y t  of  p e r i l  we1 more, (113-14) 

which  s h o u l d  remind u s . o f  t h e  g e n e r a l  comments i n  t h e  p ro logue  

a b o u t  t h e  man who t r i es  t o  a v o i d  s u f f e r i n g .  Th i s  a t t a c k  i s  

similar i n  manner t o  t h e  o r a t o r y  of d e n u n c i a t i o n  which i s  found 

s o  o f t e n  i n  t h e  medieva l  sermon. With p o i n t e d  i r o n y ,  t h e  p o e t  



goes  on t o  s a y  t h a t  God can s e e  a  good d e a l  f a r t h e r  t h a n  Jonah 

t h i n k s  : 

S i s e ,  he  b lusched f u l  brode,  p a t  burde  hym, by 
s u r e !  (117) 

Again f o l l o w i n g  t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  t h e  p u l p i t ,  t h e  p o e t  s u p p o r t s  

h i s  s p e c i f i c  a t t a c k  w i t h  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  of t h e  S c r i p t u r e s ,  t h i s  

t ime  i n  t h e  form of  a t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  two v e r s e s  from t h e  n i n e t y -  

t h i r d  psalm: 

"0 Fole3  i n  f o l k ,  f e l e 3  o b e r  whyle,  
& vnders tondes  vmbe-stounde, pa3 3e  be  s t a p e  f o l e :  
Hope 3 e  b a t  he  h e r e s  n o t  p a t  e r e s  a l l e  made? 
H i t  may n o t  be  bat he  i s  b lynde b a t  bigged vche  y3e."  

(121-4) 

T h i s  s t a t e m e n t  i m p l i e s  t h a t  Jonah q u a l i f i e s  f o r  t h e  uncompliment- 

a r y  t i t l e  of  The p o e t  now s h i f t s  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  back t o  

t h e  p r o p h e t ,  t e l l i n g  us  t h a t  ~ o d ' s  vengeance w i l l  soon c a t c h  up 

w i t h  him: 

... 1 t row, f u l  tyd  o u e r - t a n  p a t  he  were ,  
So p a t  schomely t o  s c h o r t  he s c h o t e  o f  h i s  ame. 
F o r  be  w e l d e r  o f  wyt b a t  wot a l l e  bynges,  
$at ay wakes & wa$es, a t  w y l l e  h a t 3  he s l y 3 t e s .  

(127-30) 

Though i t s  terms a r e  vague, t h e  t h r e a t  i s  i n  f a c t  c a r e f u l l y  

a r t i c u l a t e d .  Jonah has  misjudged h i s  p o s i t i o n ,  f o r  he  h a s  f o r -  

g o t t e n  t h a t  God i s  omnipotent ,  and t h a t  such  a God may a c t  when- 

e v e r  and however He w i l l .  

He now a c t s ,  w i t h  t e r r i f y i n g  speed and power. " ~ w r u ~  & 



Aquiloun", t h e  E a s t  Wind and t h e  North Wind, a r e  o r d e r e d  t o  blow, 

and t h e i r  o b e d i a n c e  i s  immediate, s o  e a g e r  a r e  t h e y  t o  do ~ o d ' s  

work. I n  t h e  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  s to rm t h a t  f o l l o w s ,  t h e  p o e t  moves 

from a broad  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  g lower ing c l o u d s  and t h e  huge 

waves t o  a n  a c c o u n t  of  t h e  e f f e c t  of  t h e  rough s e a  on t h e  f i s h e s ,  

which  d a r e  n o t  " fo r  rog a r e s t  a t  pe  bothem'' (144),  and t h e n ,  

na r rowing  h i s  f o c u s ,  t o  t h e  b o a t  and Jonah: 

H i t  wa t3  a  j o y l e s  gyn p a t  Jonas wat3 i n n e .  (146) 

Again t h e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  draws o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  change i n  

J o n a h ' s  s t a t e  of  mind, t h i s  t ime from " j o y f u l "  (109) t o  " j o y l e s " .  

The f i r s t  t ime  t h e  p o e t  mentioned t h e  b o a t ,  he  d e s c r i b e d  how t h e  

s a i l o r s  were  p r e p a r i n g  f i r s t  one p a r t ,  t h e n  a n o t h e r ;  now he t e l l s  

how t h e  s t o r m  undoes t h e i r  work, d e s t r o y i n g  t h e  b o a t  p i e c e  by 

p i e c e  u n t i l  "suppe b i h o u e d / p  coge of be  c o l d e  w a t e r "  (151-2).  

Pe rhaps  o u r  most powerful  impress ion  of t h e  s t o r m ' s  s t r e n g t h  

comes from t h e  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  s a i l o r s '  r e a c t i o n  t o  i t .  The p o e t  

c a p t u r e s  t h e  t e r r o r  which m o t i v a t e s  t h e i r  f r e n z i e d  a c t i v i t i e s ,  

as t h e y  throw overboard  t h e i r  most v a l u a b l e  p o s s e s s i o n s ,  and 

f i n a l l y ,  n e a r  d e s p a i r ,  c a l l  upon t h e i r  v a r i o u s  gods t o  h e l p  them 

i n  t h e i r  hour  o f  need.  

I n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  a l l  t h i s  confus ion ,  "be s p a k e s t "  s a i l o r  has 

a n  i d e a :  



11 I l e u e  h e r e  be  sum l o s y n g e r ,  sum l a w l e s  wrech,  
pat h a t g  greued h i s  god & g o t 3  h e r e  amonge vus!  
Lo! a1 synkes  i n  h i s  synne,  & f o r  h i s  s a k e  marres!  
I l o v u e  b a t  we l a y  l o t e s  on l e d e s  vchone,  
& who-so lympes he l o s s e ,  l a y  hym h e r  o u t e ;  
& quen be  g u l t y  i s  gon, what may gome t r a w e ,  
Bot he  b a t  r u l e s  be  r a k  may m e  on bose  o b e r ? "  (170-6) 

The r e a s o n i n g  i s  s imple ,  b u t  i n  f a c t  h i s  o p i n i o n s  are v e r y  n e a r  

t h e  t r u t h .  A c r u d e  t r i a l  i s  a r r a n g e d ,  and men come o u t  of t h e  

c o r n e r s  of  t h e  b o a t  t o  l e a r n  what t h e i r  f a t e  i s  t o  b e ,  w h i l e  a 

11 lodes-mon" s ta r t s  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  anyone who may s t i l l  be  h i d i n g ,  

It comes as no s u r p r i s e  t o  us  t o  h e a r  t h a t  t h e  o n l y  man he does 

n o t  f i n d  i m m e d i a t e l y  i s  "Jonas he Jwe ba t  jowked i n  derne" (182).  

Once more, t h e  word which a l l i t e r a t e s  w i t h  "Jonas" i s  s t r i k i n g .  

W e  h a r d l y  e x p e c t  t o  be  t o l d  t h a t  he i s  s l e e p i n g  t h r o u g h  a l l  t h e  

n o i s e  and confus ion  o f  t h e  s t o m ,  and may w e l l  wonder i f  t h e  p o e t  

i n t e n d s  us  t o  f i n d  some symbolic  s i g n i . f i c a n c e  i n  t h e  f a c t .  I t  

must a t  l e a s t  s u g g e s t  t h a t  Jonah,  though h i d i n g  from t h e  s to rm,  

i s  s u f f i c i e n t l y  a t  e a s e  w i t h  h i s  consc ience  t o  be  a b l e  t o  s l e e p .  

We have  s e e n  him a t t e m p t  t o  h i d e  from t h e  s i g h t  o f  God, acd now 

h e  seems t o  b e  h i d i n g  b o t h  from t h e  s torm,  which i s  a s i g n  of  

God's w r a t h  and a n  a g e n t  o f  H i s  w i l l ,  and from h i s  fel low-men,  

H i s  s l e e p  i s  d e s c r i b e d  i n  t h e  u g l y  te rms " s loberande  he  r o u t e s "  

(186),  and h i s  awakening i s  a n y t h i n g  b u t  d i g n i f i e d :  

ye  f r e k e  hym f r u n t  w i t h  h i s  f o t ,  & bede hym f e r k  vp:  
per Raguel  i n  h i s  r a k e n t e s  hym rere o f  h i s  dremes! 

(187-8) 



G o l l a n c z  n o t e s  t h a t  Raguel i s  t h e  name of t h e  Angel o f  C h a s t i s e -  

3 
ment i n  t h e  a p o c r y p h a l  Book o f  Enoch , and t h i s  would seem t o  

have  a c e r t a i n  r e l e v a n c e ,  f o r  t h e  "lodes-mon" does indeed  b r i n g  

Jonah  t o  punishment .  Because t h e  r e s u l t  i s  s o  p r e d i c t a b l e ,  t h e  

p o e t  makes v e r y  l i t t l e  o f  t h e  a c t u a l  c a s t i n g  of  l o t s ,  d i s m i s s -  

ing i t  i n  two l i n e s :  

s o n e ' h a f  pay h e r  s o r t e s  s e t t e  & s e r e l y c h  d e l e d ,  
& a y  be  l o t e ,  vpon l a s t e ,  lymped on J o n a s .  (193-4) 

The s a i l o r s  now t u r n  on Jonah and c a s t i g a t e  him b i t t e r l y  

f o r  making them s u f f e r  on accoun t  of h i s  s i n s ,  a s k i n g  him a  

s e r i e s  of  q u e s t i o n s  abou t  h i s  o r i g i n s ,  h i s  c r imes ,  and h i s  

p r e s e n t  purpose .  Then they  a s k  him whether  o r  n o t  h e  has  a  god,  

and a d v i s e  him t o  p r a y  b e f o r e  he i s  thrown from t h e  b o a t .  J o n a h r s  

r e p l y  comes as a s u r p r i s e :  

"I a m  a n  Ebru," quob he,  "of I s r a y l  borne;  
pat wy3e I worchyp, Iwysse,  pat wro3t  a l l e  pynges ,  
Alle be  wor lde  w i t h  be welkyn, be wynde & he s t e r n e s ,  
& a l l e  p a t  wone3 p e r  w i t h - i n n e ,  a t  a  worde o n e ,  
A l l e  P i s  meschef f o r  me i s  made a t  p i s  tyrne: 
For  I ' h a f  greued my God & g u l t y  a m  founden;  
 or-py bere3  me t o  be  borde ,  & babes me p e r - o u t e ,  
E r  g e t e  3e  no happe, I hope f o r  sobe . "  (205-12) 

These words a r e  hones t  and courageous,  and g i v e  e v i d e n c e  of  a  

h u m i l i t y  and se l f -knowledge which have p r e v i o u s l y  been l a c k i n g  

i n  Jonah.  He t e l l s  t h e  s a i l o r s  about  h i s  God i n  t h e  most g lowing 

o f  t e rms ,  and i n  view of  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  s a i l o r s  have  prayed 



i n  t h e  s t o r m  t o  v a r i o u s  heathen d e i t i e s ,  we may a lmos t  s e n s e  a  

t r a c e  o f  t h e  p r o p h e t  i n  him a t  t h i s  moment. A p p r o p r i a t e l y  enough, 

h e  s p e a k s  of  GodVs a b s o l u t e  c o n t r o l  over  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  n a t u r e .  

He a c c e p t s  f u l l  blame f o r  t h e  s torm and encourages t h e  s a i l o r s  

t o  throw him from t h e i r  v e s s e l .  During t h i s  speech  Jonah a p p e a r s  

as a reformed c h a r a c t e r ,  speak ing  w i t h  a  r e s t r a i n t  and h u m i l i t y  

which  a r e  w h o l l y  admirab le .  

There i s  y e t  a b r i e f  d e l a y  b e f o r e  he i s  e j e c t e d  from t h e  

b o a t ,  f o r  when t h e  s a i l o r s  r e a l i z e  t h a t  he i s  f l e e i n g  " f r o  pe  

f a c e  o f  f r e l y c h  Dry j tynH (214),  they  a r e  s t r i c k e n  w i t h  p a n i c  and,  

r u s h i n g  t o  t h e i r  o a r s ,  t r y  t o  row t h e  boa t  t o  s a f e t y .  C l e a r l y  

t h i s  v i o l e n t  p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y  i s  an  a t t e m p t  t o  e s c a p e  from a  

mora l  p red icament ,  and a s  such  would by i t s  v e r y  f u t i l i t y  become 

r i d i c u l o u s  were  t h e  poe t  t o  a l l o w  t h i s  t o  happen. But he d e s c r i b e s  

t h e  s c e n e  i n  s u c h  a  way t h a t  o u r  sympathies  a r e  f u l l y  engaged by 

t h e  s a i l o r s f  s i t u a t i o n  and s o ,  a s  we a r e  t o l d  t h a t  "a1 watg  

n e d l e s  note"  (220) ,  t h e  predominant f e e l i n g  i s  one o f  p a t h o s .  

They r e a l i z e  a t  l a s t  t h a t  t h e y  have no c h o i c e  i n  t h i s  m a t t e r ,  and 

a f t e r  p r a y i n g  t h a t  t h e y  may n o t  be pun i sh ing  a n  i n n o c e n t  man, they  

throw Jonah from t h e  b o a t .  The r e s u l t  i s  d ramat ic :  

He wa t3  no t y t t e r  o u t - t u l d e  p a t  tempest  ne s e s s e d ;  
p e  s e  s a 3 t l e d  pe r -wi th ,  a s  sone  a s  ho moj t .  (231-2) 



The poe t ,  who has  been n a r r a t i n g  from t h e  s a i l o r s '  p o i n t  o f  view 

s i n c e  t h e  end o f  Jonah 's  confess ion ,  s t i l l  r e f r a i n s  from speaking 

d i r e c t l y  about  t h e  prophe t ,  bu t  i n s t e a d  recounts  how t h e  s a i l o r s  

r e a c h  land  and g i v e  thanks t o  God. We may r e c a l l  t h a t  a t  t h e  

h e i g h t  of t h e  s torm they  prayed t o  a  v a r i e t y  o f  heathen gods, 

whereas now t h e y  a l l  pray t o  t h e  one t r u e  God. But a l though  i t  

would be p e r f e c t l y  reasonable  t o  expect  a  homi l e t i c  w r i t e r  t o  

sugges t  t h a t  t h e i r  r e c e n t  exper ience had brought about  t h e i r  

convers ion ,  t h e  poem o f f e r s  no evidence t o  suppor t  any such con- 

t e n t i o n .  Having d e a l t  w i t h  t h e  s a i l o r s  t h e  poe t  r e t u r n s  t o  Jonah: 

pa3 bay be j o l e f  f o r  joye,  Jonas 3 e t  d redes ;  
pa3 he nolde s u f f e r  no s o r e ,  h i s  s e e l e  i s  on a n t e r ;  
For  what-so worbe& o f  ba t  wy3e, f r o  he i n  wa te r  d ipped,  
H i t  were a  wonder t o  wene, 3 i f  ho ly  wryt  ne re .  (241-4) 

H e  c o n t r a s t s  t h e  happiness  o f  t h e  s a i l o r s  w i t h  t h e  t e r r o r  o f  t h e  

prophe t ,  once more us ing  t h e  a l l i t e r a t i n g  "j" t o  emphasize t h e  

most impor tan t  words. During t h i s  l u l l  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  he sum- 

marizes  Jonah 's  p o s i t i o n  and then  reminds us o f  t h e  b i b l i c a l  

a u t h o r i t y  on which h i s  s t o r y  i s  based. This  pause i n c r e a s e s  o u r  

f e e l i n g  o f  suspense a s  we w a i t  t o  hea r  what w i l l  happen t o  Jonah.  

The poe t  now resumes h i s  n a r r a t i v e ,  going back somewhat t o  

t h e  p o i n t  a t  which Jonah i s  about  t o  be thrown from t h e  boa t ,  and 

t h e n  r e l a t i n g  t h e  f u l l  d e t a i l s  o f  t h i s  most important  event  : 



A wylde wal te rande  whal, as  wyrd pen schaped,  
pat wat3 be ten  f r o  be abyme, b i  pat bo t  f l o t t e ,  
& wat3 w a r  of  pat wy3e p a t  be wa te r  s o 3 t e ,  
& swyf t e ly  swenged hym t o  swepe, & h i s  swo13 opened; 
pe f o l k  3 e t  haldande h i s  f e t e ,  Be fysch  hym tyd hen te s ;  
With-outen towche of any t o t h e  he t u l t  i n  h i s  p r o t e .  

(247 - 5 2 )  

H e  e a r l i e r  desc r ibed  how t h e  f i s h e s  were bea ten  from t h e  bottom 

of t h e  s e a  dur ing  t h e  storm; h e r e  t h e  po in t  i s  echoed, f o r  t h i s  

whale "wat3 be t en  f r o  pe a b y n ~ e " . ~  This may s e r v e  t o  impress upon 

us  t h a t  God c o n t r o l s  a l l  t h i n g s ,  f o r  i t  i s  H i s  winds which r a i s e  

t h e  s torm which d r i v e s  up t h e  whale t o  swallow H i s  p rophe t .  The 

whale now r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  bottom o f  t h e  s e a  w i t h  "be mon i n  h i s  

mawe malskred i n  drede" (255).  Rather  than immediately embarking 

upon h i s  account  o f  t h e  p r o p h e t ' s  exper iences  i n s i d e  t h e  whale,  

t h e  poe t  aga in  pauses t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h e  p r e c i s e  moral i m p l i c a t i o n s  

of  Jonah 's  p o s i t i o n .  While h i s  reason f o r  doing t h i s  i s  c l e a r l y  

d i d a c t i c ,  he may a l s o  be de lay ing  a t  t h i s  c r u c i a l  p o i n t ,  a s  he 

d i d  before  a t  t h e  moment when t h e  whale s e i zed  Jonah, i n  o r d e r  

t o  make h i s  audience more anxious t o  hear  what happens n e x t .  He 

p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  Jonah could never  have surv ived  i n s i d e  t h e  whale 

"bi  lawe o f  any kynde" (259), 

Bot he w a t 3  sokored by pa t  Syre  p a t  s y t t e s  s o  h i3e .  
(261) 

A s  he f l e d  towards Joppa, Jonah claimed t h a t  "Oure s y r e W  who 

t I s y t t e s  on sege  s o  hy3e1I (93) ca red  nothing f o r  w e l f a r e .  The 



v e r b a l  echo c a r r i e s  w i t h  it an i m p l i c i t  c r i t i c i s m  o f  Jonah ' s  

f o l l y ,  which has brought him t o  h i s  p re sen t  unenviable  p o s i t i o n ,  

The poe t  a g a i n  reminds us t h a t  Jonah was thrown from t h e  

boa t  and s e i z e d  by t h e  whale, t h i s  t ime through r e p o r t i n g  t h e  

p r o p h e t ' s  own r e c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  t h e s e  even t s .  The f i n a l  s t a g e  o f  

t h e  remembered process  i s  t h e  e n t r y  i n t o  t h e  t h r o a t  o f  t h e  whale,  

A s  mote i n  a t  a munster dor ,  s o  mukel wern h i s  
chawle3! (268) 

H i s  d a r i n g  u s e  o f  ou t rageous ly  exaggerated p e r s p e c t i v e  i n  t h i s  

l i n e  has  t h e  e f f e c t  o f  reducing Jonah 's  s i z e  o u t  o f  a l l  p ro-  

p o r t i o n ,  and o f  p o i n t i n g  o u t  how u t t e r l y  f u t i l e  it i s  t o  f i g h t  

a g a i n s t  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  na tu re ,  r u l e d  as they  a r e  by God. The poe t  

makes use  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  a s s o c i a t i o n  of t h e  whale ' s  jaws w i t h  

hell-mouth,  bu t  a l s o  draws an e x t r a o r d i n a r y  comparison between 

them and a "munster dor". We a r e  aware t h a t  Jonah i s  descending 

i n t o  what may w e l l  be f o r  him a pe r sona l  h e l l ,  bu t  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  

t h e  pa radox ica l  sugges t ion  t h a t  t h e  whale ' s  b e l l y  may be seen  a s  

I' a munster" (mins te r  o r  c a t h e d r a l ) ,  a  p l a c e  o f  worship and t h e  

house o f  God, i s  puzz l ing  and ambiguous. The nex t  few l i n e s  

p r e s e n t  no such compl ica t ions ,  and they  a r e  s u r p r i s i n g  on ly  i n  

t h e i r  b r i l l i a n t  o r i g i n a l i t y .  We a r e  t o l d  e x a c t l y  what happens t o  

Jonah as he goes down i n t o  t h e  stomach of t h e  whale,  how 



He g l y d e s  i n  by he  g i l e s  bur3  glayrn ande  g l e t t e ,  
Relande  i n  by a r o p ,  a  rode  h a t  hym b o 3 t ,  
Ay h e l e  o u e r  hed, hour lande  a b o u t e ,  (269-71) 

t h e  movement o f  t h e  l i n e s  a c t i n g  o u t  h i s  f a l l i n g  and s t u m b l i n g ,  

u n t i l  

... h e  b l u n t  i n  a  b l o k  a s  brod a s  a  h a l l e ,  (272) 

which b r i n g s  him t o  a n  a b r u p t  h a l t .  H i s  s m a l l n e s s  i s  impressed  

upon u s  by t h e  p o e t ' s  c o n t i n u e d  u s e  o f  t h e  e x a g g e r a t e d  p e r s p e c t -  

i v e .  Thus t h e  w h a l e ' s  "rop", o r  i n t e s t i n e ,  seems l i k e  a  r o a d ,  

and h i s  s tomach i s  s a i d  t o  be  t h e  s i z e  o f  a  h a l l .  J o n a h ' s  s u r -  

round ings  are f a r  from p l e a s a n t :  i n  s u c c e s s i v e  l i n e s  t h e  p o e t  

t e l l s  us t h a t  t h e  stomach " s t a n k  as be  deue l l '  (274) and "sauoured 

as h e l l e "  (275),  and s o ,  i n  s p i t e  o f  h i s  comparison o f  t h e  mouth 

w i t h  a m i n s t e r  door ,  he c l e a r l y  means us t o  t h i n k  o f  t h e  s tomach 

as a k i n d  o f  h e l l .  He now t e l l s  how Jonah s e a r c h e s  i n  v a i n  among 

a l l  t h e  "ramel ande  myret1 (279) f o r  a  p l a c e  t o  r e s t ,  s l i p p i n g  i n  

j u s t  one g e n t l y  b u t  p r e c i s e l y  i r o n i c  l i n e ,  

per w a t j  bylded h i s  bour ,  b a t  wyl no b a l e  s u f f e r ,  
(276) 

t o  remind u s  why and how t h e  p r o p h e t  came t o  b e  h e r e .  

Jonah  does  n o t  i n  f a c t  f i n d  a  p l a c e  t o  "bu i ld"  h i s  "bower" 

u n t i l  h e  h a s  prayed t o  God f o r  h e l p .  Like  h i s  c o n f e s s i o n  on t h e  

boat, h i s  p r a y e r  p o s s e s s e s  t h a t  q u a l i t y  of comple te  h o n e s t y  and 



h u m i l i t y  which C h r i s t i a n  teach ing  t e l l s  us we must always main- 

t a i n  i n  o u r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  God, and which t h e  p o e t ' s  l i s t e n e r s  

cannot  bu t  f i n d  admirable:  

'Wow prynce,  o f  by prophete  p i t 6  bou haue! 
pa3 I be f o l  & f y k e l ,  & f a l c e  o f  my h e r t ,  
Dewoyde now by vengaunce, bur3 v e r t u  o f  r a u t h e ;  
Tha3 I be g u l t y  o f  gy l e ,  a s  g a u l e  o f  prophetes".  

(282-5) 

The mercy f o r  which Jonah asks  i s  no t  long i n  coming, f o r  he 

immediately f i n d s  a p l a c e  t o  r e s t ,  where "no de fou le  of  no 

f y l b e  wat3 f e s t  hym abute" (290), and no th ing  t r o u b l e s  him "saf 

f o r  merk onet' (291).  The poe t  t e l l s  us t h a t  Jonah s t a y s  i n  t h i s  

11 bower" 

As i n  be bulk  of  be bo te  be r  he byfore  s l e p e d ,  
(292) 

which i n v i t e s  us t o  compare t h e  two p l aces .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  he 

s l e e p s  through t h e  s torm which i s  t h e  s i g n  o f  God's anger  w i t h  

him -- thus  showing t h a t  he has no sense  o f  having done wrong --  
o n l y  t o  be dragged from i t  t o  judgement. This  causes  him t o  be 

e j e c t e d  from t h e  boa t ,  and i n d i r e c t l y ,  t o  be swallowed by t h e  

whale. But whereas t h e  f i r s t  "bour" i s  a  p l a c e  i n  which Jonah 

h ides  from judgement, t h e  second i s  one which he wins by pas s ing  

judgement o f  h imse l f .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  he s l e e p s  w i thou t  any sense  o f  

g u i l t ;  i n  t h e  second he l i e s  awake th ink ing  o f  h i s  s i n s .  

Jonah s t a y s  i n  t h i s  d iscomfort  f o r  "?re dayes & b r e  ny3t f f  



(294), t h i n k i n g  o f  God, 

H i s  my3t & h i s  merci ,  h i s  mesure benne. (295) 

These a r e  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  q u a l i t i e s  which God has shown i n  t h e  

s t o r y  s o  far ,  and they  once more b r ing  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  s c a l e  

of v a l u e s  by r e f e r e n c e  t o  which Jonah 's  conduct has been s o  sad-  

l y  unworthy and a g a i n s t  which a l l  men w i l l  be judged. From h i s  

new-found h u m i l i t y  t h e  poet  draws t h e  conc lus ion  t h a t  he i s  l e a r n -  

I1 
i n g  i n  ca re"  what he f a i l e d  t o  know "in  s e l e "  (296), an  ob- 

s e r v a t i o n  which t a k e s  us back t o  t h e  prologue where we were 

t o l d  t h a t  s u f f e r i n g  should be accepted g l a d l y  and t h a t  he who 

t r i e s  t o  escape  i t  w i l l  on ly  make worse t r o u b l e  f o r  h imse l f .  

A l l  t h i s  t ime,  t h e  whale i s  swimming through rough, w i ld  r eg ions  

which perhaps symbolize t h e  s p i r i t u a l  tu rmoi l  through which t h e  

prophe t  i s  now s t r u g g l i n g .  The whale i s ,  i n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough, 

f e e l i n g  s i c k  because o f  t h e  presence o f  Jonah i n  h i s  b e l l y ,  

possibly w i t h  t h e  sugges t ion  t h a t  Jonah's  newly-achieved h u m i l i t y  

i s  p h y s i c a l l y  r e p u l s i v e  t o  a  b e a s t  which does, a f t e r  a l l ,  sym- 

b o l i z e  h e l l .  Apropos o f  t h i s ,  we should observe t h a t  t h e  prophe t  

i s  he re  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  "bat  mote", a  term which reminds us of 

t h e  e a r l i e r  image o f  t he  "mote i n  a t  a  munster dor" (268). A t  

t h i s  p o i n t ,  we may begin  t o  s e e  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  e a r l i e r  

sugges t ion  t h a t  t h e  whale ' s  b e l l y  might a l s o  be regarded a s  a  

ho ly  p l a c e ,  f o r  i t  has now become c l e a r  t h a t  dur ing  h i s  s t a y  i n  



t h e  b e l l y  Jonah has  achieved t r u e  humi l i t y  and w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  

a c c e p t  t h e  ways o f  God. 

Jonah now prays  t o  God t h a t  he may be fo rg iven  and r e l e a s e d ,  

This  i s  i n  f a c t  h i s  second p raye r  from t h e  b e l l y ,  bu t  i t  i s  far  

longe r ,  more formal  and more s i g n i f i c a n t  than t h e  f i r s t .  He 

beg ins ,  

"Lorde, t o  pe haf I c leped ,  i n  c a r e 3  f u l  s t r o n g e ;  
Out o f  be hole  pou me herde,  o f  h e l l e n  wombe; 
I c a l d e ,  & pou knew myn v n c l e r  steuen".  (305-7) 

Once more we hea r  t h e  humble and devout manner of t h e  r e p e n t a n t  

Jonah. He knows t h a t  h i s  vo i ce  i s  on ly  an "vncler  s teuen" c a l l i n g  

f e e b l y  t o  God from t h e  depths of  t h e  s e a ,  bu t  hopes t h a t  God i n  

H i s  l i m i t l e s s  power may choose t o  hea r  h i s  p raye r  and answer i t .  

He d e s c r i b e s  how he has gone deep i n t o  t h e  sea:  

11J70u d i p t e g  me o f  be depe s e ,  i n - t o  be dyrnrne he r t l ' .  
(308) 

The sugges t ion  o f  baptism i s  unmistakable,  and p e r f e c t l y  j u s t i -  

f i e d ,  f o r  i n  t h e  h e a r t  of t h e  s e a ,  "dymme" and i n s c r u t a b l e  though 

it i s ,  he has red iscovered  h i s  f a i t h  and i s  now about t o  o f f e r  

h imself  i n  ~ o d ' s  s e r v i c e s .  Jonah expresses  t h e  hope t h a t  he w i l l  

be r e l e a s e d  t o  s e r v e  God aga in ,  and then r e t u r n s  t o  h i s  s ense  of  

imprisonment beneath  t h e  sea :  



"ye abyme byndes be body p a t  I byde inne ;  
ye pure  poplande hour le  p layes  on my heued; 
To l a s t e  mere o f  vche a  mount, man, a m  I f a l l e n ;  

b a r r e 3  o f  vche a  bonk f u l  b i g l y  me h a l d e s ,  
I may lachche no l o n t ,  & bou my l y f  weldes", 

(318-22) 

Quie t  and d i g n i f i e d  though they a r e ,  t h e s e  l i n e s  convey t o  us t h e  

i n t e n s i t y  of Jonah ' s  s u f f e r i n g .  When he a sks  God f o r  mercy, h i s  

s e n s e  o f  h i s  own'unworthiness i s  such t h a t  he s ays :  

l l ~ o u  s c h a l  r e l e u e  me, renk,  w h i l  by r y g t  s l e p e g ,  
P r 3  mygt o f  by mercy p a t  mukel i s  t o  t ry s t e1 ' .  (323-4) 

F i n a l l y  he under takes  t o  obey God's command i n  t h e  f u t u r e ,  and 

w i t h  t h e  words "haf he re  my t rau th!"  (336) h i s  p raye r  i s  ended. 

No sooner has  Jonah f i n i s h e d  speaking than God o r d e r s  t h e  whale 

t o  r e l e a s e  him. 

In r e t r o s p e c t  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  s t o r y  s o  fa r  has de- 

s c r i b e d  how Jonah has s inned,  repented  and achieved f o r g i v e n e s s ,  

It i s  i n  f a c t  p o s s i b l e  t o  g i v e  a d e t a i l e d  r ead ing  o f  t h e  poem a s  

one o f  s p e c i f i c a l l y  p e n i t e n t i a l  c h a r a c t e r ,  bu t  as such a  r ead ing  

i s  a l r e a d y  a v a i l a b l e 5 ,  I w i l l  merely observe those  p o i n t s  which 

seem t o  be unequivoca l ly  p e n i t e n t i a l .  Jonah does in f a c t  confess  

h i s  g u i l t  n o t  once, bu t  on t h r e e  s e p a r a t e  occas ions .  The f i r s t  i s  

a f t e r  t h e  drawing of  t h e  l o t s ,  a t  which p o i n t  he seems suddenly 

to  become aware o f  h i s  s i n s  and, t u r n i n g  from h i s  p rev ious  

sku lk ing  s e l f - d e l u s i o n ,  confesses  openly and humbly, s t a t i n g  t h a t  



h e  i s  ready  t o  be s a c r i f i c e d  i n  o r d e r  t h a t  t h e  s a i l o r s  may be 

saved.  H i s  f i r s t  b r i e f  p rayer  t o  God a f t e r  he i s  swallowed by 

t h e  whale t a k e s  t h e  form o f  an admission of g u i l t ,  and f o r  t h i s  

self-knowledge God rewards him w i t h  t h e  "bour". Jonah c l e a r l y  

r eaches  t h e  s t a t e  o f  c o n t r i t i o n  dur ing  h i s  t h r e e  daysand n i g h t s  

I t  a l o n e  i n  t h e  bour", and confesses  h i s  s i n s  f u l l y  i n  h i s  p r a y e r  

from t h e  b e l l y .  A t  t h e  end o f  t h i s  p rayer ,  he  promises t o  obey 

God i n  t h e  f u t u r e ,  which amounts t o  an under tak ing  o f  r e s t i t u t i o n ,  

Jonah s i n s  because o f  human weaknesses, recognizes  and i s  s o r r y  

f o r  t h e s e  s i n s ,  confesses  h i s  g u i l t ,  and promises t o  do b e t t e r  

i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  But h i s  confess ion  and a b s o l u t i o n  a r e  no more 

1 f i n a l  than  those  o f  any o t h e r  man. Somewhat more than  h a l f  way 

through h i s  s t o r y ,  t h e  poet  has  s e t  up a  p a t t e r n  o f  a man s i n n i n g ,  

r e a l i z i n g  h i s  s i n  through s u f f e r i n g ,  r epen t ing ,  con fes s ing ,  

f i n d i n g  f o r g i v e n e s s ,  and s e t t i n g  o u t  aga in  t o  t r y  and mend h i s  

ways. Knowing t h e  weakness of a l l  men and t h e  demanding s t a n d a r d s  

by which they  w i l l  be judged, we may w e l l  f e a r  f o r  Jonah ' s  

a b i l i t y  t o  succeed i n  h i s  q u e s t .  

Obeying God's command, t h e  whale now s w i m s  t o  t h e  sho re  

and r e l e a s e s  Jonah. The p rophe t ' s  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  world i s  rendered 

r a t h e r  und ign i f i ed  by the  p o e t ' s  empha.sis of h i s  "sluchchede 

6 c lobes"  (341), which, as I have a l r eady  noted a r e  a common 



mot i f  i n  h o m i l e t i c  l i t e r a t u r e .  I f  we r e c a l l  t h a t  a t  t h e  end of 

h i s  p raye r  from t h e  b e l l y ,  Jonah promises t o  under take  ~ o d ' s  

work when he i s  r e l e a s e d ,  we w i l l  no t  be s u r p r i s e d  t o  h e a r  t h a t  

h e  has  been r e tu rned  t o  "be regiounes  r y 3 t  bat he renayed hade" 

(344). The world i s  one i n  which he has work t o  do, and i t  i s  

n o t  long be fo re  God reminds him o f  t h i s  f a c t .  We a r e  t o l d  t h a t  

"a wynde of Goddeg worde" (345) reaches  Jonah, and t h a t  t h e  

v o i c e  "bruxle3" him. The terms remind us o f  t h e  s t e r n  God con- 

t r o l l i n g  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  na tu re ,  and t h e  brusqueness o f  His 

q u e s t i o n ,  

"Nylt bou neuer  t o  Nuniue b i  no-kynnes waye3?" (346) 

c o r r o b o r a t e s  o u r  impress ion.  C l e a r l y  God has no i n t e n t i o n  of  

a l l owing  Jonah t o  f o r g e t  h i s  d u t i e s .  But t h i s  t ime t h e  prophe t  

o f f e r s  no r e s i s t a n c e ;  h i s  r e p l y  i s  a s  humble and o b l i g i n g  a s  

p o s s i b l e :  

"3 i s se  l o r d e  ... l e n e  my by g r a c e  
For t o  go a t  p i  g r e ;  me gayne3 non ober". (347-8) 

Now God speaks  a g a i n  t o  Jonah,  f a r  more g e n t l y  t h i s  t ime,  

b r i e f l y  g i v i n g  him f i n a l  i n s t r u c t i o n s  f o r  h i s  miss ion :  

" R i s ,  aproche pen t o  prech,  l o ,  be p l a c e  here!  
Lo! my l o r e  i s  i n  be loken,  l ance  h i t  ber innel ' .  

(349 -50)  

The prophet  was tes  no t ime,  bu t  s e t s  o f f  f o r  Nineveh a t  once. 

We a r e  t o l d  t h a t  he " rad ly  ros"  ( 3 5 l ) ,  words which t h e  poe t  has 



used  p r e v i o u s l y  b o t h ,  i n  ~ o d ' s  o r i g i n a l  o r d e r  t o  Jonah  t o  'Qys 

r a d l y l '  (65) and go t o  Nineveh, and when he  d e f i e s  t h i s  command 

and llryses r a d l y "  (89) t o  f l ee  t o  Joppa. The v e r b a l  echo,  p a r t l y  

no  doub t  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  a l l i t e r a t i o n  and f o r m u l a i c  p h r a s e s ,  may 

a l s o  be  i n t e n d e d  t o  draw o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  s imi lar i t ies  and 

c o n t r a s t s  between t h e  o r i g i n a l  o r d e r  t o  d e p a r t  and t h e  d e f i a n t  

d e p a r t u r e  i n  t h e  o p p o s i t e  d i r e c t i o n  on t h e  one  hand, and t h e  

f i n a l  d e p a r t u r e  f o r  t h e  d e s t i n a t i o n  d e s i g n a t e d  i n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  

command on t h e  o t h e r .  

Jonah now t r a v e l s  t o  Nineveh, and s t a y s  t h e r e  t h r e e  days 

i n  s i l e n c e .  I e a r l i e r  s p e c u l a t e d  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  adds  t h i s  p o i n t  

t o  s u g g e s t  a p a r t i c u l a r  s imul taneous  p a r a l l e l  and c o n t r a s t  

between Jonah  and c h r i s t 7 ,  b u t  whether  o r  n o t  t h e  r e a d e r  f i n d s  

t h i s  n o t i o n  a c c e p t a b l e ,  h e  w i l l  a g r e e  t h a t  Jonah i s  p r e s e n t e d  

h e r e  p r i m a r i l y  a s  t h e  p r o p h e t  and p r e a c h e r ,  which i s  one  of  t h e  

major p o i n t s  of  s i m i l a r i t y  upon which t h e  commentators b a s e  

t h e i r  compar ison between him and c h r i s t e 8  When Jonah  p r e a c h e s  

t o  t h e  N i n e v i t e s ,  he does s o  w i t h  resound ing  s u c c e s s .  H i s  words 

are summarized f o r  us  i n  d i r e c t  speech:  

"3et s c h a l  f o r t y  daye3 f u l l y  f a r e  t o  a n  ende ,  
& penne s c h a l  Niniue  be nomen & t o  n o 3 t  worbe; 
T r u l y  Pis i l k  t o u n  s c h a l  t y l t e  t o  g rounde ;  
Vp-so-doun s c h a l  3 e  dumpe depe t o  be abyme, 
To b e  swo13ed s w y f t l y  wyth be s w a r t  e r p e ,  
& a l l e  b a t  l y u y e s  h e r e - i n n e  l o s e  be  swete". (359-64) 



Once more we w i t n e s s  t h e  poe t ' s  ou ts tanding  a b i l i t y  t o  r e a l i z e  

dramat ic  s i t u a t i o n s  and make them l i v e  i n  h i s  words. I mentioned 

i n  my f i r s t  c h a p t e r  t h a t  t h r e a t s  o f  r e t r i b u t i v e  marvels a r e  f a i r l y  

common i n  Middle Engl i sh  homi l e t i c  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and t h a t  t h e  

h o m i l i s t  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  spoke of h e l l  a s  being i n  t h e  middle o f  

the  e a r t h .  Here we can almost  p i c t u r e  Jonah as a  medieval 

p reache r .  He speaks t o  t h e  Ninevi tes  w i t h  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  power, 

warning them of t h e i r  approaching doom w i t h  f i r e  and i n t e n s i t y ,  

and b r ing ing  t o  l i f e  t h e  h o r r o r  of being swallowed i n t o  t h e  

dep ths  of t h e  e a r t h ,  a h o r r o r  similar t o  t h a t  which he exper ienced 

when he was swallowed by t h e  whale. 

H i s  succes s  i s  ou t s t and ing .  The poet  speaks o f  Jonah ' s  

words as l i v i n g  t h i n g s  which "sprang in. p a t  space  & spradde a l l e  

aboutef '  (365), c a r r y i n g  w i t h  them t h e  power o f  an  a u t h o r i t y  f a r  

beyond t h e  range o f  merely human words. F i l l e d  w i t h  t h e  f e a r  o f  

God, t h e  people  r e p e n t  t h e i r  s i n s ,  p u t  on "he t e r  hayre3lt (373))  

drop dus t  on t h e i r  heads,  and pray  t o  God f o r  mercy. The r e -  

pentance o f  t h e  King o f  t h e  Ninevi tes  i s  descr ibed  a t  some l e n g t h :  

H i s  ryche robe he  to - ro f  o f  h i s  r i g g e  naked, 
& of a hepe o f  askes  he h i t t e  i n  be mydde3; 
He aske3 h e t e r l y  a hayre  & hasped hym vmbe, 
Sewed a sekke p e r  abof ,  and syked f u l  co lde ;  
p e r  he dased i n  p a t  d u s t e ,  w i t h  droppande t e r e s ,  
Wepande f u l  wonderly a l l e  h i s  wrange dedes .  (379-84) 



I quote  t h i s  passage i n  f u l l  because i t  seems t o  me t h a t  i t  

admirably  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  ~ o e t ' s  ou t s t and ing  a b i l i t y  t o  d e s c r i b e  

human a c t i v i t i e s  which a r e  f a i n t l y  r i d i c u l o u s  i n  such a way t h a t  

w h i l e  we recognize  t h i s  element of a b s u r d i t y  we s t i l l  f e e l  p i t y  

and r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  people descr ibed .  He achkves t h i s  bo th  

through h i s  f i n e  c o n t r o l  o f  tone,  and by showing t h e  r i d i c u l o u s  

s i d e  of  human a c t i v i t y  i n  t h e  con tex t  of profoundly s e r i o u s  

s i t u a t i o n s .  We do no t  f e e l  moved t o  laugh a t  t h e  King, because 

h i s  ac t ions  could on ly  be laughable  were t hey  desc r ibed  i n  

i s o l a t i o n  from t h e i r  moral con tex t  and from t h e  a c t u a l  s i t u a t i o n  

which g i v e s  r i s e  t o  them. The same obse rva t ions  could be a p p l i e d  

t o  t h e  accounts  of t h e  pan ic  o f  t h e  s a i l o r s ,  and o f  Jonah tumbling 

about  i n s i d e  t h e  whale. I f  we smi l e  a t  a l l  i t  i s  u n e a s i l y ,  f o r  

we recognize  t h a t  w i t h i n  t h e  moral con tex t  o f  t h e  poem t h e s e  

even t s  a r e  d i s t u r b i n g l y  nea r  ou r  own s i t u a t i o n .  

The r e p e n t a n t  King now i s s u e s  t h e  o r d e r  t h a t  a l l  h i s  people  

and t h e i r  animals  a r e  t o  f a s t ,  and t h a t  t h e s e  s t a r v i n g  be ings  a r e  

t o  c r y  t o  God i n  t h e  hope t h a t  " in  h i s  mylde amesyng he mercy 

may fyndeW (400). The King's appea l  t o  God's mercy i s  s u c c e s s f u l  

because t h e  repentance  o f  t h e  people  of Nineveh i s  complete and 

genuine.  



J o n a h ' s  r e a c t i o n  t o  ~ o d ' s  pardoning o f  t h e  N i n e v i t e s  i s  

immediate  and v i o l e n t :  

Much s o r 3 e  penne s a t t l e d  vpon segge  J o n a s ;  
H e  wex as wro th  as be  wynde towarde o u r  Lorde.  

(409-10) 

We immedia te ly  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e  p rophe t  i s  c a s t i n g  a s i d e  t h e  

r i g h t e o u s n e s s  which has  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  h i s  conduct  e v e r  s i n c e  

h i s  c o n f e s s i o n  on t h e  b o a t ,  and t h a t  he i s  once  more r e b e l l i n g  

a g a i n s t  God. It i s  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  r e v e r s a l  t h a t  J o n a h ' s  a n g e r  

i s  h e r e  compared t o  t h e  wind, f o r  e l sewhere  i n  t h i s  poem t h e  

wind h a s  accompanied ~ o d ' s  commands, and, most memorably, t h e  

two windS "Ewrusl' and "Aquiloun" have been used by God i n  H i s  

w r a t h  as a g e n t s  o f  vengeance.  Though Bateson p o i n t s  o u t 9  t h a t  

I I as w r o t h  as be wyndel' i s  a common f o r m u l a i c  p h r a s e  of  com- 

p a r i s o n ,  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  winds e l sewhere  i n  t h e  poem does  s u g g e s t  

t h a t  t h e  p o e t  may b e  employing i t  h e r e  f o r  a  d e l i b e r a t e  e f f e c t ,  

It may w e l l  be  i n t e n d e d  t o  p o i n t  up t h e  r e v e r s a l  o f  r o l e s  which  

o c c u r s  h e r e  when Jonah sudden ly  t u r n s  i n  a n g e r  upon God and 

c h a s t i z e s  H i m  f o r  H i s  conduct :  

"I beseche  pe S y r e ,  now bou s e l f  jugge ;  
Va t3  n o t  p i s  i l k  my worde p a t  worpen i s  noupe, 
pat I k e s t e  i n  my c u n t r e  when pou by c a r p  sende3,  
ff,t I s c h u l d e  t e e  t o  pys  toun  P i  t a l e n t  t o  p r e c h e ?  
We1 knew I p i  c o r t a y s y e ,  p i  quoynt  s o f f r a u n c e ,  
y y  bounte  o f  d e b o n e r t e  & by bene g r a c e ,  
J7y l o n g e  abydyng wyth l u r ,  py l a t e  vengaunce;  
& a y  py mercy i s  mete, be rnysse n e u e r  s o  huge. 



I wyst w e l ,  when I hade worded quat-so-euer  I cowbe 
To manace a l l e  p i s e  mody men p a t  i n  Pis mote 

dowelle3,  
Wyth a p raye r  & a  pyne bay my3t h e r  pese  g e t e ,  
& p e r - f o r e  I wolde ha•’ flowen f e r  i n - t o  Tarce .  
Now, Lorde, l a c h  o u t  my l y f ,  h i t  l a s t e s  t o  longe;  
Bed me b i l y u e  my ba l e - s tou r ,  & bryng me on ende; 
For  me were s w e t t e r  t o  swel t  a s  swype a s  me pynk, 
p e n  l e d e  l enge r  P i  l o r e ,  p a t  pus me l e s  make3". 

(413-28) 

The sad  t h i n g  about  a l l  t h i s  i s  t h a t  Jonah's anger  and r e s e n t -  

ment i s  caused by God's mercy. He r e b e l s  b l i n d l y  and b i t t e r l y  

a g a i n s t  God's ex t ens ion  t o  t h e  r epen tan t  Ninevi tes  of  t h e  same 

mercy f o r  which he c a l l e d  i n  h i s  p raye r  from t h e  b e l l y .  The poe t  

emphasizes t h i s  i rony  by c a l l i n g  t h i s  speech a "prayer1' (412) 

t oo .  With i t s  con to r t ed  and t r a n s p a r e n t l y  d i shones t  argument, i t  

t a k e s  us s t r a i g h t  back t o  t h e  "janglande", d i sobed ien t ,  unworthy 

Jonah we knew a t  t h e  beginning o f  t h e  poem. H i s  r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  

of h i s  o r i g i n a l  f l i g h t  t o  Joppa may be one o f  two t h i n g s .  I t  

may s imply be a p i e c e  of  unconscious s e l f - d e l u s i o n .  Otherwise 

i t  must be read  a s  a  conscious and c a l c u l a t e d  a t t empt  t o  delude 

God, i n  which c a s e  i t  would be i n d i c a t i v e  no t  on ly  o f  extreme d i s -  

hones ty  bu t  a l s o  o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  prophet  has once more f o r -  

g o t t e n  t h a t  i t  i s  imposs ib le  t o  p u l l  the  wool over  t h e  eyes o f  an 

a l l - p o w e r f u l  God. When he enumerates those  q u a l i t i e s  i n  God, which, 

he  c la ims ,  made i t  necessary  f o r  him t o  disobey t h e  o r i g i n a l  

command t o  go t o  Nineveh, we a r e  shocked t o  recognize  t h e s e  a s  



a t t r i b u t e s  o f  Div ine  Grace.  With d e v a s t a t i n g  i r o n y  ( b u t  no ex-  

p l i c i t  comment), t h e  p o e t  h e r e  shows Jonah b i t t e r l y  a t t a c k i n g  

God f o r  H i s  e x e r c i s e  o f  t h o s e  v e r y  q u a l i t i e s  f o r  which a l l  men 

are t a u g h t  t o  p r a i s e  H i m .  It should  b e  unnecessa ry  t o  p o i n t  o u t  

t h a t ,  had God n o t  p o s s e s s e d  t h e s e  a t t r i b u t e s ,  Jonah would s t i l l  be 

l a n g u i s h i n g  i n  t h e  b e l l y .  H i s  f i n a l  r e q u e s t  f o r  immediate d e a t h  

i s  a n  unconv inc ing  and over-dramat ized  g e s t u r e  prompted by s e l f -  

p i t y .  We may w e l l  b e a r  i n  mind tha , t  t h i s  i s  t h e  same man who 

w h i l e  he  was i n s i d e  t h e  whale p leaded  w i t h  God t o  s p a r e  h i s  l i f e :  

c l e a r l y  i t  i s  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  he  would w i s h  t o  p a r t  w i t h  i t  s o  

soon ,  and o v e r  s o  t r i f l i n g  a m a t t e r .  The m o t i v a t i o n  f o r  h i s  r e -  

q u e s t  i s  r e v e a l e d ,  o r  r a t h e r  mentioned a s  if i n  p a s s i n g ,  i n  t h e  

l a s t  h a l f  l i n e  o f  h i s  speech,  where he  s a y s  t h a t  he would r a t h e r  

d i e  t h a n  l i v e  any l o n g e r  under  t h e  r u l e  o f  a God "bat  bus me l e s  

make3", o r  i n  o t h e r  words r e d u c e s  h i s  s t a t u r e ,  o r  harms h i s  r e -  

p u t a t i o n .  Our view o f  Jonah ' s  s t a t u r e  i s  by t h i s  p o i n t  i n  t h e  

poem a f a i r l y  j aund iced  one ,  which makes h i s  s t a t e m e n t  a  t r i f l e  

r i d i c u l o u s ,  b u t  t h e  r a m i f i c a t i o n s  of  h i s  argument a r e  s e r i o u s  

i n  t h e  ext reme.  Presumably t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n  of  h i s  compla in t  i s  

t h a t  h i s  r e p u t a t i o n  shou ld  have been v a l u e d  more h i g h l y  t h a n  t h e  

l i v e s  o f  t h e  N i n e v i t e s ,  t h a t  God shou ld  have damned them r a t h e r  

t h a n  a l l o w  h i s  s t a t u r e  t o  be impa i red .  This  t y p e  o f  b l i n d  con- 

c e r n  w i t h  w o r l d l y  r e p u t a t i o n  i s  no t  b e  t a k e n  l i g h t l y :  most 



C h r i s t i a n  m o r a l i s t s  would probably have regarded i t  as a r e s u l t  

of P r i d e ,  t h e  c h i e f  o f  t he  Seven Deadly S i n s .  

God r emons t r a t e s  b r i e f l y  w i t h  Jonah, ask ing  

11 . . . i s  t h i s  r y 3 t  s o  ronkly  t o  wra th ,  
For any dede b a t  I haf don, oper  demed pe 3 e t ? "  

(43  1 - 2) 

The q u e s t i o n  remains unanswered, and Jonah l eaves  "a1 j o y l e s  & 

janglande" (433). These words remind us of t h e  p r o p h e t ' s  p r e -  

v ious  t r o u b l e s ,  f o r  when he re fused  t o  obey God's f i r s t  command, 

I 1  he  l e f t  f o r  Joppa ay janglande f o r  tene" (go), and when t h e  

11 s torm s t r u c k  t h e  b o a t ,  i t  was descr ibed  a s  a j o y l e s  gynl' (146) 

H e  wanders o f f ,  f i n d s  a p l a c e  i n  a "fe lde"  (435) and 

p e r  busked hym a bour, be b e s t  p a t  he my3t, 
Of hay & o f  eue r - f e rne  & erbe3 a fewe, 
For h i t  wat3 playn i n  p a t  p l a c e ,  f o r  plyande greue3 
For t o  schylde  f r o  t h e  schene,  oper  any schade k e s t e .  

(43 7 -40) 

Th i s  i s  Jonah's t h i r d  "bour", and l i k e  t h e  f i r s t ,  t h i s  one i s  

sought  o u t  wh i l e  he i s  r e b e l l i n g  a g a i n s t  God. It i s  a l s o  dark,  

l i k e  bo th  previous"bours",  though on t h i s  occas ion  t h e  darkness  

i s  a welcome r e l i e f  from t h e  sun,  whi le  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  t h e  second,  

i s  was a sou rce  o f  d i scomfor t .  This may b r i n g  t o  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  a 

p o i n t  of c o n t r a s t  between t h e  f i r s t  and t h i r d  "bours" on t h e  one 

hand, and t h e  second on t h e  o t h e r .  Jonah e n t e r s  t h e  second "bour" 

i n  a r e p e n t a n t  frame of  mind, whi le  i n  t h e  o t h e r  two he  i s  i n  a 

s t a t e  o f  v i o l e n t  r e b e l l i o n  a g a i n s t  God. The p a t t e r n  of moral 



b e h a v i o u r  r e f l e c t e d  by t h i s  c o n s i s t s  of a movement from s i n  t o  

r e p e n t a n c e  and back a g a i n  t o  s i n .  

While  Jonah i s  s l e e p i n g  "sadly" (442) i n  h i s  " l y t t e l  bope" 

(441)  t h a t  n i g h t ,  

. . . God o f  h i s  g r a c e  ded growe o f  hat s o y l e  
r e  f a y r e s t  bynde hym abof p a t  e u e r  burne  wys te .  

(443 -4) 

When day dawns, o r  r a t h e r ,  t o  r e t a i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  emphasis ,  when 

God sends  t h e  dawn, Jonah awakes t o  f i n d  t h e  woodbine c o v e r i n g  

h i s  "bour" h a s  c o n v e r t e d  i n t o  a d e l i g h t f u l  d w e l l i n g - p l a c e .  H i s  

r e a c t i o n  t o  t h i s  i s  extreme:  

penne wat3 be gome s o  g l a d  o f  h i s  gay  l o g g e ,  
Lys l o l t r a n d e  p e r - i n n e  lokande t o  t o u n e ;  
So b l y b e  of  h i s  wod-bynde h e  b a l t e r e s  pe r -vnder ,  
pat o f  no d i e t e  p a t  day be -deue l -ha f !  h e  r o 3 t .  
& e u e r  he  l a3ed  as he loked be  l o g e  a l l e  a b o u t e ,  
& wysched h i t  were i n  h i s  k y t h ,  h e r  h e  wony s c h u l d e .  

(457-62) 

He does n o t  t h a n k  God f o r  t h i s  g i f t ,  o r  even r e f l e c t  upon h i s  

good f o r t u n e ;  i n s t e a d  he  immedia te ly  deve lops  a n  i n t e n s e  p r i d e  

of  ownership ,  and l i e s  around a l l  day g l o a t i n g  o v e r  h i s  house ,  

l a u g h i n g  i n  a r i d i c u l o u s  manner, and l ament ing  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  

house  i s  n o t  s i t u a t e d  i n  h i s  own c o u n t r y .  When w e  h e a r  t h a t  Jonah  

"bal teresl '  o r  tumbles  a b o u t  i n  h i s  house we a r e  reminded of  h i s  

i n v o l u n t a r y  tumbl ing  w i t h i n  t h e  whale .  I n  t h a t  i n s t a n c e ,  un- 

s o l i c i t e d  m i s f o r t u n e  and s u f f e r i n g  b rough t  t h e  p r o p h e t  t o  



p a t i e n c e  and repentance,  wh i l e  here  h i s  vo lun ta ry  tumbling may 

he I1 i n d i c a t e  how i s  f a i l i n g  t o  s t e r e "  h i s  "hert"  i n  t h i s  unexpected 

good fo r tune .  Another word reminds us of h i s  so jou rn  i n  t h e  whale. 

He i s  t o o  i d l e  t o  go and f i n d  himself  food, and d i smis ses  t h e  

i d e a  w i t h  t h e  exclamation "be-deuel-haf ! ", which r eads  s l i g h t l y  

i r o n i c a l l y ,  f o r  no t  so  long ago t h e  d e v i l  n e a r l y  had him. H i s  

ange r  over  t h e  Ninevi tes  completely f o r g o t t e n ,  Jonah goes con- 

t e n t e d l y  t o  s l e e p .  

The poe t  now t e l l s  us  how God commands a worm t o  come and 

d i g  up t h e  r o o t  o f  t h e  woodbine so  t h a t  by morning i t  i s  wi the red .  

Then He o r d e r s  t h e  dawn t o  come up and i n s t r u c t s  "3eferus" t h e  

West Wind t o  " s y f l e  warme" s o  t h a t  

... p e r  quikken no c loude b i f o r e  be c l e r  sunne, 
& ho s c h a l  busch vp f u l  brode & brenne a s  a cande l .  

(471-2) 

We may r e c a l l  t h e  emphasis e a r l i e r  given t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  " h i t  

"a t3  playn i n  p a t  p lace"  ( 4 3 9 ) ,  which was Jonah's  o r i g i n a l  

reason  f o r  b u i l d i n g  h i s  "bour". This f a c t  i n t e n s i f i e d  h i s  d e l i g h t  

i n  t h e  woodbine, f o r  no s u n l i g h t ,  no t  even "be mountaunce o f  a 

l y t t e l  mote" (456) could p e n e t r a t e  t h e  t h i c k  w a l l s  o f  t h e  wood- 

b i n e  "loggel'. Now t h e  prophet  awakes "of h i s  wyl dremes" (473) 

(a pas s ing  h i n t  which r e i n f o r c e s  ou r  impress ion o f  h i s  l a c k  o f  

s t a b i l i t y ) ,  t o  f i n d  t h a t  h i s  woodbine "bropely w a t j  marred", 



A 1  welwed & wasted Po worpelych l e u e s ;  
p e  schyre  sunne hade hem schen t ,  e r  eue r  be 

s cha lk  wyst .  (475-6) 

Once more Jonah i s  faced w i t h  t h e  immense power of  God working 

th rough  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  na tu re .  Not only  i s  he s t r i c k e n  by g r i e f  

a t  t h e  l o s s  o f  h i s  woodbine, bu t  a l s o  he i s  wi thout  any s h e l t e r  

from t h e  b l a z i n g  sun:  

re man marred on be molde p a t  mo3t hyrn no t  hyde; 
H i s  wod-bynde wat3 away, he weped f o r  sor3e .  (479-80) 

Again he speaks t o  God, i n  "hate1 anger  & hot" (481): 

"A! bou maker o f  man, what maystery be  pynke3 
pus y  f r e k e  t o  f o r f a r e  f o r - b i  a l l e  ope r?  
With a l l e  meschef p a t  pou may, neuer  pou me spare3 :  
I keuered me a  cumfort b a t  now i s  c a 3 t  f r o  me, 
My wod-bynde s o  wlonk p a t  wered my heued; 
Bot now I s e  bou a r t  s e t t e  my s o l a c e  t o  r eue .  
Why ne dy3t te3  pou me t o  d i3e?  I dure  t o  longe". 

(482-8) 

By now, t h i s  manner should be f a i r l y  f a m i l i a r  t o  u s .  S t r i k i n g  

t h e  pose o f  t h e  i l l - u s e d  innocent ,  he b i t t e r l y  a t t a c k s  God f o r  

I I depr iv ing  him o f  t h e  cumfort", asks  why he i s  s p e c i a l l y  picked 

o u t  f o r  such c r u e l  t rea tment ,  and ends by r e p e a t i n g  h i s  e a r l i e r  

r e q u e s t  f o r  dea th  - -  a l l  o f  cou r se  wi thout  any thought f o r  t h e  

q u a l i t y  of h i s  own conduct.  He f a i l s  t o  remember t h a t  t h e  g i f t  

which God removed was g iven  by H i m  i n  t he  f i r s t  p l a c e .  Nei ther  

does he r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h i s  g i f t  made him behave i n  a thoroughly 

r i d i c u l o u s  and unworthy manner, and t h a t  he f a i l e d  t o  g i v e  thanks 



f o r  i t .  F o r  Jonah  t o  r e a l i z e  such  t h i n g s  would r e q u i r e  s t e a d y  

s e l f - c r i t i c i s m ,  a n  a c t i v i t y  o f  which i n  h i s  p r e s e n t  mood he  i s  

c o m p l e t e l y  i n c a p a b l e .  The i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  h i s  s t a t e  o f  mind i s  

v i v i d l y  i l l u s t r a t e d  i f  we mere ly  l i s t  t h e  p e r m u t a t i o n s  which 

have t a k e n  p l a c e  s i n c e  t h e  pardoning of t h e  N i n e v i t e s .  T h i s  e v e n t  

plunged Jonah  i n t o  t h e  dep ths  of  d e s p a i r  and prompted h i s  f i r s t  

r e q u e s t  f o r  a n  immediate end t o  h i s  l i f e ;  he was b rough t  o u t  of  

t h i s  d e p r e s s i o n  by t h e  appearance  of t h e  woodbine, which i m -  

m e d i a t e l y  changed h i s  mood t o  one  of immense s a t i s f a c t i o n ;  now 

t h i s  i n  t u r n  i s  ended by i t s  l o s s ,  which c a u s e s  h i s  r e t u r n  t o  

ex t reme  sorrow and s e l f - p i t y .  God answers h i s  i l l -humoured  s p e e c h  

w i t h  two q u e s t i o n s :  

"Is p i s  ry3t -wys ,  bou r e n k ,  a l l e  by r o n k  noyse ,  
So w r o t h  f o r  a wod-bynde t o  wax s o  sone?  
Why are pou s o  waymot, wy3e, f o r  s o  l y t t l e ? "  (490-2) 

Simple though it i s ,  t h i s  b r i e f  speech  p o i n t s  d i r e c t l y  a t  t h e  

11 h e a r t  of  ~ o n ~ h ' s  m a l a i s e .  H i s  conduct  i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  r y 3 t - w y s l 1 :  

i n d e e d ,  i t  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by i t s  comple te  l a c k  o f  r i g h t e o u s n e s s ,  

It i s  a l s o  o u t  o f  a l l  p r o p o r t i o n ,  f o r  a l l  t h i s  "ronk noysel1, 

J o n a h ' s  a n g e r ,  so r row,  and d e s i r e  t o  end h i s  l i f e ,  i s  b rough t  

on  by t h e  l o s s  o f  a v e g e t a b l e .  God may w e l l  a s k  Jonah  how he c a n  

b e  s o  llwayrnotll f o r  "so l y t t l e " .  The p r o p h e t  h a s  no answer o t h e r  

t h a n  t o  c o n t r a d i c t  God and r e p e a t  t h a t  he wishes  he were dead:  



" H i t  i s  no t  l y t t e l , "  quob pe l e d e ,  "bot l ykke r  t o  
rY3t ; 

I wolde I were o f  b i s  worlde wrapped i n  molde3." 
(493 -4) 

Sad ly ,  t h e s e  p e t u l a n t  and s e l f - r i g h t e u o s  words a r e  t h e  l a s t  

Jonah u t t e r s  i n  t h e  poem. 

God now makes a  c o n c i l i a t o r y  speech of some l eng th ,  i n  which 

He e x p l a i n s  t o  Jonah t h e  p r e c i s e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  h i s  g a i n  and l o s s  

o f  t h e  woodbine: 

"f)enne bypenk be,  mon, i f  be forpynk s o r e ,  
If I wolde he lp  my honde-werk, haf bou no wonder; 
you a r t  waxen so  wroth f o r  by wod-bynde, 
& t rauaylede3  neuer  t o  t e n t  h i t  be tyme o f  an howre, 
Bot a t  a  wap h i t  he re  wax and away a t  an oper ;  
& 3 e t  lyke3  be s o  l ube r ,  P i  l y f  wolde3 pou tyne ;  
l enne  wyte no t  me f o r  be werk, b a t  I h i t  wolde he lp ,  
& m e  on bo r e d l e s  p a t  remen f o r  synne;  
F y r s t  I made hem myself o f  materes  myn one,  
& sypen I loked hem f u l  longe & hem on lode  hade; 
& i f  I my t r a u a y l  schulde  tyne  o f  termes s o  longe,  
& type  doun 3onder toun when h i t  tu rned  were,  
p e  s o r  o f  such a swete p l ace  burde synk t o  my h e r t ,  
So mony mal ic ious  mon a s  mourne3 pe r - inne ;  
& of p a t  soumrne 3 e t  a r n  summe, such s o t t e 3  f o r  madde: 
A s  l y t t e l  barne3 on barme ba t  neuer  b a l e  wro3t,  
& wymmen vnwytte, pa t  wale ne coube 
pat on hande f r o  p a t  oper ,  f o r  a l l e  p i s  hy3e worlde". 

(495-512) 

We a r e  perhaps impressed most o f  a l l  by t h e  g e n t l e n e s s  and mercy 

which informs t h i s  speech i n  every l i n e .  God reasons  w i t h  Jonah 

i n  a way which t h e  prophet  has c e r t a i n l y  no t  deserved through any 

r igh t eousness  of  h i s  own, a way which must show t h a t  t h e  poe t  

was concerned t o  p o r t r a y  H i m  as e s s e n t i a l l y  g e n t l e  and r ea sonab le ,  



and above a l l  m e r c i f u l .  Our f i r s t  impulse  may b e  t o  o b j e c t  t h a t  

p r e v i o u s l y  God's manner has o f t e n  been b rusque  and i m p e r i o u s .  But 

w e  s h o u l d  n o t  f o r g e t  t h a t  God's speeches ,  though t h e y  have m o s t l y  

begun i n  t h e  g r u f f  manner, have u s u a l l y  grown p r o g r e s s i v e l y  

g e n t l e r .  The b rusque  e x t e r i o r  g i v e s  t h e  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  immense 

power which God w i e l d s ,  b u t  i n  s p i t e  of t h i s  He i s  m i l d  and merc i -  

ful i n  any m a t t e r s  o f  impor tance ,  and H i s  manner i n  h i s  more i n -  

t i m a t e  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  w i t h  Jonah  r e f l e c t s  t h i s .  God h e r e  e x p l a i n s  

t h a t  Jonah's  a n g e r  o v e r  t h e  l o s s  of  t h e  woodbine i s  n o t  c o n s i s t e n t  

w i t h  h i s  a n g e r  o v e r  t h e  pa rdon ing  of t h e  N i n e v i t e s .  If Jonah  f e e l s  

s u c h  sorrow o v e r  t h e  l o s s  of t h e  woodbine, f o r  which  he  d i d  n o t  

work, which  mere ly  appeared  and t h e n  d i s a p p e a r e d ,  t h e n  he  s h o u l d  

b e  a b l e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  God's d e s i r e  t o  s p a r e  t h e  N i n e v i t e s ,  whom 

h e  made w i t h  H i s  own hands,  and f o r  whom He has  l a b o u r e d  long  

and h a r d .  God's f i n a l  words t o  Jonah a r e  a p e r f e c t  summary o f  t h e  

p r o p h e t ' s  f a i l i n g s :  

''wer I a s  h a s t i f  a s  pou h e e r e ,  were  harme lumpen; 
Coupe I n o t  p o l e  b o t  a s  bou, p e r  pryued f u l  fewe; 
I may n o t  be  s o  m a l i c i o u s  & mylde be  h a l d e n ,  
For malys i s  no3 t  t o  mayntyne b o u t e  mercy wi th inne1 ' ,  

(520-23) 

A t  t h e  beg inn ing  o f  t h e  poem, we were t o l d  t h a t  "quo f o r  p r o  may 

no3 t  p o l e ,  pe  P i k k e r  he  s u f f e r e s "  ( 6 ) ,  and c l e a r l y  Jonah has  

proven t h e  p o i n t .  Now even God s a y s  t h a t  He must "pole".  I n  t h i s  

c a s e ,  God's endurance  was a  n e c e s s a r y  p r e r e q u i s i t e  t o  t h e  o p e r a t i o n  



o f  mercy: H e  had t o  endure  t h e  wickedness o f  t h e  N i n e v i t e s  i n  

o r d e r  t o  g i v e  them t ime  t o  r e p e n t ,  and indeed a f t e r  t h e i r  r e -  

p e n t a n c e ,  H e  has  had t o  endure  J o n a h ' s  angry  c o m p l a i n t s .  The f i n a l  

l i n e  does ,  a p p r o p r i a t e l y  enough, l a y  i t s  main emphasis  upon mercy. 

It summarizes t h e  way i n  which  God h a s  a c t e d  th roughou t  t h e  poem, 

and i s  h e r e  se t  b e f o r e  Jonah  a s  a s t a n d a r d  o f  conduc t  t o  which he 

must a s p i r e .  

It  i s  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  t e l l  w i t h  any d e g r e e  o f  c e r t a i n t y  

where t h e  p o e t  s t o p s  r e p o r t i n g  God's words t o  Jonah and speaks  

once  more a s  t h e  p r e a c h e r  a d d r e s s i n g  h i s  congrega t ion .10  I n  any 

c a s e ,  t h e  l i n e s  i n  q u e s t i o n  r e a d :  

Be no3 t  s o  g r y n d e l ,  Godman, b o t  go f o r t h  by wayes: 
Be p r e u e  & be p a c i e n t  i n  payne & i n  joye ,  
For  he  b a t  i s  t o  r a k e 1  t o  renden h i s  c l o b e 3 ,  
Mot e f t e  s i t t e  w i t h  more vnsounde t o  sewe hem t o g e d e r .  

(524 -7 )  

The p o i n t  i s  w e l l  made, f o r  i f  w e  canno t  t e l l  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  be-  

tween t h e  words spoken by God t o  Jonah and t h o s e  spoken by t h e  

p r e a c h e r  t o  u s ,  t h e n  we must c e r t a i n l y  r e a l i z e  b o t h  t h a t  t h e  p r e a c h e r  

i s  communicating t h e  Word o f  God t o  u s ,  and t h a t  we a r e  i n  a  p o s i -  

t i o n  v e r y  similar t o  t h a t  o f  Jonah.  A l l  of u s ,  t h e n  -- w e  and 

Jonah  - -  r e c e i v e  t h e  same words o f  a d v i c e  and encouragement ,  t h a t  

w e  s h o u l d  t r y  a lways  t o  be  "preue" and "pac ien t "  i n  "paynel1 and 

"joyell:  i n  e f f e c t  t h a t  we s h o u l d  " s t e r e "  o u r  h e a r t s .  The f i n a l  



l i n e s  o f  t h e  poem a r e  u n q u e s t i o n a b l y  spoken by t h e  p r e a c h e r ,  a s  

he once  more a p p l i e s  t h e  moral  t o  h i s  own l i f e :  

Forby,  when p o u e r t e  me enprece3  & payne3 inno3e,  
F u l  s o f t l y  w i t h  s u f f r a u n c e  s a 3 t t e l  me bihoue3;  
F o r  be  penaunce & payne t o  p reue  h i t  i n  s y 3 t ,  
a t  p a c i e n c e  i s  a  nobe l  poynt ,  ba3 h i t  d i s p l e s e  o f t e .  

Amen. (528 -32) 

Our f i n a l  i m p r e s s i o n  i s  t h a t  a l l  men, t h e  t e a c h e r s  and t h e  p r o p h e t s  

as w e l l  as w e ,  must s u f f e r ,  t h a t  a l l  a r e  bound by t h e  same Rule  of  

L i f e ,  i n  o b e d i e n c e  t o  a  God o f  l i m i t l e s s  mercy. 
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Conc lus ion  

A t  t h e  end o f  o u r  r e a d i n g  o f  P a t i e n c e  we may c a s t  o u r  

minds back and r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  has  indeed i l l u s t r a t e d  how 

and why "patience i s  a  nobe l  poynt  , p a 3  h i t  d i s p l e s e  o f t e " .  But 

i n  t h e  p r o c e s s ,  what  a t  t h e  beg inn ing  seemed l i k e l y  t o  be  s t r a i g h t -  

forward  d i d a c t i c  e x e r c i s e  h a s  t u r n e d  i n t o  a  work o f  c o n s i d e r a b l e  

complex i ty .  The poem i s  f u l l  o f  m u l t i p l e  and o f t e n  p a r a d o x i c a l  

s i g n i f i c a n c e s  and o f  symbolic  p a t t e r n i n g  which h i n t s  a t  meaning 

b u t  i s  e l u s i v e  o f  d e f i n i t i o n .  None of  t h e s e  a p p a r e n t  c o n t r a d i c -  

t i o n s  a r e  r e s o l v e d  i n  any f i n a l  way, excep t  by t h e i r  i n c l u s i o n  

w i t h i n  a n  a l l - e m b r a c i n g  moral  scheme r u l e d  by a n  i n f i n i t e l y  

p a t i e n t  and m e r c i f u l  God. 

It i s  t r u e  t h a t  P a t i e n c e  i s  f u l l  o f  pa radoxes .  Jonah i s  a  

good man and a  bad ,  and p o s s i b l y  (as I would have i t ) ,  b o t h  a  

t y p e  and a n  a n t i t y p e  o f  C h r i s t .  God i s  a  h a r d  task-maker and 

w i e l d e r  o f  t e r r i f y i n g  power on t h e  one hand and,  on t h e  o t h e r ,  

t h e  g e n t l e ,  m e r c i f u l  Lord who f o r g i v e s  H i s  r e p e n t a n t  s e r v a n t s  

i n  s p i t e  of  e v e r y  p r o v o c a t i o n .  The wha le ' s  b e l l y  undoubtedly  r e -  



1 1  p r e s e n t s  h e l l ,  b u t  i s  a l s o  i n  some s e n s e  a munster" ,  o r  h o l y  

p l a c e ;  and  t h e  woodbine, which i s  b o t h  a s o u r c e  o f  p h y s i c a l  com- 

f o r t  and a g i f t  from God, tempts  Jonah t o  s i n .  I n  t h e  l a s t  ana-  

l y s i s ,  C h r i s t i a n i t y  i s  p r e s e n t e d  b o t h  a s  a g e n t l e  r e l i g i o n  o f  

mercy and l o v e ,  and a s  a  t e r r i b l y  d i f f i c u l t  and demanding way o f  

l i f e .  But t h i s  r e c u r r i n g  p a t t e r n  shou ld  n o t  p r e s e n t  a n  insurmount-  

a b l e  problem t o  anyone brought  up on t h e  t e a c h i n g  t h a t  

He t h a t  f i n d e t h  h i s  l i f e  s h a l l  l o s e  i t :  and 
he  t h a t  l o s e t h  h i s  l i f e  f o r  my s a k e  s h a l l  
f i n d  i t .  (Matt.  x. 39) 

The a p p a r e n t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  which a p p e a r s  a t  t h e  m e e t i n g - p o i n t  o f  

t h e  human and t h e  d i v i n e ,  t h e  f i n i t e  and t h e  i n f i n i t e ,  d i s a p p e a r s  

w i t h  t h e  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  two, 

o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  g r e a t e s t  o f  e a r t h l y  good p a l e s  i n t o  i n -  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  when compared w i t h  heaven ly  b l i s s .  P a t i e n c e  i s  a b o u t  

t h e  mee t ing  o f  t h e  human and t h e  d i v i n e  -- a b o u t  t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  

which i m p e r f e c t  men w i l l  have i n  t h e i r  a t t e m p t s  t o  l i v e  up t o  a  

s t a n d a r d  o f  conduc t  which i s  modelled upon C h r i s t .  

The s t o r y  o f  Jonah i s  a n  accoun t  of  a  man s i n n i n g ,  r e p e n t -  

i n g ,  and s i n n i n g  a g a i n .  Indeed t h i s  movement i s  b u i l t  i n t o  t h e  

v e r y  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  poem: i n  two of t h e  t h r e e  major  e p i s o d e s  

Jonah  r e b e l s  a g a i n s t  God and makes a n g r y  and u n r e a s o n a b l e  speeches  

t o  H i m ;  i n  t h e  o t h e r ,  h i s  words a r e  n o b l e  and r i g h t e o u s ,  and h e  



c a r r i e s  o u t  t h e  work a l l o t t e d  him w i t h  resound ing  s u c c e s s .  The 

r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  t h e  t h r e e  "bowers" a l s o  images t h i s  movement, 

f o r  J o n a h ' s  s l e e p  i n  t h e  f i r s t  and t h e  t h i r d  c a n  c l e a r l y  b e  s e e n  

t o  symbol ize  h i s  l a c k  o f  t h e  moral  awareness  which h e  a c h i e v e s  

d u r i n g  t h e  p e r i o d  when he r e a c h e s  r e p e n t a n c e  wa tch ing  and con- 

t e m p l a t i n g  i n  t h e  second.  The message o f  P a t i e n c e  may a t  f i r s t  

seem a r a t h e r  d e p r e s s i n g  one: t h a t  though a s i n f u l  man may re- 

p e n t ,  he  w i l l  i n  a l l  p r o b a b i l i t y  r e t u r n  t o  h i s  e v i l  ways. But i n  

view o f  t h e  s e v e r i t y  w i t h  which  such  b a c k s l i d i n g  was normal ly  

t r e a t e d  by C h r i s t i a n  m o r a l i s t s ,  we shou ld  pe rhaps  c o n s i d e r  t h e  

q u e s t i o n  more c a r e f u l l y .  There  a r e  d e p r e s s i n g  and d i s a p p o i n t i n g  

t h i n g s  i n  t h e  poem, b u t  t h e  p o e t  does n o t  emphasize o n l y  t h e s e .  

W e  shou ld  b e a r  i n  mind t h a t  J o n a h ' s  conduct  d u r i n g  t h e  c e n t r a l  

two hundred l i n e s  o f  t h e  poem, which r e p r e s e n t s  n e a r l y  h a l f  of 

t h e  s t o r y ,  i s  a b s o l u t e l y  exemplary.  What t h e  p o e t  seems t o  s u g g e s t  

i s  t h a t  a l l  men -- himsel f  i n  t h e  pe r sona  o f  t h e  p r e a c h e r  i n -  

c l u d e d  --  w i l l  have  t o  s t r u g g l e  hard  and c o n t i n u o u s l y  t o  l i v e  up 

t o  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  o f  C h r i s t i a n  conduct .  Th i s  w i l l  be t h e  more 

d i f f i c u l t  b e c a u s e  l i f e  i n e v i t a b l y  b r i n g s  sorrow and p a i n ,  h a r d -  

s h i p  and p o v e r t y ,  which must be  a c c e p t e d  w i t h  f o r t i t u d e ,  and even 

w i t h  p l e a s u r e .  S t i l l  more t r e a c h e r o u s  a r e  t imes  of  e a s e  which  w i l l  

t e s t  a man by t empt ing  him t o  s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e  and i d l e n e s s .  L ike  



Jonah,  a l l  men s h o u l d  be  busy abou t  God's b u s i n e s s ,  do ing  H i s  

work c e a s e l e s s l y  and t i r e l e s s l y ,  and s t r i v i n g  a t  a l l  t imes  t o  

Be p r e u e  & be p a c i e n t  i n  payne and i n  j o y e .  

The p o e t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h i s  w i l l  p robab ly  i n v o l v e  n o t  s i n n i n g  

and  r e p e n t i n g  j u s t  once ,  b u t  f o l l o w i n g  s i n  w i t h  r e p e n t a n c e  o v e r  

and o v e r  a g a i n .  Thus man's o n l y  hope i s  i n  t h e  o p e r a t i o n  o f  

God's bound less  mercy; and he may b e s t  hope t o  d e s e r v e  t h i s  by 

l e a r n i n g  and l i v i n g  by t h e  l e s s o n  

pat p a c i e n c e  i s  a  nobe l  poyn t ,  bag h i t  d i s p l e s e  o f t e .  
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