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The increase in critical attention to the study of the manuscripts of Piers 

Plowman and to its early audience and readership have happily coincided to 
make discussion of marginal annotation by early commentators a topic of great 
interest.1 One manuscript of the B Text which still awaits full exploration is 
London, British Library, MS Additional 35287 (designated as M). Besides 
containing a great amount of evidence for corrections contemporary with its 
origin and a moderate number of notes from the same period, M is perhaps most 
interesting for having ‘the largest supply of later notes among the B-version 
MSS.’2 M’s later notes range in date from the fifteenth to the sixteenth, and 
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 For theoretical accounts of marginalia, see, for example, John Dagenais, Ethics of 
Reading in Manuscript Culture: Glossing the Libro de Buen Amor (Ewing, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1994). For recent work on Piers Plowman manuscripts, see John M. 
Bowers, ‘Langland’s Piers Plowman in Hm 143: Copy, Commentary, Censorship,’ in 
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possibly even the seventeenth century; the manuscript, then, offers a written 
record of nearly two hundred years’ worth of readership, which yields a wealth of 
information about the first readers of Piers Plowman. What emerges is a picture 
of an early readership genuinely seeking edification from the poem, both for 
themselves and for future readers, which eventually yields to a later readership 
almost exclusively interested in its satirical power.  To neglect the implications of 
these notes would be to deprive our own scholarship of the opportunity to 
engage an integral component of the medieval reading experience—and deprive 
us also of clues about the effect Langland himself wished that experience to 
have. 

I have based my analysis on the facsimiles and transcripts in the Piers 

Plowman Electronic Archive edition of M, and will use this edition’s terms in 
referring to the main scribe as Hand 1, the corrector as Hand 2, and other 
annotators as Hand 3-5 and Hand X for unknown hands; I generally rely on this 
edition for attribution and dating as well.3 Editor Eric Eliason gives the hands their 
numerical designations based upon their frequency (i.e. Hand 3 wrote more 
notes than Hand 4, Hand 4 more than Hand 5, etc.), but one point that I may at 
least add to what Eliason has already done is that Hand 4 certainly predated 
Hand 3. This fact is evident at several junctures, in particular 12.284, when Hand 
3 erases and writes over a note by Hand 4 (still legible enough to attribute it to 
Hand 4), and at 7.74 and 7.78, where Hand 3 clearly responds to what Hand 4 
had already written.4 With this fact in mind, let us discuss the nature of the 
individual annotators, focusing mainly on the work of Hands 3 through 5 because 
these annotators were primarily readers, not producers, of the original text of the 
manuscript.5 

The notes by Hand 5 are problematic in terms of placement in a timeline 
because he leaves very few substantive notes and does not particularly interact 
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3
 Piers Plowman Electronic Archive, Vol. 5: London, British Library, MS Additional 35287 
(M). ed by Eric Eliason, Hoyt N. Duggan, and Thorlac Turville-Petre. (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, in assoc. with the Society for Early English and Norse 
Electronic Texts, 2002). In referring to the editors of this archive, I will cite only Eric 
Eliason’s name for convenience and simplicity. 

4
 All line numbers in this paper correspond to those in M as numbered in the Electronic 
Archive; they do not always correspond directly to standard line numbers, but most are 
within about five lines of the standard and therefore, I hope, will not pose a significant 
barrier to readers but will instead facilitate reference back to the Electronic Archive. 

5
 M, like many of the Piers Plowman manuscripts, exhibits a good deal of non-verbal 
annotation, particularly underlining and bracketing. Because much of this sort of 
notation was done, according to Eliason, alongside the rubrication during the 
manuscript’s initial production (and what was not is often unattributable), I confine my 
commentary primarily to verbal notes, which are usually accompanied by a #-like 
symbol that stands for ‘nota.’ 
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with notes by other dateable hands. We can only say for certain that his 
handwriting is not italic and therefore does not place him on the late end of the 
spectrum. However, I would make the case that Hand 5 was an early, probably 
clerkly reader, possibly involved in the manuscript production but certainly more 
invested in the reading of the poem than Hand 1, who simply copied the text. His 
primary contributions to the marginalia are running titles on most of the pages, 
consisting mostly of simple passus numbers (and such running titles appear 
standard enough in manuscript production that Benson’s inventory makes no 
note of them), possibly implicating Hand 5 as a minor party involved in the initial 
production. However, on occasion he ventures into the margins more directly, 
marking, for example, the authorial signature at 15.158 and expressing his 
interest in Langland’s account of the Passion in Passus 18 when he heads the 
passus with ‘de passione Cristi’ and adds ‘de passione’ to his running title on the 
second to last page of the passus as well.6 (It is possible he also meant to do so 
on the second page of the passus, but he wrote only, ‘de passu.’) This 
expression of engagement, rare from him, attests to the power of Langland’s 
depiction and the religious investment of Hand 5. (As we will see, piety is not 
necessarily the primary concern of several later readers.) His one outburst of 
opinion—such notes being completely absent from Hand 1 but strikingly more 
common as the years and annotations mount up—occurs at 15.331, where he 
writes, ‘Optime dicit & verum’ (He says very well and true) next to the lines, ‘Who 
parfouneth !is prophesie . of !e peple !at here libbe! . / Despercit dedit 
pauperibus & cetera . / If any poeple parfoun !at texte . it aren !ise pouere 
freres’ (he dispersed, he gave to the poor, etc.). Conscience’s praise of the friars 
here is sarcastic, of course, because the friars themselves are ‘the poor’ to whom 
they distribute alms, and Hand 5’s exclamation seems to be his way of his adding 
his own voice to the popular derision of hypocritical friars. The tone of the 
comment gives the impression that it is, indeed, his own voice, even if it might be 
a comment copied from another source; he steps into the text very briefly in his 
own person, indicating that he values his own authority as annotator—likely a 
clerical one—to the extent that it is appropriate for him to intervene in support of 
the didactic sentiment given in the text itself. He taps into the power of apparatus, 
a power long recognized by critics, to mark a text as valuable and orthodox, 
having the stamp of official approval, but he does so not in the anonymous 
context of a rubricator but in a much more personal voice that will become 
increasingly evident in annotations as the years progress. 

Hand 4, though still an early (fifteenth century) hand, is decidedly different 
from Hand 5 in the nature of his commentary. All of his notes are in Latin, 
probably a greater indication of his earliness than of the formality of his reactions. 
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6
 Marginal annotations are heavily abbreviated in the manuscript; italicized letters and 
words in quotations here are expanded from abbreviations. 
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In fact Hand 4 is a decidedly private one. One piece of evidence in this 
assessment is that the Hand 4 hand does not appear until midway through 
Passus 5, suggesting that he began annotating in a casual manner; his notes are 
sporadic and, taken by themselves, fail to give a sense that he was attempting to 
aid a future reader lost in the labyrinth of the text—the traditional stock and trade 
of marginal commentators. His first note is actually not one of guidance but an 
expression of approval, similar to that of Hand 5 in Passus 15: ‘Optima descriptio 
auaricie’ (Best description of avarice), he writes, next to the delightfully vivid 
portrait of ‘baberlippud’ Covetise at 5.192.  

It becomes clear that Hand 4’s reaction to the text is highly opinionated, 
and even his seemingly neutral signposts express a clear sense of what he 
considered important in the work. Of the thirty-some notes ascribed to Hand 4, at 
least a third of those point out or comment upon passages criticizing friars; some 
are as neutral as 10.98, which simply notes ‘fratres’, while others are more 
vehement, as in 15.240 when, next to a passage about the absence of Charite 
among mendicants, Hand 4 writes, ‘audi frater’ (listen, friar)—addressing the friar 
directly. Hand 4 tends to point out the objects of Langland’s criticism—among 
them doctors (5.518), presumptuous laymen (10.71 and 10.131), and the law 
(11.218)—but by far his most urgent concern seems to be the abuses by the 
mendicant orders. Nevertheless, it seems likely, given his horror at the 
encroachment of laymen on clerical territory (he writes an expressive ‘terribile’ at 
10.71, beside Langland’s passage on the laymen for whom ‘God is muche in !e 
gorge’), that Hand 4 had as much a clerical background as did Hand 1 and Hand 
5. 

Hand 3, dated to the mid- to late-fifteenth century, is in turn notably 
different from Hand 4, in three particulars. First, he makes more annotations than 
any other single hand, though Benson notes that this fact is not immediately 
clear, as they seem to have been written ‘by the same hand but with different 
pens, in different inks, at different times’ (172). This fact in itself is of interest for 
determining the manner and style of reading that resulted in such annotation; it 
suggests certainly the act of re-reading, and probably also non-linear reading, 
given the scattered appearance of similar pens and inks at various points in the 
text. Second, he uses both Latin and English, sometimes both in the same 
note—indicating an important shift in the status of English as a written language. 
Third, if he was a cleric as the previous annotators probably were, his notes 
attest to an array of interests ranging widely beyond the realm of religious 
devotion. 

Hand 3 does, in truth, leave us with the most sustained attempt of all the 
annotators to give M a consistent system of finding aids and signposts of 
important theological, social, and narrative points; in fact, a majority of his 
comments seem to have direction and definition as their aim, but his attempt is 
neither entirely systematic nor the most interesting aspect of his annotations. His 
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most notable attempt at imposing a kind of structure on the poem is his tracing of 
the descriptions of Dowell, which he numbers faithfully (and at one point 
incorrectly, noting two tenth descriptions) in the margin beside each instance. But 
ÔPiers Plowman has a notorious reputation for defeating its readers, including 
medieval readersÕ(Bowers, 149), and he is not alone in noticing that annotation 
frequently grows sparse as readers reach exhaustion in the later passus. In this 
way Hand 3 is quite a typical reader, and his annotation dwindles notably in the 
last several passus, leaving his attempt at signposting at least partially 
incomplete. Although what he highlights as guides and finding aids undoubtedly 
deserves critical attention as indications of early readersÕ understanding of what 
one might call LanglandÕs guiding themes, I will restrict my comments for the 
most part to what makes Hand 3 particularly interesting as an idiosyncratic 
reader, not one we can take as a metonym for LanglandÕs entire early audience.  

Even more than Hand 4, Hand 3 is quirky in choosing to note moments in 
LanglandÕs text that are of great personal interest to him. For example, he notes 
both instances of the word ÔbayerdÕ in the poem, first in LanglandÕs mention of a 
horse borrowed from Pees (Hand 3 writes, Ô# [nota] the borrowing off bayerdÕ at 
4.55) and then when beggars are fed with food baked for horses (where Hand 3 
reiterates the textÕs Ô# that was baken For bayerdÕ at 6.197). In neither of these 
instances is the equine connection particularly resonant or important to the 
scene, but the mention of horses seems to have caught Hand 3Õs eye, and that 
interest found its way into the margins of the text. Other non-ecclesiastic details 
that elicit notes from Hand 3 include food, misogyny, and nature. Even though 
LanglandÕs use of food imagery is primarily religious and allegorical, it is the 
image itself and not its import that seems to interest Hand 3. Kerby-Fulton, in 
comparing the annotators of the Douce 104 and Huntington 143 manuscripts, 
notes that the Douce annotator is distinctive in just this kind of interest; where the 
Huntington annotator would gloss the allegorical meaning of an image, the 
Douce annotator would reiterate the vehicle for that allegory. Likewise, at 5.624, 
Hand 3 repeats the manuscriptÕs Ô# appylis unrostedÕ eaten by Adam and Eve 
and ignores the larger context of the passage, which describes the fall, caused 
by Eve, as being redeemed by the Virgin Mary.7 This is not to say that Hand 3 
was ignorant of the allegorical or spiritual significance of the passages he flags 
(his copious religiously-minded annotations prove otherwise), but undoubtedly it 
speaks to Hand 3Õs gastronomic interest that he so regularly points up food-
related imagery, and on a different register, it indicates his personal pleasure in 
reading. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Other food-related notes surround the feast of Conscience (13.51, 13.217, and 14.42) 

and, amusingly, WitÕs description at 9.181 of the bickering couple who (literally) fail to 
bring home the bacon, which draws only the comment Ô# Bacoun off dunmowÕ from 
Hand 3. 
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Considering how comparatively little Langland has to say about women in 
his poem, Hand 3 responds disproportionately to the several hints of misogyny, 
flagging the passage on wife-beating at 5.30 and departing from more traditional 
styles of annotating by pointing out not the beginning of Langland’s list of ‘thre 
!inges […] !at don a man by streng!e| For to fleen his owne hous’ (17.322-3) 
but only ‘# a wikkyd wif’, clearly what he thought was the most important of those 
‘thre !inges.’ We may take this tendency as indication that he was either 
unhappily married himself or simply participating in fairly standard medieval 
misogyny, but I lean toward the latter, as his further religious and institutional 
comments seem to indicate he was more likely a cleric. Regardless of his attitude 
toward women themselves, Hand 3 undoubtedly had an interest in procreation. In 
keeping with his characteristic practice, he first notes the imagery of Will’s vision 
of the natural world in Passus 11 (‘# For wormys & Foules & cetera’, he writes at 
332), and then flags the ‘pye Nest’ at 350 and ‘concepcionem Byle’ at 360. The 
wonder of the magpie nest is arguably a significant source of meditative material 
for Will, but the idea that some birds conceive through their beaks is hardly 
pivotal to the scene, and again it seems that the idea simply piqued Hand 3’s 
interest. 

Like the annotator of the Douce 104, Hand 3 has a keen sensibility for the 
humor of Langland’s poetry, or perhaps it is more accurate to say that he 
expresses his own amusement at key moments. ‘Baw For bookes’ merits 
repetition by his hand at 11.143, a rare annotation among the manuscripts. He 
also notes the ‘wynkyng of paciens’ at 13.92, undoubtedly as engaged by this 
unexpected gesture of geniality as many modern readers are. A fair number of 
Hand 3’s notes, in fact, serve more as signposts to his own enjoyment of the 
poem than as attempts to guide future readers. 

Hand 3 does, however, respond palpably and even poignantly to the 
major religious and salvific themes of the poem; he is the only annotator who 
consistently expresses an interest in the poem as a narrative of individual 
salvation. Three major questions, which are all condemned in one fashion or 
another by the authorities in the poem, draw Hand 3’s attention as much as they 
do Will’s. First, at 10.118, Hand 3 reiterates the text’s question, ‘why men 
perrissh For Adams syn.’ Dame Study uses this question as an example of the 
presumption of wealthy laymen who seek to know more than they ought of God’s 
ways, but Hand 3 points to it in the same way he points to enumerated lists and 
explanations like ‘what belongyth to the litle Barn’ at 9.82 (where the text speaks 
of graces belonging to children). By implication, Hand 3 is either expecting or 
seeking an answer to the question, despite the narrative’s explicit condemnation 
of such desire to know.8 Similarly, at 12.236 Hand 3 reiterates the text’s ‘why 
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8
 Incidentally, at 10.131 Hand 4 condemns that desire to know as well, writing, ‘non sunt 
omnes cause querende’ (all are not to ask the cause). This note serves as a sign of 
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Adam couered his licam rather than his mowth’, when Imaginatif holds up the 
question as just the kind of inappropriate meddling that leads ‘lewed’ men to 
error. The condemnation of the question, however, does not stop Hand 3 from 
echoing the text in asking it. His desire to know extends to another question of 
salvation that troubled medieval thinkers a good deal—the fate of righteous 
pagans; Hand 3 responds to Imaginatif’s harangue about laymen’s obsession 
with Aristotle’s salvation by writing at 12.269, ‘# quia de aristotele dubitatum 
utrum salvatur’ (Note how, regarding Aristotle, it is in doubt whether he is saved). 
Perhaps, if Hand 3 was a cleric, he felt the criticism of Dame Study and 
Imaginatif did not apply to him, but regardless, in looking wistfully after an answer 
that Langland never gives, Hand 3 gives us another example of one reader’s 
desire to be instructed and enlightened by the text, even when the text is reticent 
about and even reproachful of answering the very questions it raises. 

This genre of notes, in which the annotator seeks personal, spiritual 
enlightenment through the statements of the poem peaks with Hand 3 and is 
apparently of little interest to the later annotators, who focus much more on the 
global issues of corruption. (I largely pass over other fifteenth century notes that 
Eliason characterizes as belonging to Hand X because they are unattributable 
due to their brevity or scarcity; they consist mainly of ‘notas’ beside points of 
narrative or socio-religious interest.9) Eliason points out four particular notes that 
‘are written in distinctively italic hands, probably from the sixteenth- or 
seventeenth-century, [though] the hands are not all identical’ (Intro I.9), and each 
merits some comment here. The first, accompanied by a bracket around lines 
132-8 of the Prologue, says simply, ‘Vox angeli’, emphasizing that the Latin 
words are spoken by the voice of an angel. This is probably most notable for the 
fact that it indicates an early interest in the odd exchange of Latin rhetoric 
between the angel and the goliard, which has drawn a good deal of critical 
interest in the modern era. The second later note is a gem of a comment, rare for 
its expressiveness: next to the passage in which Piers declares that he paid his 
tithes ‘prestly’ (6.96)—that is, promptly—the later annotator quips, ‘to paye 
preestly is nothing, for they be all receyvers.’ That is, of course, he puns on the 
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both Hand 4’s characteristic abhorrence of presumption and Hand 3’s insistence on 
presuming anyway, for he undoubtedly encountered Hand 4’s note and disregarded it. 

9
 One note worthy of a separate mention occurs at 15.334, when an unidentified hand 
interlines, ‘id est lucifer’ above the angel who declares the newly endowed Church to be 
poisoned by the ownership of land. Eliason notes that ‘the identification […] is curiously 
inappropriate,’ but it is perhaps not entirely so. One reading in an anti-papal mood could 
automatically associate Rome with the devil (several marginal notes identify the 
antichrist of Passus 20 with the pope), or alternatively, if one reads the angel’s 
statement as triumphing rather than lamenting, he could well be Lucifer. It is only odd, 
then, that the annotator did not see a contradiction in the fact that the text names the 
speaker an angel without saying he is a fallen one. 
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sense of ‘priestly’ and says that to pay in a priestly manner is to pay nothing at all 
because priests do not give but receive. Eliason adds a tentative, ‘An example of 
the marginal commentator’s anticlericalism?’ but it seems unlikely to be anything 
but such an example, and a witty one at that. 

Not quite as stunning but more problematic is the third later note, at 
6.147, which reads only, ‘heresi.’ The difficulty is determining exactly what part of 
the passage the annotator wishes to label as such, since what seems to be the 
same hand bracketed a nine-line block of text (146-54) in which Piers discusses 
slothful workers, hermits and cloistered religious (mentioned positively), 
wandering preachers with and without episcopal permission to preach, and 
religious orders that have no form of sustenance but begging. It is even possible 
that this later reader views Piers’s willingness to support cloistered religious as 
heresy in itself, though without any other positively identified examples of this 
annotator’s opinions, and without being able to assign him a more definite date, it 
is impossible to determine for certain what his note means beyond the fact that 
he was clearly voicing anticlerical sentiment. 

The last marginal annotation in an italic hand bespeaks a reformist 
viewpoint, on more than one level. Next to the discussion at 15.537 which traces 
corruption in the Church to its status as a landholder, this hand writes, ‘Malicia 
procedens ex cupiditate absque caritate’ (Without charity, malice proceeds out of 
greed). The statement in itself is rather remarkable because it does not grow 
directly from anything in the text; the practice of distilling the particulars of a 
narrative ‘into platitudinous moral statement’ (Hanna, 251) was undoubtedly an 
aspect of medieval annotation and commentary, but it is notably absent from the 
bulk of the annotation in M, which consists mainly of either reiteration of words or 
phrases in the text or, as mentioned before, finding aids and glosses. More 
interestingly, though, this annotator has exercised his reformist mentality on the 
vellum itself, physically erasing an earlier note or pair of notes and writing this 
platitude over the erasure. What the earlier note(s) said is indeterminate (only 
‘nota bene’ being still legible), but clearly it was offensive to this later reader; the 
slightly abstract quality of this note may, in fact, be a result of the annotator’s 
desire simply to cover over what he had erased. (On the other hand, the earlier 
annotation could have been inaccurate or illegible, making this reader feel the 
need to replace it, but both possibilities are plausible.)10 Taken together with the 
other three sixteenth or seventeenth century italic notes, this comment, at the 
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 In fact, the former may be more likely, given that there is further evidence elsewhere 
for later hands altering notes to comply with later views: at the top of the first page of 
the text, a line not original to the manuscript ran initially, ‘Assit principio Sancta Maria 
meo’ (May the son of Mary aid my beginning), but was later altered to read, ‘Assit 
principio filius Mariae meo’, invoking the Son rather than the Virgin. The hand that 
makes the change is not identifiable as late, but it would seem that the change was 
motivated by Protestant leanings. 
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least, indicates a certain expansion of the understanding of what function an 
annotation could or should perform in the century or so since M was first 
produced. 

The blank flyleaf at the end of the manuscript furnishes enough material 
for a separate essay in itself, but I will discuss a few of its highlights here. John 
Dagenais makes the general statement that ‘flyleaves provide a good place to 
test a new quill or to practice forms of epistolary salutation. They are also good 
for copying, over and over, the grammar teacher’s latest pedantry and, curiously, 
were a favorite spot for writing down the verse epitaphs of major classical 
authors—especially Ovid, Terence, and Lucan—which circulated with little 
variation throughout medieval Europe’ (36). The last of these features happens to 
be present in M: an italic hand writes two lines of Latin verse drawn from Ovid’s 
Heroides V.7-8: ‘Leniter ex merito quicquid patiare ferendum est| Que uenit 
indigno pena dolenda venit’ (Whatever one suffers deservedly is to be borne 
lightly; punishment that comes undeservedly causes pain). The letter from which 
these lines are lifted is from the jilted nymph Oenone to her lover Paris and can 
scarcely be seen as connecting to the matter of Piers Plowman, but the 
transportable nature of the sentence is undoubtedly what led to its inclusion here; 
the question is why the annotator chose this quotation in particular. There would 
seem to be little in the poem itself to conjure up associations of the guilty 
suffering their just desserts (they decidedly do not in the apocalyptic last passus), 
but perhaps Langland’s repeated references to the true poor and true beggars 
who are defrauded by the friars called to the annotator’s mind the second half of 
the verse. Or alternatively, it could simply have been a verse the annotator 
particularly liked; copying verses into the flyleaves was a ubiquitous practice 
independent of the content of the rest of the manuscript. These verses are 
bracketed and the bracket connected to a monogrammed ‘DEN’ which is dated 
1545. This is the only explicit date in the annotations, but as yet the monogram 
remains unidentified, and because the early ownership of the manuscript is 
largely undocumented, the annotator’s identity may be irrecoverable despite 
these tantalizing clues.   

Several of the other annotations are similarly problematic, in particular 
another later note ‘in an early sixteenth century hand’ (Eliason, Intro I.9): ‘Item for 
a yerd and a quarter of saten ebregys ijs vj d.’ What would possess someone to 
record on the flyleaf that he paid two shillings, six pence for what Eliason 
identifies as Bruges satin is rather mysterious; it may have been the only writing 
surface he had on hand, and we must remember he may not necessarily have 
been a reader of the rest of the poem to have used the flyleaf in this manner. 
Still, we can make two observations about the note: first, that its writer seems to 
have been fairly wealthy if he purchased imported satin, and second, that he had 
the manuscript in a place where he was keeping accounts, if not actually doing 
business. Lawrence Warner has recently identified the flyleaf’s hitherto 
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mysterious ‘danet the’ as Thomas Danet (and so more accurately transcribed 
‘danet tho’), a prominent canon and Registrar of the Order of the Garter in the 
last quarter of the fifteenth century; Warner suggests that, in his position as 
registrar, Danet might be connected to this expense record.11 While we cannot 
assume that Danet was himself a reader of the poem (no other record of a library 
belonging to him exists and Warner points out that he may have received the 
book as a gift or bequest), his ownership does attest to the fact that Langland’s 
work reached the highest levels of aristocracy. More locally, one might also point 
out that the presence of such a note as this receipt may speak to a certain 
diminution, by the late fifteenth century, of the respect for the text that the early 
annotators expressed by their more additive and topical marginalia. 

On the other hand, the note (for want of a better term) that dominates the 
flyleaf would seem to be as content-driven as any of the comments written in 
direct response to the text itself. It consists of a large drawing of a mace in a 
stand, and on a banner beneath the stand are the lines, ‘With this mace . be he 
smete| That al the worlde . may it wete| That gyueth a-way his owne thyng| And 
goth hymsilff a-Beggyng.’ Because of its size and because most of the other 
notes and verses are written around it with an evident sensitivity to its occupation 
of the space, it was likely one of the first notes to grace the page; only the ten 
appearances of Christ at the top of the page seem to predate it with any 
certainty, as the top point of the mace (as Eliason has also noted) is unfinished, 
having run up against the bottom line of the Latin note.12 The verses are a variant 
of the Index of Middle English Verse number 4202, with the only major difference 
being that this version substitutes ‘mace’ for ‘betul’ in the other versions.13 It is 
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 Lawrence Warner, ‘A Fifteenth-Century King’s Almoner, Registrar of the Order of the 
Garter, and Owner of Piers Plowman’, unpublished and forthcoming. I am grateful to 
Mr. Warner for providing me with the text of his unpublished note. 

12
 In his note to 10.373, Eliason makes a slightly contradictory claim about the identity of 
the hand responsible for the drawing and verses. He sees a similarity in the handwriting 
of the ten appearances of Christ, the mace verses, and the hand that wrote ‘fiat 
voluntas’ at 14.55. However, at 14.55 he identifies the annotator as Hand 4, and in his 
introduction he makes no claim that the Latin verses on Christ and the mace verses 
were written by the same hand. I am not expert enough to judge, but I find it unlikely 
that Hand 4 drew the mace, given that all his other notes are both unobtrusive and in 
Latin. 

13
 However, Boffey’s New IMEV records eight occurrences of the couplet, mostly from the 
fifteenth century, and they all differ slightly; Julia Boffey and A. S. G. Edwards, A New 
Index of Middle English Verse (London: British Library, 2005). For example, according 
to Ker, the first time it appears in Cardiff Public Library 3.174 it reads, ‘!at unkynde 
gyuves al his !yng’ where M reads, ‘That gyueth a-way his owne thing’, while Leicester 
Old Town Hall Library BRII/3/3 reads, ‘That all hys godez to hys chylder leyton’ 
(rhyming with ‘beton’ instead of ‘smete’) where M reads, ‘That al the worlde . may it 
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possible that the annotator drew the mace before deciding that the verse would 
be appropriate and therefore felt the need to alter the wording, but whatever the 
circumstances of its generation, it provides, among the flyleaf notes, the most 
direct (and vehement) reaction to LanglandÕs critique of the mendicant orders. 
Eliason dates the hand to the mid-fifteenth century and also identifies it 
tentatively with several marginal comments in the body of the manuscript (not in 
themselves particularly notable for their significance or individuality), so at least 
in this case it is probably safe to assume that the convergence of LanglandÕs 
sentiments and those of the flyleaf annotator are not accidental, but that the 
annotator is indeed voicing his artistic and enthusiastic response to LanglandÕs 
poem.14 

Some readers, then, essentially validated LanglandÕs poem as a didactic 
and spiritual authority, but one might imagine that the flippant, cynical witticisms 
added later in the period would have troubled Langland a great deal. The notion 
that Langland and some of his annotators may have had an antagonistic 
relationship is not an entirely hypothetical one; Langland seems very much 
concerned with how his work might be misconstrued, if his three revised versions 
are any indication. In his study of Piers as a descendent of the commentary 
tradition; John Alford argues that Langland hangs the entire structure of his poem 
on the Latin quotations, in effect creating probably the worldÕs longest and most 
alliterative commentary textÑ all without an explicit central text to draw our 
attention away from the commentary.15 Ralph Hanna argues that the 
accumulation of marginalia in the medieval manuscript tradition threatened to 
decenter and eventually replace the original text as the heart of the work.16 
Langland already having done this, in a sense, by replacing the text of 
experience and the fragmentary text of Latin scripture with the text of his poetic 
commentary upon them, he seems uniquely anxious that the process not be 
repeated. When the rebels in 1381 threaten to hijack his poem and make their 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
wete.Õ (This latter example may actually be a conflation of two separate verses.) Ker, N. 
R. Medieval Manuscripts in British Libraries (Oxford: Clerendon Press, 1969). 

14 It may be worth mentioning as a side point what conspicuously does not receive notes 
in M. Despite there being signs that the annotators were not always reading the poem 
for the first time when they wrote their notes (for example, Hand 3 writes Ôprimam 
apparicionem medeÕ at 2.8, twelve lines before she is named in the text), the first 
entrance of Piers goes unnoticed, as does his tearing of the pardon. If we needed any, 
these examples provide further evidence that what has drawn the attention of modern 
critics and occasioned the most heated scholarly debate did not always merit even a 
ÔnotaÕ in medieval reading. 

15 Richard Alford, ÔRole of Quotations in Piers PlowmanÕ, Speculum: A Journal of 
Medieval Studies, 52.1 (1977 Jan.), 80-99. 

16 Ralph Hanna, III, Pursuing History: Middle English Manuscripts and Their Texts 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996). 
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cause its new center by invoking Piers as their rallying cry, Langland expresses 
his anxiety by revising the work to reassert the centrality of his own sentence. He 
is never explicit in his aims or in making clear what that sentence is, but rather 
‘every reader was made fully responsible—not only for understanding what he 
saw there [in the poem], but for turning all of it to profit in his own time.’17 
Langland, then, laid the burden on his readers not to misuse or misunderstand 
him, but as his revisions attest, he was highly invested in guiding the response of 
his actual readership to accord with what he desired for his imagined audience in 
composing—and he wished to be the only one to do so, without the intervention 
of outside commentators. 

The annotations to M—indeed, the annotations to all the extant Piers 
Plowman manuscripts—deserve fuller treatment than I have been able to give 
them here, and it is an exciting moment for scholarship as Piers marginalia gains 
critical attention. Annotation offers insight both into the constituency of the 
original readership of the poem and into the memorialized reactions of the 
individuals who made up that readership. The notes attest to the commentators’ 
desire and, indeed, ability to comb the lengthy work for moments that captured 
their interest; in a very pragmatic way, the annotators’ work was to make the 
poem their own.  But they also give us another platform from which to view 
Langland’s relationship to his early readers and suggest that, for all his desire to 
entrust his poem to those readers, he was invested enough in the project to fear 
the potential of their making their own poem instead. 
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17

 Anne Middleton, ‘The Audience and Public of Piers Plowman’, in Middle English 
Alliterative Poetry and Its Literary Background: Seven Essays, ed. by David Lawton 
(Cambridge: DS Brewer, 1982), pp. 101-154, (p. 123). 


