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PLOUGHMAN [chapter 1]

Butcher most wrathful of all creatures; killer most terrible of all peoples;

vengeful destroyer of flesh, Death, be thou cursed.

May God your creator hate you; may monstrous tragedy pursue you; may

unending misfortune hunt you down; may shame be your eternal companion.

May fear, distress, and lamentations follow you wherever you go.  May

sorrow and grief accompany you for all time.

May the heavens, the earth, the sun, the moon, the stars of the firmament, the

seas, the waters of the earth, the mountains and valleys, the meadows, the dark

abysm of hell, all that lives, every living thing be your dread enemy and curse

you for evermore.

May you sink into a pit of malice, in pitiful sorrow may you drown.  May

God banish you from His sight; may you be furthest from His eyes, and from

the eyes of all men and all creation for evermore.

O Evil corrupt!   May your vile remembrance endure until the end of time.

May horror and fear cleave to you whither you go, wherever you dwell.

Let the truth of my plaint ring out, let my clenched fists bear witness to my

agony.  O Death, for myself and for all mankind, I seek justice.



Death & the Ploughman 2

DEATH [chapter 2]

List, list; listen and marvel; these cruel charges against us, these accusations,

whence do they come?  Truly, it is passing strange.

Yet threats, curses, and hand-wringing demands have never hurt us before.

So, my son, whosoever you be, show yourself, speak forth.  What wrong have

we done you?  Why do you charge us so foolishly?

We have swept many who were learned, noble, fair, mighty, upright over the

edge of the meadow of life; also the widow and the orphan.  Many lands,

many peoples have had their due lot of sufferings.

They are all silent.

You appear in earnest; we see that distress burdens you greatly.  But your

plaint is without reason; it rings hollow like the clangour of brass.

If rage and fury speak through you, if you are benumbed and dull with grief,

stay yourself; don’t be so quick to curse.

Don’t fool yourself that you could even so much as touch the cloak of our

magnificence.

Unstop your lips.  Tell us your name.  Tell us how we have wronged you.

We wish to appear just before you; our cause is just.  We know not of what

you so wantonly accuse us.
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PLOUGHMAN [3]

I am a labourer of the field; the plough is my pen, my nib the ploughshare.  I

am of the land of Bohemia.

Hatred, malice and contempt must I evermore bear to thee.  For you have

taken from me the twelfth letter of my alphabet; you have torn the flower of

my delight from the meadows of my heart.  You have stolen from me what can

never be recovered.

It is right that I am angry at you, that I press my suit against you.  By your

hand I am cut off from the sweet hours of my life, from the country of joy.

My days were not long enough, my nights were too short with her.

And now I am told: It is done.  Begone.

Dark clouds oppress me, I am withered and barren, I lament without cease.

I am driven before the wind, cast adrift on the savage sea.  The waves have the

upper hand.  My anchor is torn from its moorings.

And so I will cry without end: Cursed be thou, O Death; Death be thou

cursed.
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DEATH [4]

This outburst astonishes us; we have not met its like before.

If you are a labourer, and of the land of Bohemia, we think you do us great

wrong; for a long time now we have done nothing in Bohemia.

Save for recently, in a pretty fortified town, set fast on the side of a mountain.

There we did our work of grace with a young woman of virtue.  Her letter was

the twelfth; she was perfect and upright, and she walked with God.

We were there when she was born.

And when the Queen of Honour bestowed on her a crown and cloak of velvet,

leafed in gold.  She bore it to the grave, intact, immaculate, and whole.

Pure of conscience, she was good and faithful, and without blemish in the eyes

of the Lord.  She was gentle and constant; in truth we say to you, such a

woman comes rarely into our hands.

It is she that you speak of.  We can think of no other.

PLOUGHMAN [5]

Yes, milord Death.  I was her lover, she my beloved.

You took her, she is gone.  My shield of peace, my charm against evil; she is

gone from me.

And I am alone, a poor labourer of the fields.

My star is plucked from the firmament.  The sun of my salvation is set and

will nevermore rise; never again will my star of the morning rise before me.

Darkest night is everywhere before my eyes.

May eternal agony and woe without end be your lot and inheritance.  May

you founder in wretchedness.

Vice drips from your teeth, your lips slaver with malice; yet still you are

greedy for more.

Death may you die, may you fester in hell.  May God strip you of power, and

reduce it to dust.  May He crush you underfoot.



Death & the Ploughman 5

DEATH [6]

A fox smote a sleeping hound, now he will ever run for his life.  A hare struck

out at a wolf, that is why the hare must course with no tail.  A mouse

scratched at a cat while she slept, and wonders why the cat is his bitter enemy.

And you want to meddle with us.  You overreach yourself.

We will prove that the scales are just, that our judgement is just, and just is the

way we proceed in this world.

We are like the sun, which shines on good and evil alike.  Both good and evil

alike must yield to our power.

Witches raise spirits, but cannot deny us their own in the end; neither

magicians nor sorcerers, there is none to resist us.  Let them sit astride their

brooms, let them straddle their goats!  Their trappings serve them nothing.

Doctors eke out the span of life; yet they too owe theirs to us in the end.

Roots, herbs, ointments, all the apothecary powders in the world cannot save

them.

If we were to make known to crickets and butterflies the shortness of their

days, no answer would satisfy them.

Should we then spare Man, because he takes offence?

The vastness of the globe is ours.  All kings will cede their crowns to us; they

will put their sceptres in our hands.  The pope with his mitre and crook, his

flesh is in our power.

Leave off your cursing.  Do not bore me with your market chatter.  Do not hit

against the rafters lest the dust fall in your eyes.
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PLOUGHMAN [7]

I curse you, abuse you, revile you.  May worse than evil befall you, you will

have deserved it.

After great suffering must come great lamentation.  I would not be human did I

not weep for this gift of God.

I will mourn her for all my days.  My falcon has flown; nevermore will she

rest on my arm.

I grieve for she was of noble birth, rich in honour, fair, lively; she was

paramount among women; loving of truth, prudent in her words, pure and

chaste of body, gracious with others, easy in her way of going.

I will refrain my mouth for I am too weak to sing all her virtues which God

himself showered upon her.

This you know full well, Milord Death.  Truly, if there was an ounce of

goodness in you, you would take pity on me.
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DEATH [8]

God grants the seat of heaven to the pure of heart, the abyss of hell to the

wicked; but dominion of the earth is given over to us.

In heaven, peace and the reward of virtue; in hell, torment and the punishment

of sins.

But the four corners of the earth, the waters of the earth, and all they contain:

He who reigns over all gave them to us, and bade us tear out the surfeit.

Reflect for a moment, in your vanity and folly; delve in the poor soil of your

reason and you will uncover the truth: if, since the first man was expressed out

of clay, if we had not harvested men from the earth, animals from the wastes

and wilds, fish from the waters of the deep, the very air would be thick with

flies, and none could withstand them.  None would dare abroad for fear of

wolves.

One man would eat another, an animal his brother, each living creature would

feed off each living thing because there would not be food for them all.  The

bounds of the earth would be too constrained.

Fool, who weeps for mortals, desist.  The living to the living, the dead to the

dead.  You would do better to bewail your stupidity than the loss of your

wife.
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PLOUGHMAN [9]

I have lost my most precious treasure, I must wait till the end of my days

deprived of all joy; should I not grieve?

May merciful God, Lord Almighty, avenge me on you who bring me such

sorrow.

You have deprived me of all pleasure, you have taken from me the days of my

life that I counted dear.

Great honour and blessings had I while the daughter of angels played with her

children.

She is dead.

O Almighty Prince of Heaven!  How blessed the man to have married such an

immaculate woman.

Though I have known heartache and suffering, I give thanks to you my God,

that I knew this most perfect of women.

And you, wicked Death, bitter enemy of Man, I pray that God bear you

eternal hatred.



Death & the Ploughman 9

DEATH [10]

You have not drunk of the fountain of wisdom.  This much is clear from your

words.

You have seen nothing of the workings of nature; you have understood nothing

of the way things grow out of each other; you know nothing of how the world

works by transformation and decay; you are but an ignorant whelp.

Look about you: the gentle rose, the sweetsmelling lily of the valley, the life-

giving herbs, the healing plants, the flowers which give pleasure in the

meadows.  Look at the stones in the fields, the trees soaring in the copses;

behold the bears and the lions in the wilderness; the horses, valiant and proud;

the men, forever skilful, surprising, wise.

Behold all these creatures of the earth.  How intelligent they are!  How

beautiful!  How strong!  How alive!

They will all die.

All the generations of men, those that have been, that will be, no matter how

long they live, how long they strive, they will all die.  None will escape us.

“This too will pass,” should be the words in the mouth of every living man.

Your argument does not hold.  Your plaint will avail you nothing.  It is the

bastard child of your impoverished senses.
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PLOUGHMAN [11]

I place my trust in God, who has power over me, who has power over you; I

have full faith in Him, He will keep me from harm.  He will avenge me for your

crimes and punish you for your wrongdoing.

You sing me a song of falsehood, you mix the true with the untrue; you wish

to drive the ache from my senses, the pain from my heart, the suffering from

my soul.

You will never achieve it; for this loss chafes me greatly, it pierces me through;

this hurt will nevermore be made whole.

She was my medicine, my allhealing ointment.  Godfearing, obeisant, both day

and night she watched over me.  She honoured my body with her body.  That

which was asked of her, she did freely, and often more than was asked.

Merciful God, who will reward the faithful, Lord God most high, grant her

grace, more than even I wish for her.

O brazen assassin!  O evil incarnate!  May your judge be a hangman, and may

he rack you till you cry out: “Forgive me!”
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DEATH [12]

If you truly knew how to measure and weigh, to count and to tally, your poor

troubled head would never spout such folly.

You curse and demand vengeance, without wit or necessity.  What use is such

braying?

Did we not tell you: all who are rich in thought, honour, courage, art, all that

has life must die by our hand.

And still you whine and say that all your happiness you found in this woman.

If all happiness is found in woman, then may you rest down beside her; only

look to it that out of the bosom of happiness does not spring forth misery.

The more you are loved, the greater your sorrow.

If you knew not love, you would now know less pain.

If you had spared yourself love, you would have spared yourself affliction.

Women, children, all the treasures of the earth, each must bring a small portion

of joy at their beginning, the full portion of sorrow at their end.

Suffering is the end of love, the end of joy is sorrow.  After pleasure comes the

loss of pleasure.  All living things hasten to this end.

It is time you learned this lesson, put something of substance into your rattled

head.
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PLOUGHMAN [13]

After the blow comes mocking laughter.  Thus are the disconsolate treated.

You have taken from me the taste of love, and given me the taste of grief.  If it

be God’s will, then I must suffer it.

As dull-witted as I am, as little wisdom as I have of my betters, I know that

you robbed me of honour, you are the thief of my happiness, you have stolen

the good from my days.

Wherefore should I give thanks?  Where shall I find comfort?  Where my

refuge?  Where shall be healing?  Where receive counsel?

Gone.  Gone.  All my joys swept away before their time.

Who will recompense me my loss?

What are you, milord Death, that you break all marriage vows and profane

marriages?

This kindness you render us, these acts of grace you do unto us, the favours

you bestow; may He who has power over the living and the dead make you

take them back.

Prince of Heaven, make good this great loss.  Avenge me against evil, against

Death, Lord God king of justice.
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DEATH [14]

Idle words profit a man nothing.

After foolish talk comes discord; after discord, enmity; after enmity, the feud;

after the feud, wounds; after wounds, suffering; after suffering, repentance.

Thus it goes with the ignorant.

You propose to argue with us.  You complain that we have done you wrong in

taking your dearly beloved wife.

We were kind and showed mercy.

We have done our work of grace while she was yet young and happy; while

her body was still proud and firm, we took her.

All the sages, all the prophets praised Us when they said: “Better to die in the

midst of life.”  He has lived too long who wants to die.

At the birth of her child, we have let her take leave of this brief life, this vale of

tears; we have let her come unto her rightful place with God in the life

everlasting, according to His holy law.

And even as much as you hate Us, we wish for your souls to be united in

heaven above; your body, here, with hers, in the tomb.

This is our solemn vow.

Now stop up your mouth.  Be silent.  You can no more take from the sun its

light, the moon its coldness, the fire its heat, the water its wetness, as take

from us our power.
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PLOUGHMAN [15]

The guilty need cover their shame with fine words.

You offer the sweet with the bitter, balm together with torment.   Thus do you

show yourself before those you wish to betray.

No matter how beguiling your speech, I still miss my wife.

And it is not God who causes me such pain, for if I had sinned against God,

which, alas, I have often done, He would have punished me, or she who is

without fault would have redeemed me.

It is you the wrongdoer.  And that is why I would sore like to know who you

are.  Who art thou?  What art thou?  What is thine form?  Whence cometh

thou?  Whyfore art thou?

Why have you torn up the meadow of my delight?  Why have you cast down

the lofty tower of my strength?

Lord, in all your creation there is nothing more terrible, nothing more hideous,

nothing more unjust, nothing more bitter than Death.  Death condemns to

despair and misrule your earthly domain.

That which is pestilent, old, sick, and worthless Death leaves behind; the good

and the highly prized Death takes away.

Pass judgement, O Lord, judge thou this false judge.

DEATH [16]

That which is wicked appeareth good, and that which is good is called wicked.

You accuse us of judging you wrongly, but it is you who judge wrongly; this

we will prove.

You ask who we are.

We are the hand of God.  We are the reaper who metes out justice.  Our scythe

cuts its swathe — white, black, red, brown, green, blue, yellow; all the bright

flowers, and the grass before us, we reap.  We care not for their outward show,

their vigour, their innocence.
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Its fine colour cannot help the cornflower; neither its sweet perfume nor the

sweetness of its nectar can help it.

See you not this?  That is justice!

You ask what we are.

We are nothing, and yet are we something.  We are nothing because we possess

neither life, nor being, nor form.  We are not a spirit; neither are we visible or

tangible.  Yet are we something because we are the end of life, the end of being.

We are the fate of all men.  Titans must fall down before us.  All that which

has life must be transformed by us.

You ask what form we possess.

We have none.  We cannot be enjoined, nor can we be called forth.  And yet we

have seen our image, in Rome, in a temple, painted on a wall.

There is a man sitting astride an ox, whose eyes have been bound.  This man

holds in his right hand an axe, and in his left hand, a spade.

With these he is fighting off a great crowd, a multitude, all armed.  They raise

their hands against him, they cast stones against him, there is even a nun with

her Psalter.

This mob contend against him, astride the ox, who is an image of Death, who is

a picture of us.

And Death buried them all.

You ask whence we came.

We come from the garden of Eden.  God called us forth when He said “In the

day thou shalt eat of this fruit, thou shalt surely die.”

You ask whyfore we appear.

We have just told you we bring more good than harm on this earth.  You

should give thanks to us.  Rejoice that we look so kindly upon you.
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PLOUGHMAN [17]

The liar dares to bear false witness when it is unknown whereof he speaks.  A

man who has travelled far and wide, who brings tidings of foreign lands and

strange marvels; his lies go unpunished before the ignorant.

You say you come to earth through the garden of paradise, and aspire to

justice as a reaper.  You say your scythe cuts down all in its path.

Yet your scythe cuts the flower, and spares the thistle.  You pass over the

wicked man, and take the good.

Show me them now, point them out to me; where are the good, the upright, the

worthy who once walked on this earth?

You have taken them, and my love is with them.  All that remain are ashes and

dust.

Where are they now who lived on this earth and walked with God, who won

his grace, his favour and his forgiveness?  Where are they now, who were

seated on this earth, who could read the movement of the stars and the paths

of the planets?  Where are they now, those brave, intelligent, just and diligent

men of whom the chronicles speak so well?

You killed them all.  And my gentle friend also.  And the wicked still abound.

Who is guilty in all this?  You claim to know truth, Milord Death; you should

name yourself.

You pretend your judgement is just, that you spare no one, that your blade

cuts them all, one after another.

I was there, I saw with my own eyes two vast armies, who fought in the green

meadow.  They were wading up to their ankles in blood; and I saw you there, I

saw you among them, I saw you everywhere, busy to the end.

Some you killed outright; others you spared.  More knights than footsoldiers

saw I lying there, dead.

You chose from among them like from a basket of ripe pears.



Death & the Ploughman 17

Is this how you reap?  Is this how you judge?  Is this how your scythe looks

kindly upon us?

Come, children, come.  Let us mount on our horses, let us ride to our fate.  Let

us lift up our voices in praise to this Death, great lord of justice.

DEATH [18]

That of which you know nothing you should pass over in silence.

We too should now be still.

We have known you a long time.  But we had forgotten you were such an

excellent man.

We were there when King Solomon on his deathbed bequeathed you his

wisdom; when God gave you all the power he allowed Moses in Egypt; when

you took a lion by its paws, and hurled it against a wall, we were there.

We saw you count the stars in the sky, and the grains of sand in the sea; we

saw you reckon all the fish in the sea, and tally up the drops of rain.  We

watched with pleasure your famous race against the hare.

When you led the armies of Alexander, and carried aloft the banner under

which the known world lay conquered, we looked on and were happy for you

and your glory.

At Athens when you held forth with the best of the Academy, when you

spoke like an angel on God and man; while they were rapt with attention, we

were content.

And while you counselled the Emperor Nero to be patient, we listened on with

sympathy.

We were amazed when you led Caesar across the Rubicon, admired your

audacity with Hannibal and the elephants.

In your workshop we looked on with wonder as you stitched a garment of

rainbows.  And on this robe, you sewed angels and birds, animals and fish, and

all the creeping things of the earth.  Not forgetting the hem, to which you

added an owl and a monkey.
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Above all we witnessed and we sang to your glory when you were at Troy and

counselled first Hector, then Achilles; and when God Himself summoned you

to his presence to discuss the implications of the sin of Eve, we deferred to

your wisdom.

Had we only known you earlier, we could have followed your teachings, we

would have let your wife live, and not just your wife, but all those who died,

all those now rotted.

And we would have sounded your glory, your glory alone, for truly, you are

an intelligent ass.

PLOUGHMAN [19]

He who loves truth is rewarded with ridicule.

You credit me with impossible marvels and wondrous works, you allow me

magical powers.  You use me ill, it pains my heart.  Contumely, scorn and

hatred you pour on me.

Whether you have acted towards me with justice or not, I have submitted, I

have suffered your hand; have suffered it and have not sought revenge as I

should, in law, have done.

If I have wronged you in some way, or done something forbidden, enlighten

me, I will willingly make reparation.

But if it is not the case, recompense me yourself; instruct me how I can lessen

the pain in my heart.  Either make good my sorrow, the grief you have

bestowed on me, the malice inflicted upon me and my children; or come with

me before God, our rightful judge, and let Him decide.

I place my trust in you; I believe you capable of justice, and will recompense

me after so great a wrong.

Do this, else the hammer will fall on the anvil.  The hard will fall on the hard.

A great reckoning is coming, the day of Last Judgement.
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DEATH [20]

Kind words calm the multitude; insight restrains them.

A man in the grip of anger cannot arrive at the truth.

If you knew it not before, know it now: from the moment a man is born, he

drinks from a cup that is not his; he must die.

The beginning is sister to the end; he who is sent out is honour bound to

return; that which is suffered by all, must not be contested by the few; that

which a man borrows he must restore.

Man lives in this world as a stranger in a strange land; the days of man run

with swift feet; he lives and dies in the blink of an eye; death is his inheritance.

And if you weep over the youth of your wife, you are wrong.  From the

moment you enter this world, you are old enough to leave it.

Perhaps you think that old age is a blessing.  Old age is helpless,  it is tiresome,

mis-shapen, cold and displeasing to all.  It is good for nothing.

If you lament the beauty of your wife, you are as a child.

The beauty of all flesh is taken by old age or death.  All the pretty young

mouths will wrinkle and fade; all the rose-red cheeks will pale, all the bright

eyes become dim.

Weep not for a loss which can never be made whole.



Death & the Ploughman 20

PLOUGHMAN [21]

Love the rod of chastisement; kiss the wounds of instruction.  So say the

scriptures.

Where there is fair reproach, there also is good counsel; counsel me then, I

humbly entreat you.

Free my heart of its pain, my soul of its torment; relieve my mind of its heavy

burden.

How to replace so pure a mother for my children?  Counsel me, that I be not

angry for evermore, and my children be not sad for all time.

Be not full of wrath, for I have seen even the beasts of the field grieve over the

death of a mate; it is part of the order of things.

You owe me succour and counsel and recompense, for you have done me

wrong.  And if you do nothing, then God in his glory will have no dominion.

There must be vengeance; once more must fall the axe and the spade.
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DEATH [22]

Nyack nyack nyack goes the duck disturbed in her nest; the mongrel will howl

for the loss of his bone.

We have told you that the death of all mortals cannot be haggled over like a

cheap bolt of cloth.  Death is not a kingdom you can choose not to enter.  We

are the toll gate; we are the customs.  At our feet all must empty their lives;

through us all men must pass.

Why do you set yourself against us?

Without us there would be no life; without us there would be no order to the

world.

Either your pain is too great, or you are losing your senses.

If you are losing your senses, then pray to God and beg of him wisdom.

If your pain is too great, then desist, abandon your suit, accept that the life of

man on this earth is but a breath of wind.

You ask for counsel: how to relieve your heart of its pain.

Aristotle taught that Joy, Sorrow, Fear and Hope bring suffering to all.

After joy comes despair; after love, suffering.  That is how things must be on

this Earth.

Suffering and joy are entwined.  The end of one is the beginning of the other.

He who does not banish love from his heart will know only sorrow.  The

moment you tear out all traces of love, all memory of desire, your mourning

will cease.  As soon as you forget that which is lost, away flees your grief.

If you refuse there is only sorrow before you.  It will follow your children far

and wide and into their grave; unto your death will sorrow pursue you.

You wish for the mother of your children to be replaced?  Can you undo the

years that have gone, can you recall all spoken words, can you restore the

maidenhood to a woman confined?  Only then you can return to your children

their mother.

Now have I given you sufficient counsel.  Do you yet understand, clumsy

fool?
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PLOUGHMAN [23]

With time comes truth.  Something learnt slowly is a thing learnt forever.  Your

words are sweet and uplifting.  I feel their effect.

And yet, if love and its pleasures were to be banished from this world, the

world would be a poor place.

You try to instruct me with examples taken from antiquity; I will do so in

turn.  Take the Romans.

They honoured and taught their children to honour the pleasures of the body;

that one must play, run, wrestle, and nurture the physical arts lest one fall into

the ways of sloth and wickedness.

Nor the soul nor the senses should remain idle.  They are forever contending

between good and evil.  Even in sleep should they not be idle lest they run to

wickedness.

If you were to drive out of the soul its good thoughts, bad thoughts would take

their place.  The good leave by one door, the bad enter another.  Should I

deprive my soul of its memories of true love, bad memories would take their

place.  Thus will I think on my true love for all time.

When a great love is transformed into great heartache, who could forget it so

quickly?  That is the way of the wicked.

True friends think on each other always.  Long journeys, long years apart will

never divide them.

And if her body is dead to me, yet her memory lives in me for ever.

Milord Death, counsel me, but counsel me true, else you are but a bat, a foul

creature of night.
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DEATH [24]

Joy, but not a surfeit of joy; grief, but not surfeit of grief; this is the way of

the wise man.  You do not likewise.

He who demands counsel yet heeds it not cannot be counselled.

And yet we wish to bring the Truth out into the light.  Listen who will.

Your feeble powers of reason, the small compass of your senses, wish to make

of man something more than he is.

This you cannot do.  That which he is I will relate to you, by leave of all gentle

women.

Man is conceived in sin, fed in the body of the mother with unclean and

feculent matter.  He cometh out of his mother’s womb naked but for a cloak of

slime.  From then on he is but a midden heap of putrefaction, a mewling

latrine, a meal for the worms.  He is a pestilent wind, a festering pond, a

walking carrion, a dancing corpse; he is a mildewed casket, a gamebag full of

holes, a bellows, a gaping maw; an overflowing chamberpot, a pitcher of

foulsmelling piss, a stinking bucket, a charnel house, an insatiable trough, a

painted shade.

Recognize the truth of this.  Each perfectly created man has nine holes in his

body, and from these holes ooze unspeakable filth.

If you had the eye of a hawk, and could see through flesh, you would tremble

in horror.

Go, lift the skirts of the most beautiful woman in the world; you will find a

shameless wench; a flower which wilts under the first rays of the sun; a brief

shining light that winks out before its time; a lump of clay that comes apart

under the first shower of rain.

Show me, show me a fistful of the beauty of these comely women who lived

long ago, cup it in your hands; if you succeed, I will give you the emperor’s

crown.

Let your love flow, let flow your suffering, let flow the Rhine, the way of all

waters, O wise king of the donkeys.
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PLOUGHMAN [25]

You air-corrupting, stinking, carcass breath!

When you dishonour the nobility of man, most beloved creation of God, you

insult God himself.

Now I understand your wicked lies; you were not born of Paradise, as you

proudly claim.  Were you truly born of Paradise you would know that God set

Man as the first of all things, the paragon of animals; he granted him power

over all and made all things under his foot; he made him master of all the

animals of the earth, the birds of the sky, the fish in the sea, the fruits of the

earth.

If man were as despicable, wicked, impure as you claim, then you accuse our

Maker of a botched and party-coloured work.

Milord Death, you insult the noblest work of God.

Man is the fittest portion of His handiwork, sublime and free, and made in His

own image.  Where is the craftsman who has turned a piece as fine, as delicate,

as full of wisdom as the head of man?

In its small globe are encompassed round miraculous faculties, the equal of

God’s wondrous craft.

The bright sphere of the eye, polished like unto a mirror, the vivid witness

which can penetrate the skies.

The ears which bring report of far events; perfectly formed, dressed in softest

skin, set for the discernment of all melodious sounds.

The nose, whereby the scentbearing air enters and leaves, for sense of smell,

the delicacy of the palate, the enjoyment of sweet odours and delicious tastes.

In the mouth, the teeth, which daily grind the body’s food; and there the

tongue, that dextrous hinge, which opens to us the minds of others, which also

are a kind of sustenance.

And in the head, the thoughts, which animate the soul; infinite in speed and

range, Man’s conceit can reach the bounds of the known universe, can reach

even unto God, and yet beyond.
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Man alone is blessed with reason, this precious prize of God.  Man alone is

blessed with a form so comely that only God could have made its like.

Milord Death, you are the enemy of Man, and that is why you speak nothing

but evil of him.

DEATH [26]

Stuffed full of curses, insults, petty dreams, you are still nothing but a bag of

wind.  Against a blabbing, prattling fool, words are small use.

I allow that Man possesses knowledge, beauty, dignity.  I allow it.  Yet he will

be caught in our net, trapped in our snares.

Grammar, the foundation of all discourse, will avail you nothing for all its

overweening certainty.

Rhetoric, the fertile ground of flattery, will avail you nothing for all its flowery

terms and delicately shaded argument.

Logic, which teases out the true from the false, will avail you nothing with its

deceit, its sly twistings of meaning.

Geometry, which surveys the earth, will avail you nothing for all its faultless

measurements, its careful calculations.

Arithmetic, which creates order, will avail you nothing with its enumerations,

its agile figures.

Astronomy, the mastery of the stars, will avail you nothing, for all its sidereal

power and the influence of the planets.

Music, which brings harmony to the voice, will avail you nothing for all its

melody and song.

Philosophy, field of wisdom, path to God, pasture of nature and ethics; it will

avail you nothing, for all the perfection of its fruits.

Nor Physic, with its potions to soothe the sick; nor Alchemy, which

transforms base metal into gold; nor [Geomancy], which finds in the celestial

vault answers to the questions here below; nor Pyromancy, which sees visions

dancing in the flames; nor hydromancy, the clairvoyant study of turbulent

waters.
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Astrology, the interpretation of earthly events by unearthly signs; Palmistry,

teller of fortunes in the lines of the hand; Necromancy, the occult mistress of

spirits; the Cabbala, its delicate wrought prayers and powerful incantations;

Augury, which can understand the language of birds, Haruspicy, the smoke

from the altar; Pedomancy, which reads the future in the entrails of children;

Ornimancy, in the bowels of barnyard chickens; the Lawyer, the Christian

without a conscience, with his sinuous twisting of the just with the unjust.

This art, and all other arts, will avail you nothing.

Each man must fall before us and be trampled underfoot; each will be cut down

and flayed by our hand.

Know this as truth, insolent farmhand.

PLOUGHMAN [27]

One must not meet evil with evil.  Virtue asks of man to be patient.  I will

follow this path.

If truth abides in you, counsel me true.  How shall I now live my life?  Whither

should I turn?  Should I remain a man of the world, or become a monk?

In my mind’s eye I called before me the lives of other men.  I appraised them

all, weighed them with care; I found them all imperfect, weak, full of sin.

I am sore wracked by doubt.  All ways to me seem pitiful.  Milord Death,

counsel me.  I have great need of counsel.

In my heart I know full well, a woman so pure and pleasing to God will

nevermore return.

But if He should keep her to Him in Heaven, what will I do here below?  I

swear by my soul that if the Lord saw fit to bestow on me another helpmate, I

would honour her for the rest of my days.  Lord God most high; fountain of all

blessings; honour be to those whom you grace with a companion and bedmate.

They should lift their eyes to the heavens, give thanks to you each day.  Do

what is just, Milord Death, most wise.
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DEATH [28]

Praise without end, contempt without reason.  In praise, as in insult, one must

have measure and balance.

You laud over the measure the state of holy matrimony.  We have something

to say on holy matrimony.

From the moment a man takes a wife, both are bound in our prison.

Each man drags behind him a dead weight, a ball and chain, a sledge without

runners, a yoke, a harness, a side of beef, a wild cat in a sack, to whom he is

bound by the law until we show unto him mercy.

A husband is married to thunder and hail; each day in his own home he finds a

snake in his bed.

Every day his wife plots against him.  Should he wish to rise up, she will drag

him down.  If he wishes for this, she wishes for that.  Should he will to go

here, she wants to go there; such games will weary him daily, bouts without

end, without hope of winning.

She can scheme, flatter, deceive, caress; she can grumble, laugh, or cry; all these

she can do in the blink of an eye, from the day of her birth.

Sick in the day when work is at hand; healthy at night when there is lewdness.

Wise or savage, she can be either, according to taste.  She does not need

enticement to start a fight.

Not to do what is bid of her; to do what is forbidden; this is her way always.

This dish is too sweet, this one too salty.  There is too much of this; that is

too small a portion.  Now is too early, now is too late; thus she rails against

him from sunrise to sunset.

And that which she praises, suffer it to pass under the plane, and in the

shavings that fall you will find sniggers of mocking laughter.

There is no middle way for a man trapped in marriage; he is either too gentle or

too severe, and with either he is wrong.

Each day brings more insolence and bickering; each week, rebellion and

grousing; each month brings yet more horrors; each year, daily squabbles and

new dresses.
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That is the life of a married man.

Of late night disputes we say nothing; our sense of decorum prevents us.

And we speak only of virtuous women; of the others we could say even more.

You should know whereof you praise.  You could not tell gold from lead.

PLOUGHMAN [29]

He who besmirches the honour of women, besmirches his own.

What is happening to you, Milord Death?  Your unprovoked insults to

womankind, even where merited, bring shame on you, and to women,

dishonour.

Many a wise thinker has said: without a woman at the helm, the man will be

lost.  I have never seen a man who is full of courage but is guided by the

counsel of women.  It is seen every day where nobles gather, in the

marketplace, at court, at tournaments, in battle.  When a woman of virtue

upbraids with a finger, she punishes a valiant man more than do arms.

In sum, all that keeps us, guides us, enriches us, we owe to women.

Yet beside gold, there is lead; beside wheat there lies chaff; among honest

money, there is found counterfeit; and where there are women, so too are there

sins.

But the good should not have to pay for the wicked.  This you must accept,

dread lord of the mountains.
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DEATH [30]

A lump of coal for a ball of gold; a piece of horn for a topaz; a bit of gravel for

a ruby; these confound the fool.

To take a haybarn for a fortress, the Danube for the sea, a buzzard for a falcon;

this is the mark of the dullard.

You praise what you desire but do not reflect on this.  Do you not know that

to be in this world is to succumb to the lusts of the flesh, the covetousness of

the eyes, or the vanity of the soul?

If you could but see it, you would find vanity everywhere you look, and

whether you are attended by joy or sorrow, you would bear it with good grace,

and leave us in peace.

But as much as a donkey knows how to play the lyre, so do you grasp the

truth.  And that is why we fret for you.

And we who have separated the young Pyramus from his Thisbe, who were

one flesh, one soul; who have relieved Alexander of his power over the whole

world; who have crushed Paris of Troy, and fair Helen of Greece; none has

reproached us as you have.

Though many lament for Aristotle and Avicenna, none accused us as you do.

Mighty King David and Solomon the wise are both dead; and still we are more

honoured than cursed.

Those who have been are now gone.  You, and all those here with you, all

those yet to come, all will follow them hence.  For here on this earth, we,

Death, remain lord.



Death & the Ploughman 30

PLOUGHMAN [31]

A man will be hanged by his own words.  The more so when he keeps

changing his argument and perjures himself.

You have said what you are, and what you are not; you have said you are not a

spirit, you have said you are the end of life.  You say that it is to your hands

that all men on this earth are entrusted.

You say we must all depart this life, and you, Milord Death, remain master on

earth; two conflicting arguments cannot both be true at the same time.

If we must all depart this life, and all earthly life must have its end, and if as

you say you are the end of life, then it follows thus: without life there can be

no end to life; without an end to life there can be no death.

And what becomes of you then, my good lord?

You cannot abide in heaven, for heaven belongs to the souls of the good; and,

in your own words, you have no soul.

If you can do no more on earth, the earth has no more need of you; you should

go straight to hell, and there suffer torment without end.  Thus will the living

and the dead be avenged.  For none can trust in your subtil words of

everchanging argument.

Can all that dwells on earth, all earthly creation be so wicked, wretched,

corrupt?  That is to blaspheme our Maker.

Since the beginning of time God has loved virtue, has cast from him

wickedness.  He has forgiven our trespasses, or he has punished them; and so

will He do in time to come.

Your argument totters on foundations of sand, and you wish that I abandon

my suit?

I call before you to God, my saviour, Milord Death, most corrupt.

May God, author of justice, grant you a wicked Amen.
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DEATH [32]

It is often the case when a man learns to talk he forgets how to listen.

We told you, we keep telling you, and we wish to have done telling you; it is

the earth and all that is in it which is built on foundations of sand.

Since the time of Creation, all suffers mutability; each thing must be

transformed.  That which is hindmost comes to the fore.  That which was at

the front falls behind.  That which was low is raised up.  That which was on

high is brought down unto the valley.  Good becomes evil, and evil turns into

good in the souls of men.

Into the fire’s eternal flame I have pushed all humankind.

It is easier to catch a ray of light than to find a faithful friend.

Men tend more to wickedness than good.  And if they do good it is from fear

of us.

All men, in all their actions, are full of vanity.  Their bodies, their women, their

children, their honour, their goods, all will pass in the flickering of an eye, in a

gust of wind.

Neither sunlight nor shadow will perdure.

Behold and mark the children of man, what yet they do to your beloved earth;

how they ravage the mountains and valleys, the fields and the stones, the

forests, the meadows, the wooded lands and the wilderness, the bottom of the

sea, the depths of the earth; they ransack them all for the love of worldly

goods.

Neither rain, wind, thunder, snow, nor all manner of foul weather will stop

them.  See how they sink shafts in the ground, bore tunnels, engrave chasms;

how they pierce the veins of the earth to seek out precious stones.

They strip the forests of their timber, and multiply like rabbits in the roots;

they plant, they graft trees in the orchards, plough in the fields, train vines,

divert rivers, raise tithes on the poor, fish and hunt more than they eat.

How many servants they have, how proud they ride on their horses.  Behold

the chests filled with silver and gold, precious stones and rich clothing.  See

how they gorge themselves on the pleasures of the flesh; lewdness they pursue

tirelessly, both night and day.
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What is all this but Vanity?  A sickness of the soul, as fleet as the day that has

passed.

By war and by theft are their spoils won; the more they have, the more they

stole; and that they leave behind to sow argument and discord.

The heart of man is set in fear, sorrow, suffering, trouble, terror, pain,

sickness, mourning, cries, disputation, screams and other offences against

dignity.  And the more earthly goods a man has, the more offensive he

becomes.

The truth of it all is this; man can know neither the hour nor the place we will

appear to him.  We will fall on him without warning, and we will send him the

way of all flesh.

This burden must be carried by both master and servant, man and woman; it

will be shared equally between the rich and the poor, the good and the wicked,

the young and the old.

O sorry fate!  How little you know!

When it is too late, you try to be good.  Vanity of vanities!

Stop your complaint.  Whatever your station you will find only weakness and

vanity.

Turn thou away from what is wicked, do what is good; seek out peace, and

hold it dear above all things; love your clear conscience.

We give our counsel in good faith; we will come with you before almighty

God, the everlasting, King of kings.
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ARGUMENT OF THE PRINCE OF HEAVEN [33]

THE JUDGEMENT OF GOD THE ALMIGHTY

Spring, Summer, Autumn, and Winter, the four great guardians of the year,

found themselves in bitter dispute.

Each vaunted his abilities, each attempted to outdo the others by rain, by

winds, by thunder and tempest, all the elements within his power, and each

wished to be acknowledged the greatest among them.

Spring said: “I give life, I cause to blossom all the fruits of the earth.”

Summer said: “I ripen, I prepare the harvest of all the fruits of the earth.”

Autumn said: “I bear forth, I fill the cellars, the granaries, the barns, with the

fruits of the earth.”

Winter said: “I devour, I consume all the fruits of the earth, I purge them of

vermin and sickness.”

Thus they held forth and argued with violence who was the greatest among

them.

But they forgot that they vaunted only their own power, and that lent by

God.

So it is between you.

The plaintiff weeps for his loss as if for his birthright, and not a blessing we

bestowed on him.

Death boasts of his might, but it comes by us, and he is our servant.

That which you claim does not belong to you.

The power which you vaunt does not come from you.

Yet the quarrel is not without merit.  You both have fought well.  The one

driven by suffering to make his complaint; the other provoked by complaint

into telling the truth.

Therefore, plaintiff, to you goes the honour.

And to you, Death, goes the victory.
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This is our word and law: each man must give his life to Death, his body to the

earth, and his soul to God.

THE PRAYER OF THE PLOUGHMAN FOR THE SOUL OF HIS WIFE

[34]

HERE THE PLOUGHMAN PRAYS FOR THE SOUL OF HIS WIFE.  THE

RED LETTER, THE GREAT, WHO SHARES THE NAME OF THE

PLAINTIFF.  THIS CHAPTER IS MADE IN THE FASHION OF A

PRAYER AND IS THE THIRTY-FOURTH CHAPTER.  AND THE WIFE

OF THE PLOUGHMAN WAS THIRTY-FOUR YEARS OLD.

PLOUGHMAN

Our Father who watches over the whole world for always, God of gods, Lord

of lords, who alone workest great marvels, Spirit most powerful, King of

kings, the fountain of goodness, Most Holy of holies, both lawgiver and the

law, both giver and gift, happy is he who serves you.

Joy and delight of angels, engraver of supreme forms both ancient and

newborn, hear me.

O light that shines brightest, light which casts all light on this earth into

darkness; light before which all shadows are banished.  Light from true light

who said in the beginning “Let there be light!”

O fire which burns ever without burning out, alpha and omega, beginning and

end, hear me.

Salvation and happiness beyond all salvation; true unwavering path to eternal

life, the life in which all things live. Truth above all truth, wisdom from which

all wisdom flows; you who watch over the just and the unjust.

Healer of all sickness and frailty; who gives to the poor to eat, and comforts

the sick; who maintains the harmony of the heavens, who alone knows all

human thoughts; sculptor of each human face everchanging; Lord of the

heavenly throng, hear me.
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Eternal lamp, light eternal, navigator most true, whose ship never founders,

bearer of the flag of all victories; founder of hell, who fanned the flames of hell

into life; maker of the earthly globe, who holds the wild seas at bay; who stirs

the lifegiving air; who sets aglow the fire’s embers, creator of all elements, of

thunder and lightning, of mists and showers, of snow, rain, rainbows, of dew,

tempests and frost.  Have pity, hear me.

Breath of life of all who draw breath, all those who are gone, all beings eternal,

preserver and destroyer; who art that you art, and whom none can know,

touch, see, conceive of, or imagine; supreme good above all good, Lord Jesus,

receive with mercy the soul of my wife whom I loved.

Grant her eternal rest, bless her with the shower of your grace, pour upon her

the continual dew of your blessing, guard her safe in the shadow of your

wings.  Keep her, take her, Lord, in the fullness of your embrace, there where

the smallest as much as the greatest finds eternal rest; Lord, let her live in your

kingdom, close to angels and archangels, preserve her in eternal happiness.

I ache for Margherita, my truly beloved.

Grant her, gracious Lord, that she may see herself in the mirror of your

almighty and eternal holiness, that she may see herself, and rejoice that she is

there in your bosom where all the choirs of angels sing in your light.

May all those who count themselves among the flock of the Shepherd,

whosoever they be, come to my aid, that I may say with all strength, Amen.

*

[Made in the year of grace 1401.  The day after the death of my wife

Margherita.]


