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PREFACE

Thers are many books to be written on Dunbar, and this one neither seeks to
compete with those already written nor to discourage future work: on the
contrary, this is merely one contribution = the one most immediately necessary,
and which I am most able to do. But there is room for & sma«ll work reviewing
Dunbar studies up to date, as a guide to and clearing-house for, future work.
I have tried here to do a sketch of such a work in my bibliography: this is
only an outline, but space forbade any more exhsustive approsch. Another
great need is for book-length studies of Dunber's language (long-overdus), his
metric (still premeture, pending more evidence from phonetic studies), and of
his imagery = the last tracing its sources in the common stock of medieval
culture, rather along the lines of Isabel Hyde's valusble but too brief study
(see Bibliographical Review, Section E). These books should, properly, have
been written before the present one; but what is desirable is not always
practicable. Anothkr work of criticism can follow them, when the time is ripe.

My thanks are due to Edinburgh University for the Fellowship which made
this work possible; to my supervisors Professor J.E. Butt and Professor John
MacQueen, and to Mr. Matthew P. McDiarmid for many valucble suggestions; to
Miss Susan Tucker for some illuminating remarks; to Mr. R.L.C. Lorimer for
advice and help with presentation and lay~out, and some shrewd observations;
to Dr. O.K. Schram for his patient and sympathetic teaching in matters of
language and palaeography; to the staffs of Edinburgh University Library, the
National Library of Scotland, and the Scottish Section of Edinburgh Central
Library; and above all to those previous labourers in this thistle-field to
whom my debt is too great to be assessed.

Tom Scott

Edinburgh

September 1964



¥ithin this land

Very little is known about the facts of William Dunbsar's life. This is of
amall importance, for the poems tell us more about him than any list of
dates and events woulde Indeed, in some ways the less we know about a
writer's 1ife the better, for then we must concentrate on what is relsvant,
the work = and those who cannot or do not want to do that have less material
to distract us with,

Dunbar lived in Scotland during the reign of Jumes IV who reigned
from 1488 to 1513, He had some connexion with the court, a&nd some of his
verse is of a semi-official courtly nature, and almost =11 of it in some
way related to or aimed at & courtly audience., Jome of his poems celsbrate
such state occusions as the marriage of James to Margaret Tudor in 1503
and the visit of the Queen to ‘berdeen in 1511: others are direct appeals
to the King for a benefice or pension or other relief of the post's material
poverty: many are salires of court life, or comic-satiric pieces meant

chiefly as court entertainment.s Some half-dozen of his poems were printed
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during his lifetime, 48 1508, by Chepmun «nd Myller of Edinburgh. There
is evidence in some of the poems that he travelled ubroud on some unspecified
sort of court business, and ulso us &« mendicant friur or novice. In fugust
1500 he was uwarded a pension of £10 per annum for 1life, puid by the King,
and subject to withdrawul if he should receive u benefice worth £40 a year(l).
In November 15C7 this was increased to £20, and in Auzust 1510 to £80, to
cease if he were preferred to 4 benefice of 2100 or ﬁore(z). i reference
to "the king's offerand at Msister William Dunbar's first mes", an offering
of seven French crowns, on 14 Merch 1503, suggests thut Dunbar was ordained
priest somewhere about thet time. Nothing certein cun be deduced from his
flyting with Kennedy, because the convention of lies, exuggeration, abuse,
scurrility, forbid one's treating such & source us reliuble, Some of the
material in the Flyting of Junbar and Kennedy has been proved to have a
faectuzl basis from other sources, but this does not alter the fuct that the
Flyting is not to be relied on u«s evidence without such externul support,

Dunbaer is often culled "Maister", and was probably a Master of Arts.

fet there is no evidence which proves thaet he was the William Dunber who

attended St sndrews University (1477-9); and all else is mere conjecture.

l. See Thg P . is ir, @de Jo Small, 3 vols., scottish Text
Soclety, Tdinburgh 1889-93, Appendix to Introduction I, cliii ff,

2« These and other refs. to a William Dunbar, alnost certainly the poet,
are found in the Accounte of the Lord High Treasurer of 3coiland, the
Register of the Privy seal of Scotland, and perhaps in Henry VII's
Privy Purse Expenses, and other public records. For detuils, see the

list given 1n Poemg, ede Smell, I, cliii ff,
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Rather more is known, however, about the court of Jumes IV and the
socicl 1ife of the Scottish people during Dunbar's lifetime, and this is
of greater importance than mere biographical metter. Dunber lived in an
age end tradition which mude poetry & public virtue rather thaen a private
vice; and although Dunber is the most personal of the Mukars, even his
"persona" is a social one, and it is social 1life he writes about mostly.

At the beginning of the fourth quarter of the fifteenth century -
James IV was born in 1473 - Scotland wes "even by medieval standsrds an
uncomfortable and uninviting country"(B). The shaggy wastes of hill and
moor were still haunted by wolves, and "nsture™" was &an object of dread rather
than the sentimental scenery of romuntie nineteenth-century poets. The
gerden wes the symbol of the human, and over the walls lurked the wild and
dangerous realm of &ll that was not human. Trade with the Continent was
limited to the months of spring and summer, from Februery till about October,
because of the dangerous sailing conditions at sea during the winter. There
were few welled towns, great churches, or large castles. Of the Royzl Burghs,
only Perth and Edinburgh had battlemented walls: others had only ports and
gatehouses at their main entrances, and dykes at the foot of the long narrow
roods, strips of garden that sloped upwards to the fronts of houses on the
principal streets. Most of the houses were built of timber and thateh, with
middens piled at every door of these main streets, which were deserted
except on merket—days. Cattle were driven through these streets every

morning to the common ground outside, and brought back to the town in the

3¢ ReLe Mackie, King James IV of Jcotlend, Edinburgh 1958, p. 3.
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evening, Agriculture was as primitive in the towns &s in the remoter
districts, and the twofold division of infield and outfield was wustefully
customary everywhere. Only meagre crops could be reaped from the psrsimonious
scil, and & wet summer meant famine,

The peasantry shared their poor hovels with their cattle. Lach peasant
held lznd only on & lease of five years at most, and being liable to be
turned out of his house every few years, had no incentive to bulld a house
that would stand up to time and the weather, Under such conditions the poor
had no sense of security even in poverty. The castles and towers built by
the feudal knights also were mesgre structures by the standards of the time,
usually only single towers enclosed by twenty-foot walls. The parish kirks
were without aisle or transept, and had not improved since the twelfth or
thirteenth century. Even 5t Andrews, the biggest cathedral in Scotland, was
small compared with those of other countries, being only 357 feet in lengths (3a)
The country was, in fact, seriously underdeveloped, although the fifteenth
century had been a comperatively prosperous one for Scetland, due to England's
bestowing her predstory attentions mainly elsewhare, lio Inglish army had
crossed the border since 1385, and there was consliderable competition for
Seottish trade on the Continent. Here and there the rise of new houses and
kirks of & more ambitious sort began to appear, but the change was slow,
and even that was to be ended by the English raids on the Forth end Tay in
1481=2,

The larger houses, even the palaces, were by no mesansg sumptuous. No
castle had more than one chair in the hall, and the floors would be covered
with rushes, The rooms were dark, with low raftered ceilings, and with smell

windows having only the upper half glagzed, the lower being & wooden shutter,

s YAnlr 11na 57 1 3 ¥ oL T e Terrmaa 11 £
3a. York was 457: Ses R.L. Mackie, Jamag IV, pagza G,
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The ceilings would be painted, however, and tapestries would be hung
on the walls of the principal rooms. Costly plate wes common, there
would be log fires in the open fire-places. Bedrooms would be bure of
furniture other than the bed, but that might have its canopy and arras
and & huge feather mattresa,

Disease was rife and life-expectancy short. Leprosy was still common
enough, end in the "Flyting of Dunbar and Kennedie" Uunbar accuses Kennedy
of living in a disused leper house, Venersal disease in particular was
common, &nd there are gruesome desceriptions of it in some of Dunbar's poems,
and of its cures. I have said that the houses in the towns had middens at
their doors, but it would perhaps give a more exact impression if one sald
that the town streets wers public middens with houses in them. This filth
wag of course a constant source of plague and disezse, One outbreak of
plegue hit Edinburgh and its neighbourhood in 1498, beginning in the villages
of Currie and Swanstone The town itself was barred to all incomers from
these ereas, under penalty of deathe. By 1499 all schools were closed,
children forbidden to wander the streets, and merchants prohibited from
getting up booths and from holding markets. Special "cleansers" were paid
a shilling a dey to perform funereal and suchlike duties. This wes a
high rate for the time, and included "danger money", The first four of
these "cleansers" ssem to have died. Provisions were made for boiling and
diginfecting clothes, and for fumigating nouses: but no provision was
made for the removal of the filthy refuse, and the festering sources of
the disease were therefore left to breed more horror. In 1502 - the ysar
before James married Margaret Tudor - it broke out zgain, and in 1505 we

have the first sign of some suspicion of the true cause: in that year
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Edinburgh Council entrusted the bellman with 'purgeing and clengeing of

the hie streilte.e. of all maner of muk, filth of fische and flesche, and
fulyie weit and dry“(A). But the old filthy state soon returned, end
skinners and furriers continued to hang their stinking goods in the High
Street, OSuch sanitary measures as were taken applied only to the main
streets, and not to the vennels and closes adjacent thereto, These remained
as before, to breed further death and disaster, It has been said that

the plague marched with the men to Flodden, but it at least cume back to
Scotland unscatheds Henrysoun's poem The Pest spesks achingly out of
experience of the plague.

One of the worst of these disease~breeding middens was the kirkyaird,
which was used as & general dumping-ground of offal and unwanted rubbish,
As well as being the buriasleground of cast-off bodies, it was used fcr
games and dancing, for pasturing cattle, shéep, ard pigs, as a public
lavatory, as a wenching-ground, and was the resort of beggars and outlaws,
In 1606 the Burgh Council of Aberdeen granted permission to a man to build
a ship in the xirkysirde They agreed it was the hest place for the work,
and was only being used as a midden &t the;;ime.

Ag if the human body were not puniahéd?enough, merely for being, by
nuture and humen ignorance, it had to bear glao much of the burden of the
ruling=-class's vengeance for offences against its laws, The town's
tolbooth was liable to be the scene of dlsplayad limbs, nailed ears,
scourgings and pilloryings, brankings and c:pslings, and of executions.

Fines, it is true, were beginning to be uﬂéd, whénever possible, instead

4e Edinburgh Records, Vol.l. page 105, ~ &
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of these outrages of the flesh, but not for any merely humene reason:

they were pure profit, whereas the cost of exscutions and the like were o
charge on the burgh. But for the poorest workers, exploited in every possible
way by the ruling-class, the flesh had to pay; and the workman's bedy, which
alone made it possible for the barons to live in idleness, gaming, and warring,
bad to bear this burden too.

According to Piccolomini, who visited 3cotland in 1435, the workers,
who produced the wealth for merchante to trade with, aristocrats to seize
for their unproductive pastimes, the Church to mulet and spirit away to
Rome while the parish kirks were scarcely even kept in decent repair, were
poor and ragged and begged halfenaked in the streetats). The merchants
had almost complete, and corrupt, control of the burghs = they being able
to juggle up finance for the King and nobles. They made a closed shop of
the burgh and kept the craftsmen under their thumbs, while the ordinary
people were sluves in all but name.

In "Eftir Geving 1 speik of Taking", Dunbar speaks of the peasantry
being bagggred of their harvest to pay for luxuries for their landlords =
themselves among the courtiers satirised by Dunbar in manj other poems,

This throws some light on the subjeect of beggara, of which we hear much
in history of the period and of Scotland in both earlier and later times.
These "beggars" were not criminal elements: they waere the robbed,

exploited,. and disinherited people of the country victimised by their

5¢ We Croft bLickinson and G. Pryde, i New History of Scotland,? vols.,
Edinburgh 1961, I. 276,
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vieious ruling-classes. That meny of them should have been driven to
theft and actual crime is no cause for wonder.

Workmen were forced to labour as long as it wes deylight in summer,
and long before and after that in winter. A sixteen=hour day wps normal,
In 1469 an act had to be passed against too many holidays for the workers =
they were bad for the "national economy", The slaves ought to be producing
more for their masters, not indulging in idle religious festivities., The
burghs were run by and for the burgesses, the bourgeoisie, which meant,
in effect, the merchants and traders, whose patron by tradition was the
god Mercury, the god of liars and cheats. Junbsr excoriates them too in
his poems, perticularly in the poem to the merchants of Edinburgh. This
merchant class had achieved power, which was at a later date to make them
thé real ruling-cless over even the landed gentry, by their usefulness to
the Crown &and nobility in raising money for ransoms, wers, and other
costly indulgences of the gentry. The main struggle between the Crown and
Rome during, before und after our period was u dog-fight over the rights
of hogging the harvest, and the merchant class was useful to both, Indeed,
in the Reformation settlement (1560), which finally resolved the issue
in Scotland, the gentry used the religious fervour of such genuine
reformers as John Knox to subvert the power of Rome, and thus completely
trounced the "Kirk Malignant"; and the middle classes, especially the
lairds, were the chief beneficiarieate).

The corruptions of the Church are well known and well-sustained, but

6e The whole of W. Croft Dickinson's introduction to hié edition of

Knox's History of the Reformstion (Edinburgh 1949) is relevant here.
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too much has been made of this fact as a motive behind the Reformation.

It was greed, not moral conscience, that motiveted the gentrye. ~lthough
it is & convincing picture of corruption that Lyndsay paints in Ane Satyre
of the Thrie Estaitis, he exposes not only the Church, but also the

gentry and the bourgeoisie, whose vices were merely increased by the
Reformation, Dunbar himself exemplifies the state of feeling among the

lesser gentry: he is motivated, in his tirades against the abuse of Church
Aanl o

s]1s0

benefices and the like, noé/g} righteousness, bﬂi}by envye. He wus angry
with the parasites only because he was not one of them, and this motive
bshind so much of his work limits its ultimate value. DBut he is the voice
Iof his cluss,

The reign of James IV has been widely rupraaeﬁted as a Golden Age
in scottish history, and the King himself presented as a typical Renaissance
prince - 4 greut man, a pautron of the arts and sciences, & man of culture
and leurning, This is &« false picture. There are no "golden ages". There
were stirrings of far-reaching changes in Scotland in our period, for better
and for worse, &s in other countries, but the pleasanter side of this has
been over-stressed., JSimilarly, while James himself had many excellent
qualities, there was another side to him, and that darker side was the
dominant one. He was & man of impulsive and irresponsible character with
little of the solider qualities necessary to kingship = prudence, judgment,
patience, balance, and a cool grasp of rezlity. Jumes was generous and
personally ettractive, genial and open, gay and active, with a quick if
superficial interest in all that was going on in his timee. But he was
mercurial rather than stable, adventurous rather than wise, courageous

rather than disciplined, & man of enthusiasms rather than of solid wulues.
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He had the temperament of a soldier rather than a governor, and as a
soldier, that of a cavalry officer rather than that of a generul., He was
more fitted to the saddle than the seat of government, 4s & military
commander he was disastrous., Hils tendency te rush headlong into a fight
like some foolhardy youngster instead of sitting still and directing his
men like a good commander was remcrked by Pedro de Ayala fifteen years
before this trait cost him his life at Flodden: and Aysala tried to emphasise
all that was good and likable in Jamns(7). He saw himself not as the
steady, wise governor of & kingdom - the sort of stetesman Robert Bruce
became in his later years - but as a romantic leader of a European crusade,
He was, in fact, a bad king unsuited to the life of an administrétor-cum=
Jjudge, and this combinztion of irresponsibility and power = the perennial
curse of hereditary kingship -~ brought his reign and his people to the
disaster of Flodden,

The same romanticising tendency among historians and commentators
on the period has given us also & false picture of Dunbar as a sort of |
poet laureate of the court of this golden age., In fact, despite one or
two poems in the sureate style in which Dunbar does celebrate a state
occasion somewhat in the manner later expected of poets laureate, the bulk
of his work is satirie, and the court of James comes under his savage

denmunciztione In such poems as "Schir, Ye Huave mony Servitouria"(s)’

7. Mackie, King Jomgs IV of Scotland, pe 84e The whole book is relevant here.
8. 17 ("Remonstrance to the King"). 411 such refs. are to The Poems

of Will D s @de We Mackay Mackenzie, Edinburgh 1932, Many of
the titles that Mackenzie gives to Dunbar's poems are modern inventions;

I have usually preferred to cite them by first line or refrein,
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"Be Divers '»ins”(g), "Sehir, at this Feist of Benefice“(lo), and other
poems of petition, complaint or satire, he shows James as encouraging the
unworthy at the expenses of the worthy (chiefly, of course, the worthy
Dunbar himself), giving benefices to scoundrels, ignoring good advice,
permittirng corruption of law and society, and generally being irresponsible

end indiseriminate, In "The Fenyeit Frere of Tungland“(ll)

he rages agsinst
the promotion of a charlatan who sctually tried to fly from Stirling Castle,
and who seems to haeve been able to zet support from Jumes for &ll menner of
quack enterprises,

One of the earliest of Jumes's mistakes of judgment, 1if not of downright
folly, was his support of the pretentions of Perkin Wurbeck to thé throne of
Henry VIL: he inveded England in this czuse in 1496, taking Norhem and other
castles, He allowed himself to be used as a tool by Pope Julius II in his
League of Cambrai, directed against the state of Venice = it was in this
context that he allowed himself to dream of leading an all-Europe crusade
against the Turks. When Julius dropped both the League and James, the latter
turned to Louis of Prerve and ellowed himself to be drawn into & renewal
of the Auld Alliance in 1512, and thence to Flodden. To that battle he
merched despite the contrary advice of his elder statesmen, such as Elphinstone
and Angus. Once in England, he wasted & fortnight in the game of castle-
tskinge When Surrey challenged him to fight a battle on the plein of

9« 29 ("Aganis the Solisteris in Court").
10, 11 ("Quhoue Mony Benefices Vakit"),
11. 38. Sl‘-]ma titlﬁ.
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Milfield, which he might well have won, he refused to descend from Fledden
Hills, and then allowed Surrey to out manoeuvre him., Instead of trying to
head off Surrey's march north, he took up an exposed position on the forward
slope above Branxton, but Surrey's artillery silenced his, and forced him
to plunge headlong down into the low ground beneath ite Finally, he
abandoned his command when the battle was being fought, snd rushed forward
into personal sssault of the enemy venguard, getting himself killed and
leavin~- l.is army leaderless, not even having appointed & substitute comm&nder(lz).
This would seem to bs the truth behind the legend which is or was well-known
to schoolboys of the gallunt Scottish king dying = suspiciously like the
story of Harold &t Hastings = at the centre of a hard core of his faithful
knights, the last remnant of the Secottish army, plerced by an arrow through
the eyes There is always & suggestion of foul play about belng plerced by
an arrowe It is a form of sniping, not a fair man-to-man combat. But Bruce
had, in any case, scattered the archers of a grester Ehglisp army with only
five hundred cavalry, so the tale is a wesk one., A Stewart king would surely
be well versed in the military techniques of Robert Bruce, and if James
had "stood" &t all in the centre of his knights and dischwrged the duties
of command, though he might still have been defezted, yet he would most
probably have been able to make an ordered retreat,

It is true that Jumes showed great intersst in buil&ing & navy, but

little of lasting vaelue seems to have come of it., The Grest Michael itself

12+ Cpe the study of the Battle of Flodden in M, Melarsn, If Freedom

Fail, lLondon 1964, which completely supersedes all previous accounts.
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seems to have been an expensive white elephant, and was eventusclly sold
to the King of France. It 1s easy, of course, to be wise after the event,
but surely that is a duty = otherwise the lessons of history go unlearned.
James was ploneering in the matter of navul power, but the same cannot be
said of his militery conduct. On the whole, we are left with the impression
that James was unsuited to kingship in his time, &nd the anger of Dunbar
against his many failings is understandable and even perhaps justifisable.
Yet one point may be mude, mere speculation though it be, in James's favour.
His puilt in connexion with his father's death, and the belt of penance
he is said to have worn for years after, is well=known: was there perhaps
an element of self-punishment or of atonement in hls impetuous courting of
danger in buttle? In any case, if this were so, it would only beur out
what we have alleged uguinst his competent wielding of the sceptre.

bunbar's poems throw much more and other light on James. In "3anct
Sulvatourd Jend Silver dorrow"(ls), he appeals to the King to ena the
chronic maleise of his empty purse. In "Musing allone this hinder Nicht"(14),
he quotes "Gude James the Ferd, our nobill king", as advising that all
people should do good and care not what others may say, beccuse none can
escupe criticisms: but thaet was when the King wus young, and Vunbar seems
to have neglected his own advice in later years. In "Schir at this feast

of benefica"(15), to quote its first line, he tells us that the King does

13. 1 ("To the King").
14 8 ("Of Deming").
15 12 ("To the King").
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not share out benefices equally, but gives meny to one while soms deserving
people (including of course the poet) get nonse. =~nd in the companion pilece
"Off Benefice, Schir, at everle Feist", he gces on to say thut those who ask
most get most, while he, Dunbar himself, stands "fasténd in @ nuke". The
kind of people Jumes doea promote do their perishes more harm than good.

He complains, in "This Waverand Werldis Hratchidnes“(lé)

» of "The liell
labour lost and liell service", und of the small rewsird these bring, adding
that this is true not only of Scotland but of other countries he hag been in -
France, Ingland, Ireland, almanie, Italie, and Spanee. "Gude rewle is
benis*% our the Bordour", while wrong~doings and dizorder reign. He alioyus
that the son would disinherit the father; that churchmen's consciences are
so broad that you could turn a cart and eight oxen on them; that while

gsome have benefices, he, Dunbur, hes none; that stable-boys aspire to be
cardinals, while he can't even get a kirk "scant coverit with haddir®,

For all this only the King can bring relief, and he appeals to him to do
g0. In "To Speik of Gift or Almows Deid“(l7), he refers to James as giving
to the rich who have no nesd at all, while the poor die of want, unheard;
and says that while he, Dunbar, is ignored, the King gives to the charletan
Damian "That yisterday fra Flanders flew", This whole poem is, in fact,

& velled complaint against James's irresponsibility in respeect of giving,

" ( 18)

In "Eftir Geving I Speik of Taking » he also complains that clerics

mulet the poor and care nothing for their souls; thet the bérons rob the

16 13 ("Of the Worldis Instabilitie").
17. 15 ("0Of Discretioun in Giving").

18. 16 ("Of Discretioun in Taking").
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folk of their harvest a:.d meke them beg from door to door; and that the
merchents take illegal profit. Robbery and piresey hauve no cure but the
gellows. If some had as little fear of men us they have of God, they too
would rob their neighbours. Men of power who rob the poor "Ar sett full
famous at the Sessioun", while poor ordincry robbers are hanged.

In "Schir, Ye Have mony Servitouria“(lg), the complaint agsinst his
evil dispensation reaches & new and dering height of utterance, In it he
lists the useful people whom James patronises, those of every craft and
productive pursuit, those of the Church, the law, the court, of medicine,
philosophy, music, strategy, cerpentry, masonry, and the like: these he
admits deserve their reward, But he himself, he claims, though unworthy
to be ranked with them, has done work which will hold as long in mind "But
wering, or consumptioun,/Roust, canker, or corruptioun,/As ony of thair
werkis all", &lxhougﬁ he gets little reward for ite But there 1s & quite
different sort of person whom Jaumes patronises also, being, says Dunbar of
the King, "sa graclous" &and "Meik". These zre feigners, flatterers,
boasters, end all menner of worthless hangers-on, When he, Dunbar, sees
such useless wasters rewurded, while he is ignored, "Than on this fals warl&
I ery Fy", His heurt almost bursts out of his breust with anger thut his
ayes should see such abuses daily in the court, and he must either wreak
vengeance with his pen or die. He ends with a warning to James that if he
does not wateh out, if he does nothing to cure Dunbar's rage, then the
swalling of his anger will spout out all its poison, This poem is a

remsrkable comment on the "golden age", and on the "gallant" James IV,

19 17 ("Remonstrance to the King").
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There is no reason to doubt either Dunbur's sincerity or the truth of
his allegations. We certainiy cannot disprove his sccount of the state of
Jemes's court, however much epologists may try te take the edge off Dunbar's
biting truth.

Gven in the lighter poems in humorous vein - among the very best Dunbar
ever wrote, for his humour had a sweetnsss and wry pathos unique in
Scots poetry - he keeps up the barrage of complaint apguinst Jamese In the
poem in which he prays that the king "war Johne (Joan) Thomsounis man"
(ieee, & hen-pecked husbend), he says that the een knows Dunbur's worth
better than the King does, and he wishes the King would be guided by her.
But instead, James is "harde, dour, and mercyles" to Dunbar, And in "This

Hinder Nicht in Dumfermaling®(%0)

» he reveals another aspect of James's
irresponsible chuaracter = his spoliution of his subjects' wives and
daughters. This does not affect Lunbar closely - he is no Rigoletto =
and he treats it humorously, bul the picture of the husband or father's
anguish is grim enough under the surface. An ordinary man had no redress
ageinst ¢ medisval monarch in such matterse.

The main note of his complaint ageinst the King is, however, a more
atrident one; and in "Complene I wald"(21) - & companion=-pisce to "Schir,

s”(zz) - he again vilifies the hangers-on at court

Ye Have mony Servitouri
and Jumes, by implication, for patronising theme He asks him "to auld

servendis haff ane E", And in "Exces of Thocht Dols me Mischief"(23):

20, 27 ("The Wowing of the King quhen the wes in Dumfermeling").
21, 19 ("Complaint to the King").
22, 17 ("Remonstrence to the King").

23, 20 ("To the King").
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he compleins of his long years of service to the King, years that have

gone unrewarded although lesser men have been paid for lesser services,

He renews his plea, not of right, but begging for merey. He polnts out that

although in childhood he had been brought up to think of himself us &

%Eg%g;;to—bo, now in auld age he cannot even obtuin a viearage, and

Jok, once & cattle herd, possesses & siring of beneflces, Dunbur is no

democrat and would hauve scorned Burns's "A m#n's a men for a' that", .and

his soeial snobbery is typical of the gentry of this and much later periods

#ll over Europe: indeed, it is a salient characteristic of Buropeen culture.
The complaint against Jumes goes on in "Quhom to sall I Compleine My

Hb“(24), this time on & moralistic level; virtue is despised at court

while rogues prosper. ..11 good-breeding, ull nobleness, have gone from

rank, and there is no pity in princes, T[Flattery wears a furred gown, and

falsehood conspires with nobility, while truth stands barred at the door

and honour is exiled from town, Here we have the elements of Lindseay's

great satire, when the Reformation tide was in full floods Fair words,

say Dunbar, ure in every mouth, but deception is in every heart: demure

looks come from every eye, but few good deeds come from the hands. 'He

turns from life to death for his reward, looking beyond the grave for it,

In more humorous vein, he complains in "Schir, Lat it Nevir in Toun be Tuld“(zs)

that he has grown old in the King's service without reward, and must now

beg fcr even a new coat for Christmes or be ridiculed in court and in town.

24¢ 21 ("None may Assure in this World"),

25, 22 ("The Petition of the Gray Horse, Auld Dunbar"),
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The lighter side of court-life is touched on in such poems &as
"3ir Jhon Sincleir Bsgzowthe to Dunce"(26)and those on James Doig, the
Queen's wardroba—maater(27). These suggest that he had an intimacy with
the Queen which was both homely and broad. The pcem on Norny, the court

jeater(zs) curt(zg)

s and even more that on the negress at c¢ » suggest that
Dunbar shared the brutal insensitive humour of his 2ge, DBut in "The

Fenyeit Ireir of Tungland“(3o) he turns his savagery on his courtier enemies,
exposing the pretentions - which took in the gullible James - of the
elchemist and quack mediciner John Damiane Indeed, Damian becomes something
of a scapegoat for all that Dunbar most hates at court and in the King
himself, UDaemizn is an obvious peg to hang this hatred on, but the man

did have the sincerity to put his notions on the possibility of human

flight to the test, breaking his leg in the process, It is possible to see
in him an early, groping scientiflc experimenter, and there probably were
much worse elements at court much more favoured by the credulous and unjust
Kinge Damisn is also attacked in "Iucina Schynnyng in Silence of the Nicht“(Bll
in which Uunbar complains that he will never be wellwoff until two moons

ere seen in the sky, or an abbot flies sbove the moon,

26, 32 ("Of a Dance in the Quenis Chalmer"),

27« 34 ("0f James Dog, Keper of the wmenis Wardrop") and 35 ("Of the Same
Jemes, quhen he had Plesett Him"),

28, 35 ("0f Sir Thomas Norny").

29, 37 ("0f ane Blak-Moir").

30. 38 (same title).

31l 39 ("The Birth of Antichrist").
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Dunbar bears witness against not only the court of James IV, but
also against town 1ife and life in general in scotland. In "Renunce thy
God“(32) it is the life of the burgh that comes under his flail. Craftsmen
of all sorts are given to sweiring impossible oaths, most of them also
blasphemous, and 211 of them lies. The goldsmith swears, on pain of lell,
that he loses in all his work. The merchant swears thut no finer silk
then his ever crossed the ocean., The tailor swears, by the Devil, who is
listening with grim contentment to all this, that there are nc belter—
shaped gowns than his. The shoemaker sweurs, by the Devil, that no better
boota are made of better leather. The baker says, may God forsake him
if any man saw better bread than his. The butcher swears, by God's wounds,
that better beef or mutton than his cannot bes The taverzer likewise
sweérs by his wine, the brewer by his malt, the smith that he can't meke
threepence in ten days = and so on. To all of them the listening Devil
whispers grimly: "Renunce thy God and cum to me", They have all sworn
themselves into his power already, and he mersly claims his own,.

The law-courts are satirised in "Sic Tydingls Hard I at the Sessioun(3?),
No man can trust another, says Dunbar, offenders are better off than their
vietims, flatterers, hypoerites, and confidence-tricksters abound there.
Some neglect thelr lands while a decision is pending; some prosper at court
through influence; some complain of partlality; some see their suits

postponed; some win, others lose; some rejoice, while others are done out

32 42 ("The Devillis Inquest").
33« 43 ("Tydingls fra the Sessioun"),
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of all they possess. Scme cut throats or pick purses; some go in
procession to gallows to be hanged; some bless the judze, others damn him
to Hell. Religious men come to wench women, both Carmelites and Cordillers,
so that more friars may be engendered, the elder men of God instructing
the younger, Strong young monks have their pleas grunted by all merciful
women, This is the kind_of news one hears of the Court of Session. Much
of 811 this, of course, is common medieval literary stock, and Dunbar is,
us always, even st his most personal, seldom strayin- far from conventions
but the conventions arose to meet & recl need, and ti.e pressure of truth
behind so much of this conventional stock was & main cause of the Reformation.
The fuct that in medieval poetry it was conventionsl to joke sbout friars
and the religious orders is not in itself a reason for doubting the truth |
of much that was allegeds The Church itself acknowledged the state of :
corruption into which it had fallen by gratefully accepting the Society of
Jesus,

Edinburgh life also comes under Dunbar's penetrating eye. In "Quhy
(34)

will Ye, Merchantis of Renoun" s he reproaches the merchants of
Edinburgh with allowing their town to get a bad name, for "laik of
reformaticun” - surely & significant word indeed here. The stink of fish
at the town gates puts people off entering at all - the stink of fish and
the cries of old women and brawls and scurrilous railing in front of

strangers of every ranke. The "stinking style" overshadows the parish

churche Front staircases derken the houses as in no cther country.

34e 44 ("To the Merchentis of Edinburgh').
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At the High Cross, milk and curds are sold, not gold and silksy at the Tron,
whelks, cockles, puddings, and héicgg:m.'1 The town minstrels know only two
tunes - llow the Day Dawisg and Into Joun. OClowns have bstter men for
servants, Tailors and shoemekers and other lowly crafismen he says,
filthy the fairest streets, snd merchants are crowded into.the Stinking
Style like bees in a hive, The burgh is a nest of begpars clamouring
without ceass, molesting honest people with pitiful criss and lamentations,
No provision iz made for the poor. Profit gets bigger daily as good deeds
get less and less, and one may not pass through the streets for the cries
of neglected blind pecple and eripples. If Court and Sessicn have to
leave idinburgh because of the burgesses' failure £o repeir these faults,
then the whole town will decay. Therefore, he says, strangers should be
.wall-traated and not overchurged for their needs, und the merchants should
be careful not to be extortionuate, but should keep order and loock after
their poor neighbourses But their own individual profit hcs made them so
blind that the profit of the comnunity as & whole lsgs far behinde 411
this should cause them to feel shame so to allow their name to be
Jdishonoured. This homiletic note is Uunbar at his most genuinely religious,
Could not & minister of the Reformed Kirk have said much the same at any
time after 1560 -- even today? Some indeed of the worat abuses have gone
or been ameliorated, but have they all? This is relevant, for in such
poems Dunber is still very much alive for us, has contemporery significance.
By contrast, there is an "official" poem on the .ueen's visit to
Aberdeen ~ "Blyth Aberdaane“(Js). The poem is a deliberate and stately

35. 64.("1'0 Aberdein“) .
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compliment to the burgesses of the town, znd while the panegyrist sings
the praises of the town and its folk, the satirist locks the other way.

The Queen is met by the richly dressed burgesses, wlith four strong young
men to bear the crimson velvet pall above her head., /rtillery salutes her.
A procession meets her at the Port, led by a pageant of the Virgin and Child
accompanied by the Magi: other figures in it are /daum and Eve and Robert
Bruce and former stewart royalty. Then twenty-four young maids dressed in
green and playinz on timbrels meet her. The streets cre all hung with
tapestry end pugeants are played while lieges are received by the Queen.
The Cross runs wine "aboundan*lie", says Dunbar, but this delirious
vision of affluence is sobered somewhat by a figure given for a similar
occagion in Fdinburgh: the wine run at the cross amounted to only one

puncheon (36).

The Queen is conducted to her ledging and presented with a
costly cupe He ends by advising the (ueen to be thunkful to iberdeen for

her receplion:

Thairfoir, sa lang as (uein thow beiris croun,

Be thankful to this burcht of Aberdein.

In "A Genersl Satyre" ") he tells how be drenmed about the plight

of his country. Nobility and responsibility have gone, and hunger and

35. We Croft Dickinsen, 4 New History of Secotland, T. 242.
37« 77 (same title).
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cowardice ezre rife, The preletes are proud and ignorant, surrounded by
2%%;:33 and they are unknown in their aubbeys. Priests dress in secular
clothes, and very few are eble to conduct services. He deseribes scholars
and clerks as westers, Scotlend has never seen sec much anger, so much
venereal disease, sc meny foolish Lords, so much trecson, so many partial
judgments, so much public neglect, so many thieves, boasters, and brawlers,
so much litigution, so little justice for the poor, so much checting and
profiteering, so many rich merchants, so many poor tenants, so much vanity
of dresse Wherever he looks, he sees decey &and degeneration of the old
ways and morals.

Other poems, too, add their comment on social sbuses.In"Thir Ladyia
Fair“(BB), he tells of women who come to plead causes instead of their
menfolk, end trade themselves to the judges in the cldest form of bribery.
In two days they zccomplish more then their husbends in ten, so all
husbands should dress up their wives and send them to court to do the
pleading, In less than two hours, in some quiet spot, they cen buy some
grece from the judges, and at no materizl cost = their evidence is completely
endorsed, Such wise women are to be prized. The poems on the regency of
Albany may not be by Dunber, but they reflect the despair of the people
and the gentry after Flodden, and the worthlessness cf the Regent who
absented himself for four years in France, leavingz Scotland in chaos and
disorder, Ulunbur takes the view thet this disaster was rather the work of
God's wisdom than of human folly, and begs God to stay his punishing hand

38, 48 ("0f the Ladgis Solistaris at Court®),
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before the whole kingdom is lost, In "Of Govetyca"(Bg), he compleins

that generosity, honour, and nobleness, fuir wages, manhood, happlness,

and good=breeding are now regerded at court as vices. All virtue is
changed into vice, 4ll healthy sport into gembling, and true servants are
put away and replaced by accomplices in vice, Burghs are decayed, farmers
hava no beasts except cats and mice., Honest yeomen are now lousy and
rogged, while lairds go in silk that their tenants had to sell their
harvest to buy, so thuat they now have to dig roots for focds The charitable
are held to be fools, and robbers are considered wis2 men, All this is
because of the sin of avarice.

In giving this outline of the soeial background, in part, of Dunbar's
age, I have drawn lurgely on its greatest authority = Dw.lsr himself, It
is customary to speak of that age as one of transition., Every age is an
age of transition, and in our peried great changes were going on in
Seotland and elsewhere, and those changes were gathering momentum,
Feudalism was giving way to capitalism, the rule of powerful land-grabbers
to the coming one of a moneyed merchant-claas, Trade was becoming a more
powerful and valuable economic activity than land-owning; and one might
gymbolise it by saying that the ship was proving to be & more potent source
of wealth than the buronial tower, und money or movable goods & more
velueble and resilient form of wealth than mere territorye This transitional
trend, deep, slow, and far-reuching, was less dominant during our period

than the one soon to be consummated by the Reformation of and around 1560 -

39, 67 (same title).
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namely the change-over from Church—ownership of large parts of the

country to seculsr seizure of Church Lands. Indirectly this increased the
power of the bourgeoisie: directly it created an augmented class of smaller
lairds, of lesser gentry, which soon begsen to assert itself, in and

through the growing power of Parlisment, as an inereusingly influential

~ factor in Scottish 1ife. Thanks to the growing power of Parliament, James VI
failed in his attempt to make the power of the monarchy absolute in Scotland;
and in 1603 he and his court set the pattern for succeeding generutions by
deserting Scotland for Ingland, which, heving a firmly established monarchy
and episccpal Church, seemed to promise well for Jumes VI's monarchical
embitions, In 1688 it was Parliament which ended the rule of the Stewarts;
in 1707 it was Perliament which betrayed Seottish independence to the 4uld
Enemy. 48 & by-produet of the land revolution, the age was also one of
transition from Catholieism to Presbyterianism, In art, the romantic and
chivalrous tradition of the feudal period gave way more and more to the
growing realism of the lower classes = the fabliau began to ocust the

romance ‘rom its supreme position: this is clearly seen in the work of
Dunbar, The small, compact Kingdom of icotlund, in which the Crown had
never really succeeded in estzblishing itself over the feudal anarchy of the
nobles, was itself in process of being liquidated, The task of monarchy
was to meke the natlon-kingdom an integrated whole. In achieving this

task, the English monarchj had developed 2 parliament founded on the commons
as representutive of the whole nution, and used it sguinst the anarchically
- ungovernable nobles. The Scottish monarchy did not succeed in developing
an effective parliament, or even, like France, in imposing an absolute
monarchy on the aristocracy: and its failure destroyed the kingdom, which

waes sold out by the nobles,
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The greul medieval hurmony, the world of the Church in which
evaerything had its proper place and all life hed meaning at every level,
the world of Aquinas and Dante, was brecking up, perhaps for ever in that
forme The great harmony of Henrysoun's tules, & morsl harmony in which
zood and evil were easily known and accepted, gives wsy to Dunbor's short-
poem views, his world of doubt and anxiety, his sense of impending doom.
By comparison with Henrysoun's, Dunbar's vision of life, is fragmertary,
disintegrated, «nd bitty, its proper form the short poem, for there is no
wholeness to sustain & long one. The Babylonian captivity and the great
schism both undermined the authority which, partly by their own unzided
effort, but largely with the help of the Carolingien and German Emperors,
the Popes hud so laboriously bullt up; the centrul foundations of
Western Christendom had crumbled; and, tlthcugh some ancient kingdoms were
lucky enough to be able to arrest the resulting disintegration by turning
themselves into nution-statss, others, like Seotland, fell among their
own nobles, either to lie there permanently weakened, or luter to be
taken over by other kingdoms,

Out of thut age the present one wus being born, the age of
capitalism, of ”sc&ence“, of the increzasing mastery over the physical
world of "nature", of real social progress, of stressing the centrality
of mankind rathor than thut of God = and God was the old word for Reality =
the age of doust and anxlety, of spiritual agony und meterial comforte
The great dream of an orderly intellectual universe given incompurable

expression by the sublime ilighierl proved to be only & dream - mankind,
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in Tennyson's words, was to come "ravening down the centuries to burst

into the desolution of reulity". But if much was lost, much was gained.

The human predicament mgy never change from age to'aga - goneeption, birth,
pain, disease, vccident, eating, drinking, breathing, sleeping, certain
death, are all sternal conditions of human 1ife = but the social environment
can be and-is constantly being changed, materially for the better, Miterial
progress in this respect is real, and waluable. It is impossible to look
beck on the sufferings of the medievals in this regard without pitye.

The oppression of human suffering revealed in their poetry is almost
unbearable, They suffered more through ignorence than sin, having no

real understanding of their soeial plight. The headachs that stopped

Dunbar writing on one famous occasion could today have been dispelled by

a chesp pill. A modern fireman's hose, properly applied, would have done
much to prevent the pghastly ravages of plague which they, in their ignorance,
abominably attributed to a punishing God: in itself a denial of Christ's
teachings on forziveness. A swift descent into the Middle Ages = so-called:
the Feudal iges really is whut we mean = is the best corrective for that
fashioneble cynicism coﬁmOn today, that sneering at social progress -
affected by meny "educated" people and "intellectuals", thut treason of

the intelligentsia which so disfigures the present age. we are reminded
how much we owe to the secavenger who emptiesa our buckets and incinerates
the contents; to the engineers who simplify existence for us; cnd that no
civilisation is any better than its sewage system, no culture higher than
its lowest "menial", In the material sense, we might be forgiven for
feeling thut the medievals wrote so incomparably of Hell because it was

wheve they lived,
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James gave Scotlard vigorous government, but not good government,
for he was unable to grasp the real tasks of kingship in his time - like
all the Stewarts except the first James, Dunbar may have seen only part
of the truth = no man can do otherwise = but his indictment of the age

was true, and no mere "poetic" fiction,
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The greatest single influence on medieval poetry wes Le Homen de ls rose,
Of the two parts of that poem, the first by Guilleume de Loris and the
second by Jean de Meung, the first part wes the most influential on love-
poetry, This part was translated by Chaucer into Fnglish, and is the

main embodiment of the doctrine of amour courtois. An understanding of this
medieval phenomenon is essential to an understanding of the poetry of the
time, and of much later poetrye.

During the eleventh century, in the south of France, a certain ruling=-
class culture flourished: a culture founded on life in isolated castles
and towers. The owner of each castle or tower led, with his pguesis and
retainers, & life of military and field sports, of jousting, duelling,
weapon~practice, riding, and sword-play, and of hawking, hunting, and the
like, These strenuous open-zir sports were of course masculine ones, like

the great geme of war, for which, lapgely, they were rehearsals and training.
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But life for women was very different, shut up in lonely castles and
towers, with only the needle and the spindle for work and exercise. The
more laborious work of the lord's womenfolk was done by servants, and their
sociel outlet was confined to presiding at the lord's table over junketings
more robust than refined: even this was occasional, 2s the lord would be
away for long stretches at & time,lezving only @ handful of old men and
boys to carry on the needs of castle-maintenance, care of women and
children, food provision, &nd even emergency defence. Life must heve been
somewhat dull for the women, and for their retuiners, during long periods
of loneliness. Young squires and minstrels bore the weight of the duty
of entertaining theme. This dullness of existence was intensified by the
fact that love wes no part of feudal marrisge, which was a contract between
land-owners involving the exchanse of women &s part of the land-deal, There=-
fore no deep love of husband was likely to sustain the lady of the castle
during her lord's absences. On the contrary, his absence was more likely
to be & source of temptation. Love, which was unnecessary and even
undesirable in marriage, had perforce to live outside the law,

In such conditions the elaborate game of amour courtois grew up.
The rules of it were determined by the "ladies" themselves - notably by
Eleanor d'Aquitaine and her daughter Murie de Ghamp&gnetl). This game of

love was the main inspiration of the songs of the troubadours, that unique

ls W.G. Dodds, Courtly ILove in Chaucer and Gower, Harvard 1913, p. 1.

I am indebted to this book and to several others, notably C.S. Lewis;

The Allegory of love, for much of the materi:’ used in this brief outline,
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school of lyric poets who invented most of the lyric forms used in

Buropean poetry ever since. Even Burns's favourite stanza, the staple

of Scottish eighteenth-century poetry, was first used and probably invented
by Guillaume of Poitou in the eleventh century. Amour courtois seems to
have begun in the south, but when Eleanor became Queen of France, the game
was spread and encouraged in the north, where she and her daughter actually
held mock courts of love in which points of etigquette and technique in the
game were decideds From Marie de Champagne, in particular, this cult seems
to have come into the Arthurian romances through Chretien de Lroyes, and to
have become through succeeding poets a stereotyped pageantry regressively
degenerating into depths of monotony and artificiality. BEarthier and

more masculine though it was, Ovid's Ars amatoria was one of the literary
ancestors of this type of poetry: but it was widely translated into French,
and widely read, and may at least have influenced the literary side of the

cult, not only in poetry, but in Dg Arte honeste amendi.
In this handbook of the game, Andreas Capellanus,sets out the

following main laws and principles of amour courtois:

l. Amour courtois is sensual, and @ims at physical consummation;
but it had to be approached through an elaborate play of
etiquette, designed partly to bring out the finest qualities in
the ami (lover), as seen from the feminine angle, but chiefly

to heighten the preliminary love-play for the women,
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2e

3e

It is ill4icit, indeed illegal, and adulterous, in direct

conflict with the teachings of the Church and the exactions of

the law. Andreas reports that Marie laid it down that love cannot
exist between husband and wife, because she is his inferior,

and also his body-slave. By the same rule, & woman could not
plead marital fidelity as an excuse for denying the ami. Notice
here the supremacy of the female in all this game = the lover
moulds himself to her ideal., This is the opposite of the reality
of feudal marriage.

Since the nature of the courtly love-affair is adulterous, secrecy
is of the utmost necessity. No sin that the ami can commit is
greater than that of making the slightest mention of any favour
that the dame ("lady") may have bestowed on him, The fear of
spies and of betrayal is a constant source of anxiety to both
parties. Love cannot survive discovery = even the lovers them-
selves may not survive discovery, as in the case of Paolo and
Francesca in Canto V of Dante's Inferno. The dame's reputation
must, at all costs, be safeguarded, for while it is no violation
of the code to commit adultery, it is an unforgivable offence
against it to be found out. This is not because of any sexual
jealousy that the husband may feel - for since the husband cannot
"love" his wife, he cannot be sexually jealous of her; but the
husband is jealous of his rightslbf property in the lady, and the
laws and the Church support him. In Hell Dante meets Paclo and

Francesca Dante: he does not meet the husband who murdered them.
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4e It is of the essence of the game that love should be difficult,
fraught with danger, hardship, inaccessibility. The dame is
high=born or high-placed or both, and caerefully guarded, while
the ami is in an inferior position. He may be a knight, but
mo?e usually he is a servant or minstrel, a person of inferior
socisl rank - and perhaps younger than his dame. This social
class-division between them contributes to the invariable
idealisation of the dame. She 1s out of reach, far above the
lowly male who aspires to her favours, hard to get because of
her husband's wealth and position, and her own exalted rank., This
idealisation of the dame - always the "lady", never the "woman" -
neatly inverts the mesculine tradition of patriarchal society,
which relegates the female to an inferior soeial position; and
in the ami the ensuing collision between his patriarchal tradition
and his courtly love breeds en emotional andvmoral conflict

productive of symptoms resembling those of neurosis or even insanity,

Some of these symptoms are: %olitary mourning and moping; blushing
and going palej going hot and cold alternately; self-forgetfulness, dumbness,
and motionlessness; restlessness when absent from the dame; an insatiable
longing for sight of the beloved; self-torture, self-reproach, and remorse =
particularly over an opportunity missed through timidity; seeret lingering
approaches to the dame's dwelling; loss of speech in her prasenc;,

accompanied by trembling, blushing, and paling alternately; agonies of
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sleeplessness at night; happy dreams of the beloved, followed by
anguished awakenings; secret visits to her dwelling in the small hours of
morning; lurking in her precincts at all hours and in all weathers; pining
and wasting and growing thin and ill. These are the marks of amour; and
they appear throughout the poetry of amour courtois, and linger on even
today not only in literature but in 1life, and in feminine fantasies. They
are so well=known that Polonius thought he recognised them in Hamlet(z), who
indeed seemed almost to caricature them. Polonius may have been nearer truth
than we realiset but wiﬁh Gertrude, not Ophelia, as the object of amour.
Certainly the conditions set out above are those typical of mother-son incest:
the older woman already married and in a superior position of authority, the
fear of the husband, the secrecy and guilt. This kind of love manifestly
is not procreative: the ami is in typicel son=relationship to both the dame
and her husband, and a lasting union is not in question. It is essentially
a relationship of dependence on the side of the ami and of power on the side
of the dame.

To all the symptoms already mentioned may be added the even more
alarming ones of loss of appetite, fainting, going mad, and even dying.
Yet amour is supposed, in the code, to "ennoble"™ the &mi to inspire him to
deeds of high idealism, to raise him from vulgarity to chivelry, to meke him
a man of "eulture", as econceived by the code = in a word, to make him

"courteous™. Courtesy is the great virtue cultivated by chivalry and amour

2. Hamleb’ I. 2.



35
FRA UTHERIS BY

courtois - the quality of behaving like & perfect courtier. Spenser's
Faerie CQueen was one of the culminating romances of & long and exhauated
tradition; Sidney one of the last of the courtier-herces, on this side
of the Channel.

This code is almost an inversion of the marital ideals of the Church
and the realities of feydal marriages yet this profane romantic cult is
paralleled in religionrby the rise of the cult of the Virgin and of
Mariolatry. There is more than a hint of pagen godless-worship in it - but
a gick version of the old robust fertility cult = fertility being precisely
what the cult utterly lacks. This phenomenon is not, in fact, a culture in
eny real sense: it does not embody a total way of human life. On the
contrary, it is lopsided, obsessively narrow, concerned with only a small
pert of life, It is, moreover, dependent on a fuller, more real way of life,
however brutal and barbarous, for its very existence. It is a cult of tne
gensibility rather than of the intellect; of feeling rather than of thoughts
of the part rather than the whole; of art rather than religion; of fantasy
rather than active living, We may see in it a r&ther crﬁde emergence of a
corrective feminine sensibility from under the lopsided weight of patriarchal
society and religion. Certainly it is a product of castle life, with its
few women and many men, and the high isolation thus accorded to the "ladies".
Each castle tended to resemble an outpost of empire with its regiment of
unmarried men, the colonel's wife and daughters the only women except for
native servants, and the colonel himself often absent from base conferring
with the governor or other superiors. Amour courtois did not and wes not
likely to appear in village or town life, where life was real and natural,

men and women living and working together in normal community. This normal
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life gave rise not to romance, but to another great type of medieval
literature, the fablisux: comic-satiric tales which often ridiculed the
high-floun fantastic romances. They were the Sancho Penzas to the Don
Quixotes of the romances.

The centrality of the castle tempts one to suggest that in fact the
castle itself was the true object of desire, the dame merely symbolising it
in the power-fantasy of a young and landless squire, minstrel, or wandering
knight. But she also symbolises the garden, the small patch of cultivation
in the surrounding wilderness, and as such hes a genuine cultural significance.
Further, in her lord's absence, the lady of the castle became in a very real
sense his chief mate, with delegated male power: whereas there were no
ambiguous lady "Lord Provosts" in the towns. Part of the essence of this
love~game is precisely that it is not a "woman" who is the object of love,
but a "lady", a fiction. This is why love is said to be impossible in
marriage, for the "lady"™ is no more than a woman to her husband, and is so
used - or abused, &s an inferior in the patriarchal tradition., In "The
Frankeleyn's Tale", Dorigen tries to bring Aurelius to his senses by
pointing out that she is no "lady", but the body-servant of her husbard,

who ean use her any time he likes:

What deyntee sholde a man han in his lyf
For to go love another mannes wyf,

That hath hir body whan so that him lyketh?"(3)

3. Chaucer, "The Frankeleyns Tale", Group F, 1l. 1003=5.
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Another corollary to this "love" dictum is that, given the opportunity, a
knight might rape a peasant woman: but since she can never be a "lady", he
can never "love" her. The "lady™ is a phenomenon of the castle: towns
and burghs have to make do with mere "women".

The masculine attributes of the dame os ner lord's lieutenant reveal
themselves in the code. The term "midons™ by which she is addressed by the
ami actually means "milord", and is transferred from the husband to the wife.
The feudal relation itsself, between lord and man, although non-sexual, was
often of a deeply passionate nature - homosexusl in all but deed. Love, if it
could not exist between man and woman in the marital relation, could and
did exist between men in the feudal one. Love is one thing, sexual activity
another. The code of courtly love at least tried to bring love and sex both
into the one heterosexual relationship. It is interesting to note this,
not only because of the nature of feudal marriage, an impersonal land-contract,
but also in the light of the teachings of the Church, Celibacy was enjoined
on the priesthood, condemning it to an unnaturai life. Sexnslity was held
to be of its nature sinful, and only redeemed, not by love, but by the
purpose of procreation. Monks and nuns also were committed to celibacy.
Love, as distinct from sex, was admitted only in the disembodied form of
Pauline caritas. Virginity was ideslised and marriage relegated to the lower
"worddly" orders of souls. The Church itself was appsIed when the Albigenses
took this to its logical conclusion and condemned even procrection. Is it
surprising that so perverse a creed as amour courtois should have grown up
as @ third aberration to the other perversions of feudal merriage and
clerical asceticism? All three were unsound and unhecalthy abuses of

gexuality,.
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Amour courtois wes, indeed, something of a heresy, & rival cult to
the religious teaching of the Church. FErotic love, sinful in the orthodox
teaching, is the supreme virtue in the other - is deified &s Eros, imor,
in fact. The ambiguous Cupid-Venus relationship is deified in the code of
amour courtoig. The god Amor has his retinue of angels, his Devil with a
retinue of fiends, and these make up the mythology to be found in the
romances from L an de la rose on: we meet some of them in Dunbar's
"Goldyn Targe", @nd in one or two other poems of his, which will be
discussed in their due place.

Amour courtois, then, was a cult which expressed certain aspects of
castle life among the ruling-class landed gentry in the late Middle Ages.
It gseems to have begun in Provence and spread north to France and other
northern states, and (at least in its literary manifestations) across the
Channel to FTngland and Seotlend; and south to Italy and Spain. It had a
marked influence on such Italian poets as Guido Cavaleanti, and Dante
wove its influence into his Commedia. Some of his cangoni are almost pure
examples of the cult, and his Beatrice owes much to the cult of the dame,
however much she was identified with Thomist theology. But the cult itself
was native to territory now part of modern France.

If amour courtois influenced much of the content of poetry and romance
in the later Middle Ages, the device of allegory influenced much of its
structure. As developed in the Middle Lges, allegory seems to have been
essentially of Roman origin(A). Its main feature is o dramatised type of

thinking and feeling, with emotions and abstract qualities such as lust,

4e C.S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love, Oxford 1936, p. 48.
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anger, greed, and patience, friendship, reason, and so on, personified.
This device of personification seems to have developed from the decay of
Roman religion inte mythology - the gods, no longer really believed in as
such, becoming mere personages of the mythopoeic imagination, and not the
dominant powers they had been to Homer, or even to Virgil. In their poems
the twin themes of war between gods aided by men, and of the long voyage -or
journey of a hero, still have the power of religious significance: yet they
have an allecsorical aura, too, and appear in later allegory proper. Bunyan's
Holy War is a descendant of the Iliad, and his Pilgrim's Progress is an
heir of the Odyssey. The same may be said of Milton's two epics, and even
of Dante's Commedia. The difference may be that whereas the pagan originals
were forces beyond the control of men, the figures of allegory are mental
counters very much controlled by the human mind: on the one hand we have
dynamic forces with absolute and arbitrary power over men, and on the other
we have abstractions manipulated by the human intellect. Allegory is
essentially a didactic and intellectual device by which an intellectual
doctrine or system of ideas can be presented to the imagination with more
emotional force, through imagery and dramatisation, than by abstract
argument, Like the Hebrew form, parable, it is an essentially poetic way
of puiting acrezr abstract ideas: but not in itself a form of poetie
creation,

In the remantic poetry of the Middle Ages it is used to put across
the doctrine ~f .mour courtois, which is expressed through the machinery of
an amant in search of a "rose" in a garden, the difficulties and dangers
that confront him, and the "persons" who help or hinder his quest. The

"rose" is not merely a vague female symbol, but specifically the favours
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of a married woman. The figure "Jalosie" specifically is the husband's
right of possession, and a danger to the amant. The garden itself is the
garden of mirth, of sensual plegsure, a sort of materialist Heaven or
caricature almost of the Earthly Paradise. It is clways summer there, and
only the young can inhabit it, the old being kept outside its walls. The
figure "Vekke" is the female go-hetween, the nurse or duenna or chaperon
of the dame, and the ami too has his "Friend", the one only person in
whom he may confide his case, and who is bound by the code to help him as
go=between -~ us pandar, in fact. Other figures in this allegorical drama
are: "Pope~holy", or chastity; "Beautee", which is self-explanatory;
"Suete-loking", which is the handsomeness of the boy lover; and "Franchyse",
"Largesse", "Curtesye", "Fslonie", "Villanie", etc., =~ all obvious enough.,
Time is kept outside the Gerden, Idleness guards the Uoor, the Hedge of
matrimony surrounds the Gerden, and so ons The whole machinery is too
much to be considered here, and the use that Dunbar specifically makes of
it will be discussed in relation to specific poems, It is a huge and
elaborate dream of eternal youth in pursuit of the unattainable, a
materialist parody of the religious life, and at bottom is the longing of
landless adolescent squires and such-like to possess the power and castles
of their overlords. It is a fantastic cult which reflects the fantastic
actuality of feudal life, in this particular aspect. OUne cannot read far
into it in this century without hearing the ribald laughter of Cervantes
over the shoulder. Don Quixote with his Dulcinea are implicit, somehow,
in the whole cult and its literature, so that Cergantes seems more of a

discoverer than & creator.
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Allegory in the Middle Ages of course was not confined to the
poetry of courtly love; it was a basic mode of thought, developing slowly
from late Latin via such works as the Anticlaudisnus of Alanus de Insulis
to its triumphant culminetion in Dante's Commedise. Only an age which
believed that all fundamental questions were already solved could have used
it: it can only be used to convey belief, and never as an instrument
of discovery. When men began to look at the real world around them,
allegory bez:nn to die: it can only give answers, not ask questions. Allegory
and dream were to the Middle Ages what scientific hypothesis and experiment
are to ours, and the theological doctor of that time wes what a nuclear
physicist is to ours. The structure of intellectuzl belief gave a sense
of spiritual or psychological security to the medievals at the expense of
appalling ignorance of material reality. Theirs was an intraiggggié_world,
ell essential relations being between aspscts of the mind, and not between
mind and external reality. There is nothing vague about allegory = everything
is over-intellectualised and detailed - specifiec, clear, exact. It is
the opposite of what we call "symbolism" in certain poets of the last
hundred years or so: in them a lamp-post in the dark may "suggest" many
things at many levels of reality, but in allegory (religious allegory in
particular), if lamp-posts had existed, they would have a precise and exact
intellectual meahing or set of meanings. Literally, it would mean a lamp=
post; morally, it might mean virtue; allegorically, it would mean some
specific use of 'ight-plus-vision; and anagogically it would me&n the Light
of the World. It is necessary to insist on this fixity and exactness of
allegory, for the modern mind is apt to think of allegory as vague and

wambly, not the hard intellectual structure it really was. The trouble
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with the medieval mind was not that it wes vague and wambly, but that it
was not vague enough in the right wey; it confused thought and knowledge,
believing it knew when it merely thought. A knowledge of its own
ignorance would have been salutary: but its thought as suchVas intellectually
superb, however unreal; and thought which is not adequately related to
facts, or ignores them, is dreamlike, = spontaneous function of the psyche.
The dream has a place in medieval literature second only to that of
allegory: it is often used, in fact, to introduce an allegorical subject,
either as & dream proper or & waklng vision. It slways, for the medieval
poet, was a sign that something important was coming, and typically, when
he says "I woke up" or the like, he means that he has fallen asleep, and
vice versa. This is a matter of value: the material world is of no value,
therefore to go to sleep to it is to awake into the world of dreams, which
is valuable. when Dante says at the beginning of the Commedia that he
"came to himself" beside a dingy wood, he means that he woke out of the
sleep of material reality into the daylight of psychical reality. The poet
of Ie Roman de la rose begins by telling us of a dream he had, in which
gradually the matter of the poem 1s revealed, Dunbar uses the dream in
this way, and also in a much more realistic way, &s in "This Nycht, befoir
the Dawing Cleir“(5). The dream is more important than reality, from
which it is freed - freed from mere sensation into abstraction, where the
psyche can live its own life without interference from awkward actualities.

The dream to the medieval was more real than reality, for his stend-point

5¢ 4 ("™How Dunbar was Desyrd to be ane Freir"),
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was psychical, not physical., The depreciation of physical reality and
the exaltation of the psychical - "gpiritual™ - life was at the heart of
medieval thought. It is not that they were confused, these two worlds -
at least not habitually., That is the state of obvious lunacy. They were
held distinet, but the psychical was preferred and accorded higher value.
The poets, and Dunbar, in particular , knew perfectly well that brick
walls were brick walls and couldn't be walked through, and thet men could
not in fact fly, much less go on Dentesque wanderings among the stars in
outer space: they were fundamentally sane, But in literature the
imagination made the dreem one of its most powerful tools.

This dichotomy between physical and psychical runs through the whole
of medieval thought. With formidable logic, but in utter ccntempt of mere
facts, men of intellectual genius dreamed of philosophical 2;;;;;;: of
incomparable complexity, even (if the term is not inappropriate) of grest
beauty. Perhaps the greatest of these men was Johannes E;igena, John the
Seot, a ninth-century Irishman., John was deeply read in the Greeks, and
was influenced by Platonic idealism = which itself tended to depreciate
the material in favour of the conceptual, John saw reality as of four
kindss the uncreatigg creating = God; the created crezting - the "ideas"
or forms; the created uncreating - the created physiczl universe; and that
which is neither created nor creates - God as consummation. On this basis
he constructed a theory of nature, De Divisione naturae, with a sublime
indifference to the scientific verificatory processes of, say, a Darwin,
tidying up the whole world of created things into a vust system of inter-
locking parts, all having meaning, everything having a place, &nd everything

in its place, which is too vast to go into here. He interpreted Seripture
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with a similer freedom, seeing Genesis as allegory rather than truth -
a modernistic idea, for allegory was notl for the medieval mind proper,
opposed to truth. Bertrand Russell says of John that his thought, his
speculations, were extraordinarily free and fresh(é). Implicit in his
work there was a pantheistic vision; &and partly for that reason the
Church condemned his work.

Scholasticism itself - which produced the climate of ideas in which
Dunbar and his contemporaries had their being - seems to have been born
out of the fumblings of the nominalists and realists, This was a much
humbler approach to a world-theory than that of Johannes Krigens, and wes
concerned with the question whether universals weve reacl substances or
merely names - such as, for example, "humanity", "life", "virtue" - of
abstractions, Is humenity a substance which individual people partake of,
or is it merely o quality manifested by indlviduals? The nominalists held
that universazls were but names: the realists asserted that they were rezl
substances. If one held the nominalist point of view, then the Trinity was
not one but three; if the realist, it wes not three but one. This led to
an outery against the nominalists by the Church, and logic itself was
questioned. 4ncelm came to the defence and set himself to try to show that
a reconcilistion was possible, and his attempt succeeded well enouzh to

(7) .

mark the beginning of an effort to put theology on a rational basis

6. Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philogophy, London 1946, pe 423.

7« I am indebted here to The Legacy of the Middle Ages, edd. Crump and
Jacob, Oxford 1926t in particular to the artieci- ' C.R.3. Harris,

ppe R27 £f.
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Schools of dialectic grew up out of the controversy, and the debate
and dislectic form began to invade theology itself - and even poetry, later -
or at least the teaching of it. Peter Abelard tried to find a middle way
between the heretical nominalists and the teachings of the Church, finding
that universals are neither things nor names, but concepts predicated of
particulars. Setting out from the position of intellectual scepticism which
he maintained with regaerd to matters of faith, Abelard evolved his own
theories. Under the influence of the fanatical mystic Bernard, the Church
condemned them, Yet they provided scholastiecism with its foundations.
Philosophy began to transform theology, and at Chartres a school of thinkers
(which had clready tried to solve the problem of reconciling the code of
courtly love with orthodoxy) attempted to harmonise the teaching of the
Church and Plato's Timeeus. The theory which Plato had expounded in the
Timaeus was egsentially an organic cosmology; it saw the universe as a great
organism pulsating with life through all its ereatures = a pantheistic
theory, in fact,
Early in the twelfth century, scholars began to mazke more and more use
of Aristotle's logle: and, true to the synthesising impulse of the age,
it, too, had to be reconeciled with Plato and Church teaching. They held
that the universal hed 2 three-fold existence: that before Being - the Idea;
that in Being - material form; and that after Being - abstract concept.
But as the grezt works of Aristotle began to exert their full weight of
influence, the problem became more and more that of reconciling his work with
orthodoxy. This was attempted by alexander of Hales, bui by confusing
philosophy with theology he marred his work. Albertus Magnus and his pupil

Aquinas aceepted the division of theology and philosophy as being on the one
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hand divine revelation and natural reason on the other. It was enough

for them thet yhile theological matters could not be "proved" by reason,
neither could reason show them to be false. But in fact Aristotle and
orthodoxy simply cannot be reconciled. Despite the fact that he possessed

4 prodigious gift for synthesis and system, Aquinas himself could not

achieve the impossible; and the realisation that he had failed seems to

heve been one of the main factors which precipitated the collapse of
scheolasticisme I write as &-luyman in these matters, but it would seem that
the physics of Aristotle make personal survival impossible, and this is of
course totally irreconcilable with the teauchings of the Church. Faced with
this problem, Aquinas appeals to faith and cont -adiects Aristotle by
asserting the immortelity of the soul as a separable essence. But if, as
Aquinas himself asserts, form is universal and can only be individualised in
matter, it follows that the survival of particular forms is &bsurd; there-
fore Aristotls and orthodoxy are irreconcilable., Similarly, it is impossible
to reconcile the ideal man of piety and humility held up by the church with
the Aristotelian ideal of the magnanimous men - they are as irreconcilable

as ilexander of Macedon and Yeshu of lNazareth., But to the medievals
inclusiveness was more important than consistency, and the theory of the
corruption of human reason @s & consequence of the Fall made it possible to
pesit that the contradiction may only seem to be so because of the fallibility
of human reason. Aquinas was criticised by later and contemporary thinkers -
noﬁably by buns Scotus, who tried unsuccesafully to achieve & subtler
synthesis by asserting the supremacy of will over the intellectualism of
Aquinase The influence of Averroes seems rather to have brought out the

discrepancies between the two truths - so-called - of orthodoxy and Aristotle.
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The voluntarism of Scotus was developed by William of Occam and sesems

only to have stopped short of & scepticism which thrsatened to deny faith
altogether - and which brought william into collision with the Chureh. The
dream of a synthesis died away, being too obviously born of the wish, and
was to become the laughing-stock of Renaissance humanlstse

‘The methgd of medieval thought wasxggductive reasoning, and the
syllogism its main figure. The instrument.bf'inductive reasgsoning working

b

upon the data of experimentation, which domiﬁates our own age, was as yet

almost unknowmn. Thought by itself can only.pfbate fantasies: only when it
‘. l{ \ ].
ombines with actualities, either sensual or i priori, as in science or
c s wi ties, n T \_1 s 8
methematics, can its constructions stand the test of reality., 4nd when
| | il
fantasies become objects of faith, it mekes no @iffarence how much subtlety,
I

how much int?llectual brilliance they possess; %hey Tun up against the
arch=heretic - truth, For this reason scientif#c curiosity, rare in itself
in the age of fzith, was positively discourage&;as heresy = Galileo is the
most famous exemple. Truth, reclity, are irred;ncilahlé with even the most
logical of dreams. ? |

1

With all its defedts, scholasticism was a prigorous intellectual

discipline, which exerted & powerful influence on &ll educated men, and
| ; L |

therefore on liter&ture itself, both in terms of ideas, and hmore important,

in terms of logic, debata, rhetorie, and ot#er formul aspects of discourse.

i
Dunbar was an M.l., and universities concentrated on logic, grammar, and

Lo !
rhetoric (the Trivium?, particularly logic, rather than on arithmetiec,
astronomy, musie, ﬁnd‘gaometry (the Quadrivium) = & strongly dielectical bias.

Yet Dunbar was not as:“intellectual? & poet as Henryscun, bouglas, or
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Lyndsay; both in terms of knowledge and of leading ideas, their learning

flows easily through all their work: but, to judge by the scanty evidence of
Dunbar's learning (as sueh) that his work provides, it was often erratic.

But Dunbar had a powerful practical intellect, an artist's shaping intellect,
which had been ground and sharpened in these disciplines: not only the discipline
but the elimate of ideas they worked in, had a formative influence on his
technical power and the content of his poems. He is less "philosophic™ than
these other major poets, but among them he is the supreme artist, the Mekar

pur sang: and the practical intellect of the artist owed much of its edge

to its work in the metaphysical workshop of the schoolmen.

Philosophy was not, however, the basic interest of the medieval mind.
Theology had already answered most of the questions, and 1life was more a
maetter of pious observance of Church teaching than of thought; life was a
cross to be borne rather than a "problem" to be solved - a matter of action
and endurance, not of thinking. The basis of life was mystical, and the
great mysteries were so because they were beyond the grasp of reason. What
was impossible to reason was possible to faith, and this was more fundamental
to the age than the attempts to rationalise theology. Abelard could not
stand against Bernard, and faith ultimately triumphed over mere reason. It
was an age of poetic imagination, and its most perfect expression, its
greatest achievement in art, is the Commedia of Dante Alighieri - a supreme
work of art, a synthesis of thought and belief which will not bear the touch
of science. In Dunbar, there is more evidence of this orthodox piety -
despite his equally evident irreverence in many poems = than of the thought of

the sehoolmen: but no man of his time could escape their influence.
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These are the main influences in Dunbar's background, as far as his
poetry is concerned. The great influence of Boethius's De Consolatione
philosophie, which coloured so much of medieval literature = Chaucer and
Henrysoun, for instance = touched him but little, and that only indirectly
in the ™"moral" poems. The fable epic of the fox, lLe Roman de Reypard, which
strongly influenced the more humorous Henrysoun, shows in Dunbar's "This
Hindir Nycht in Dumfermeling“(s), but otherwise affected his work very little.
The formal influence of the fabliau, however, is very strong in his work -
notably in "The Tretis of the Tua Mariit Wemen and the Wedo®'?), Tne
fabliau influence is there in poems remote enough from the form = as a vein
of comic, irreverent, realistic or earthy wit. These fabliaux are a contrast
to the literature of romance, and are of peasant origin, and of the burghs
and towns rather than of the castle. They seem to have derived from the
Middle East, and may have been brought to western Furope by merchants or
returning crusaders. This type of robust tale was the forebear of many of
the Canterbury Tales, and of Boccaccio's Decameron. It also foreshadows the
novel of middle-class life.

Dunbar's so-called "aureate™ poems were influenced by the works of the
French school of poets known as "Les Grands Rhetoriqneurs“(lo) - not only
in the direction of "aureation™, but also of the use of heraldic symbolism,

as in "The Thrissill and the Rois“(ll). This tendency in Dunbar was also

8¢ 27 ("The Wowing of the King quhen He wes in Dumfermeling").

9. 47 (seme title).

10. Cpe Janet M, Smith, The French Background of Middle Scots Literature,
1934, pe 62, and throughout.

11, 55 (same title).
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strengthened by his reading of Lydgate, particulerly, and of Chaucer, but
the fashion came to them from France, and Dunbar had direct contact with
France not merely through his travels, but in the court. All Scotland at
the time was part of the general Furopean culture: and European culture was
predominantly French., <The Auld Alliance ensured that 3cotland was in closer
touch with Frence than England, which probably is part of the reason why
Scots poets of the fifteenth century were so much better than their English
contemporaries.

This French influence shows itself also in the metrical forms used by
Dunbar, which were almost all French lyrical forms. The only poem ascribed
to Dunbar for which & tune is extant is "Welcum of Seotland to be Quene“(lz).
It is quite likely that many others had tunes, already standard at court, to
which they were composed, and musical researchers may yet be able to identify
some of them, Dunbar was less helpful in this regard than Burns,

The sermon was as important in medieval life as it was after the
Reformation, though less exclusively so, and the homiletiec note is obvious
in some of Dunbar's poems: notably in "In to thir Dark and Drublic Dayis“(lj),
"I that in Heill wes and Gladnas"(l4), and other pieces in similar vein(ls).
Preaching was part of Dunbar's work as a cleric, and he probably did as much
of it as he did making "sangis"™ and "ballatis" "undir the byrkis". This

12, 89 ("To the Princess Margaret").

13. 10 ("Meditatioun in Wyntir").

1l4e 11 ("Lement for the Makaris™"),.

15 I am indebted in general here to G.R. Owst, Preaching in Medieeval

England, Oxford 1926, and Literature and the Pulpit in Mediaeval England,
Oxford 1933.
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influence was not merely a didactic one of tone: it was a highly imaginative
one and many of his striking images and forceful expressions stem from it
rather then from original genius. "Off Februar the Fyiftene Nycht“(l6) is
almost entirely traditional in this sense.

Mention of that poem reminds one that many different strends of tradition
and influence were woven into one ‘oem on occasion, for in it is also
pageantry, drama, or at least a strand drawn from the mysteries. The
influence of luw, so deftly used by Villon, is in "I Maister Andro Kennedy"(l7),
blended with the goliardic drinking-song, which is strongly there alsc in
"This Lang Lentern Mekis Me Lane“(ls). The more philosophical-academic vein
blends with the homiletic in "Dunbar at Oxinfurde“(lg). Indeed, in some
degree the warp and woof of medieval life not merely are present in all his
work, as in that of other medievel poets; they are, in fact, its subject-matter.
To track down the precise correspondences would be & life's work, and would

(20). Dunbar's originality was a

£i11 volumes, or at least one concordance
metter of treatment rether than of content = indeed he looks much more

original to us in this century than he did to his contemporaries, who admired

16. 57 ("The Dance of the Sevin Deadly 3ynnis").

17. 40 ("The Testament of Mr. Andro Kennedy").

18, 46 ("The Twa Cummeris™).

19. 53 (same title).

20. Thus in a single poem, 83 ("The Tabill of Confessioun"), Dunbar sums

up the whole essential Roman Catholic Doctrine of the age.
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him more because, in Lyndsay's phrase, he "langage had at large" than for
his thought. Originality of thought, indeed, would have probably seemed
heretical: & charge which Dunbar did not escape at least from Kennedy(zl).
A medieval poet made his poems out of the wisdom (and the folly) of the ages,
not out of his own ephemeral personal experience.

Dunbar's greatest poem is "The Tretis of the Tua Mariit Wemen and
the Wedo"; and many strands of tradition are woven into it. Later we shall
fully discuss thesej; here, however, we are concerned with the whole position
of women in the Middle Ages. Theory and practice are at varisance here,
for while the woman was denied equality with the man in the one, she quite
often had real equality with him in the other. In theory, woman was the
dame in the code of amour courtoig: the Church tended to see her as temptation,
as Eve, who caused the Fall, and at the same time, &s Mary the Virgin Mother
of God; while the reality of woman was somewhere between these and the Wife
of Bath, Her reality was the eternal one of wife and mother, and general
manager of the'households The ruling-class "lady" managed not only a
household, including the whole castie, but the estates of her husband when
he was away at the all=-important male business of "war". She fought
law-suits (Dunbar gives us some inkling of how successfully in "Thir ladyis
Fair"(zz)), doctored the sick, directed lasbour, and often commanded the castle
in the withstanding of a siege. If her lord was captured, she had to raise

his ransom, squeezing the last drop from tenants and dependents = so=called.

2ls E.ge, 6 ("The Flyting of Dunbar and Kennedy"), l. 524.

22. 48 ("Of the Ladyis Solistaris at Court"),
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She was able, in fact, to add much of the male role to her own(23). Her

ability was such that one suspects that the legend of male superiority is a

defence &against the fact that womeh are the better-adapted sex in reality.

The Wife of Bath found peace at last, and accorded it to her last husbznd,

when "...I hadde geten unto me/By maistrie, al the soveraynetee... / After

thaé dey we hadden never debaat": in other words, when she wore the trousers(242
Among the "aristocracy" marriage was almost the only occupation for

women, the only alternative being the nunnery. The brid?s of Christ were

mainly drawn from the “aristoéracy“, together with their dowries - for

"Christ" was as much in need of the wife's portion ss a medieval landlord.

Women of the lower classes could be absorbed into many kinds of work,

although among the bourgeois nouveau riche it became fashionable to put

their unmarried daughters into convents too - keeping up with the Messire

Joneses. The boutrgecise also had to be the able mansgeress of a large

household, family, servants, perhaps help run the business, and be a thorough

profeas%onal menageress. Only‘the working=-class women were expected to do,

and did, almost everything their men-f?}krdid, with the possible sxception

of heavy ploughing. They and their husbands were the props that kept the

medieval heavens in thei? place, the beaa;s of burden, the slave-class all

the other classes battened on, hosts to the lordly parasites. These

"immortal souls", made in the image of God, were treated like the domestic

animals they shared their hoveis withs But literature was little concerned

with them,

23. Article by Eileen Power, in Legacy of the Middle Ages, pp. 401 ff.
24e. Chaucer, "Wife of Bath's Prologue®, Group D, 1l. 817=22,
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The contrast between the patriarchal theory of woman's inferiority
and the obvious fact of her immense competence and grasp of reality is
at the heart of much of the reelistic satire on women: this is particularly
true of Dunbar's. Medieval man might dream of his patient Griselda (a most
sadistic and brutal tele), or of his inaccessible "ladye": but, fortunately
for him, it wes the reality caricatured in the Wife of Bath thet he had to

live with.



T gld of gol Y

The question of women and their social position in a patriarchal socletly
brings us at once into Dunbar's poems, Dunbar could not be called in any
sense & "love" poet, but it is remerkable how meny of his poems are
concerned with women and sexual relationships, directly and indirectly.

In "The Goldyn Targe“(l)waman is treated as the idealised demeg of the
courtly=-love romances, and the poem is written for a2 ruling-class audience,
In the "Tretis of the Tua Mariit Wemen and the Wsdo“(z)woman is seen as
the amoral vicious "bitch" of the fablisu tradition; and whatever

audience 1s aimed at, the women are middle-class. Between these polar

1. 56 (same title).

2 47 (seme title).
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opposites are poems in which women are written of as more or less close
to one pole or the other, but rarely = perhaps only once, in "Now of Wemen
this I say for Hh“(J) - ag they really are, somewhere close to the centre
between,

"The Goldyn Targe" is the first poem to be considered here, for a number
of reasons. It is his supreme performance in the aureate style: it is a
poem not merely in the romantic tradition of amour courtoig, but about that
tradition and its incompatability with reason; it belongs to the older
poetry of the feudal ruling-class, whereas the poems of the satiric and
fabliay tradition lead on to Burns and beyond: and it is his most celebrated
poemes This last brings me to my chief reason for considering it first,
It is largely on this poem and "The Thrissill and the Roia"(A) that the
conventional view of Dunbar as a sort of Scots poet-laureate of the court
of James IV is founded, and I want to show that this is a false and misleading
view, Dunbar being in fect one of the most devastating crities a court
ever had, and that the bulk of his work is of a satirie, abusive, irreverent,
and mocking nature, It was obviously not his first written poem, being far
too masterly for that, but it may have been his first bid for influential
attentioni Certainly in it he explores deliberately the poetry of amour
gourtois, demonstrates his mastery of the genre, but at the same time
dismisses it as incompatible with reason, and as leading to unreality and
and madress. The poem ie almost a parody by a very great parodist, and is

3¢ 45 ("In Prais of Wemen").
4e 51 (seme title).
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certainly at least highly critical of the genre it uses, and which it
ends by rejecting in favour of realism, This argues en early date for the
poem, both in time and in terms of development = not always coincident, It
was publishedaigui508 in the Chepman and Myller prints, but was almost
certainly written long before that,

The structure of the poem falls into seven parts, the first being a
prologue of five stanzas (1ll, 1=45) which set the scene in aureate terms,
but with naturalistic detail rather than the conventional romeantic properties.
The description in 1l. 28=36 of the light reflected on the river being
refructed to the overhanging boughs is c¢lussieal in feeling - slmost Homeric
or Virgilian, This is landscape painting of & high order, despite the
| rather overlarded effect of such aureate writing as "goldyn candill matutyne®
and "stern of day" for the sun, The poet is walking on a May morning in a
rose-garden, listening to the birds and feeling the slmost sexual glamour of
May. All this 1s typical of the tradition of amour courtoisg, but the sheer
realism of the description is at odds with that tired convention: even the
erystal tears of "Aurora", hanging on the boughs ss "Phosbus" &nd she part,
take on & comparative concreteness in the setiing.

Having sketched in his scene, the poet uses the next seven stinzaz
(11, 46~108) to develop the action. He falls asleep as he lies on "Flora's
mentle™, lulled by the magical hsrmony, and dreams he sees a ship aepproaching.
A hundred "ladies" descend from it - dream-girls with long biight tresses
end white breasts above walsts like willow-linds., Using the figure
"occupatio®, he tells us that he is unable to describe them, those white
1lilies with which the fields were brightly pzinted = not even Homer, he says,

nor Cicero (!), those famous aureate bards, could do that, He sees among
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these beautiss Dame Nature, Venus, Aurora, Flora, Juno, Apollo (a goddess
most strange), Proserpina, Diana, Clio (whom he ssems to confuse as a poetic
muse like Erato, Malpomene, Thalia, and Callippe), Thetis, Pallas AND
Minerva, Fortune and Lucina - the last surely another name for Diana.
Dunbar's knowledge of classical mythology is either very shaky or he is
pulling our legs: compsre this with Henrysoun's similar catalogue(s) in the
"Testament of Cresseid", which combines great descriptive writing with sound
clagsical learning. Among these figures are May's sisters, April and June.
Al) these are mere personifications, empily countersz totally lacking the
welght of the pagan originals. lhese "ladlies" come into the garden where the
poet lies hidden by leaves, and they are saluted by the singing of the birds.
The third part of the poem is two stanzas (11, 109 - 26) which introduce
another court in the train of the "ladies" - that of Cupid attended by Mars,
Saturn, Mercury, Priapus, Phanus, Janus, Neptune, Bacchus, and Pluto. The
fourth and main part is the next eleven stanzas (11, 127 - 225) iu which the
poet, guarded only by the golden targe of reason, fights a losing "psychomachis"
against the attacking "ladles", It opens with Venus discovering the hidden
poet and sending her archers against him = typical of the poetry of amour
co ise He is attacked by flgures trenslated directly from the Roman de
la_rose: Beauty, Fair Behaving, Fine Portraiture, Pleasance, and others,
Reason, personified as s goddess, comes to his defence with her shield of
spotless gold, veliant as Mars himself, He is then assailed by 