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LEVELS OF SYMBOLIC MEANING IN PEARL1
by Laurence J. Krieg2

T o lk ie n 's  r e c e n t ly  p u b lish e d  t r a n s la t io n  o f  
th e  M iddle E n g lis h  poem P e a r l  has p la c e d  w ith in  
th e  range o f  i n t e r e s t s  o f  T o lk ie n  r e a d e r s  a work 
o f  e x q u is i t e  b ea u ty  w hich we m ight o th e r w ise  be 
v er y  l i k e l y  to  o v e r lo o k . I t  d e se r v e s  a t t e n t io n  
f o r  i t s  cr a ftsm a n sh ip  a lo n e , n o t to  m en tion  th e  
in s ig h t  i t  g iv e s  us in t o  m ed iev a l th in k in g  ab out  
d ea th . I f  T o lk ie n  f e l t  t h a t  The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  
was "about D eath and th e  d e s ir e  f o r  d e a th le s s n e s s "  
(a s  q uoted  i n  M y th lo re  1 0 , p . 1 9 ) ,  th en  I'm  su re  he 
f e l t  much th e  same about P e a r l  — f o r  th a t  e x a c t ly  
d e s c r ib e s  i t s  s u b j e c t .  S in c e  th e r e  i s  some danger  
t h a t  P e a r l  may s t i l l  be o v er lo o k ed  (o r  n o t f u l l y  
a p p r e c ia te d )  by r e a d e r s  o f  T o lk ie n 's  o th e r  work— 
i t ' s  n o t a s  e x c i t in g  or a s  w e l l  known a s  S i r  
Gauain  — I 'd  l i k e  to  sa y  th a t  I found P e a r l  v er y  
i n t e r e s t in g ,  and e x p la in  why I found i t  s o .

S in c e  T o lk ie n  g iv e s  ample background m a te r ia l  
i n  h i s  in tr o d u c t io n  (p a g e s  1 8 - 2 3 ) ,  I commend i t  to  
you and p roceed  a t  once to  th e  m a tter s  o f  s t r u c tu r e  
and in t e r p r e t a t io n  w hich I f in d  so  f a s c in a t in g .

P e a r l  i s  a poem in t o  w hich i s  woven an in t e n s e  
and o rg a n ic  sym bolism  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  d o c tr in e  o f  
d eath  and e t e r n a l  l i f e .  I t  i s  p erhaps a s  n e a r ly  
p e r f e c t  in  form a s  human u n c e r ta in ty  can  make i t ,  
and i t  i s  b u i l t  w ith  many l e v e l s  o f  r e fe r e n c e  
around th e  c e n t r a l  im age o f  th e  p e a r l .  In  t h i s  
paper I would l i k e  to  e x p lo r e  th e  l e v e l s  o f  m eaning  
r e p r e se n te d  by th e  im age o f  th e  p e a r l .

The f i r s t  l e v e l  o f  P e a r l ,  on th e  su r fa c e  and 
i n  th e  op en in g  o f  th e  poem, i s  th e  p h y s ic a l ,  i n  
th e  form o f  an a c t u a l  p e a r l .  A l l  th e  o th e r  im ages  
are b u i l t  around t h i s  c e n t r a l  on e, so i t  i s  im p o rt­
a n t to  s e e  how th e  p o e t  d e s c r ib e s  i t .  In  th e  open­
in g  s ta n z a s  he s in g s  o f  p e a r l s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  one, 
i n  term s g lo w in g  w ith  lo v e  and a d o r a t io n . A p e a r l  
i s  round and sm a ll ,  g a i l y  r a d ia n t  w ith  smooth  
w h ite n e s s .  I t  i s  a gem meant f o r  k in g s .  The one 
p e a r l in  p a r t ic u la r ,  we are t o ld ,  i s  u n iq u e— th e  
v er y  b e s t  i n  th e  w orld — f o r  i t  i s  p e r f e c t ly  f r e e  
from sp o t  or b lem ish  o f  any k in d . F i t t i n g l y ,  i t  
i s  s e t  i n  g o ld . But th e  n a r r a to r  r e c o u n ts  i n  a l l  
sa d n e ss  t h a t  he h as l o s t  t h i s  p r i c e l e s s  p e a r l*  i t  
h as f a l l e n  in t o  th e  ground and he can n ot f in d  i t ,  
though he i s  se a r c h in g  d i l i g e n t l y .  These are  th e  
p h y s ic a l  d e t a i l s  which a re  g iv e n  u s i n  th e  op en in g  
s ta n z a s  o f  th e  poem, e s t a b l i s h in g  th e  p e a r l  a s  a 
sym bol or ep itom e o f  p u r ity .

C lo s e ly  a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  th e  p h y s ic a l  p e a r l ,  
y e t  n o t q u it e  p a r t o f  i t ,  i s  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  
e f f e c t  o f  th e  p e a r l— and o f  i t s  l o s s — on th e  n ar­
r a t o r .  For him t h i s  p e a r l  was a so u rce  o f  g r e a t  
h a p p in e ss , beyond a l l  o th e r  e a r t h ly  p le a s u r e s .  I t  
s e t  him f r e e  from w oe, and l i f t e d  h i s  jo y  to  
h eaven .

Pa t  wont wat3whyle deuoyde my wrange
& heuen my happe & a l  my h e le

That me once was wont from woe to  f r e e  15
to  u p l i f t  my l o t  and h e a lin g  b r in g  16

Both n ig h t  and day he g r ie v e s  i t s  l o s s :  i t s  l o s s  
rob s him o f  a l l  p le a s u r e ,  and even  h i s  f a i t h  in  
G o d  i s  n o t s u f f i c i e n t  to  com fort him in  h i s  g r i e f ,  
i t  i s  w ith  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  d e v o t io n  o f  th e  
n a rra to r  to  th e  p e a r l t h a t  we b e g in  to  s u sp e c t

( i f  we w e r e n 't  t ip p e d  o f f  b efo reh a n d ) t h a t  th e  
p e r l e  i s  more th an  s im p ly  th e  p ro d u ct o f  an o y s t e r .  
I t  d o es n o t seem l i k e l y  th a t  in  an  age o f  f a i t h ,  
th e  p u r e ly  w o r ld ly  e x p r e s s io n  o f  a j e w e le r ’ s g r i e f  
f o r  th e  l o s s  o f  p a r t  o f  h i s  s to c k  in  tr a d e  would  
be p e r p e tu a te d  in  such e la b o r a te  v e r s e  a s  t h i s .
I t  i s  w ith  t h i s  s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  th e  p o e t  makes th e  
t r a n s i t i o n  from th e  p h y s ic a l  p e a r l  to  th e  o th e r  
sym b olic  l e v e l s  o f  th e  poem.

B eg in n in g  w ith  s ta n z a  5> th e  p o e t ' s  dream 
b e g in s ,  and we e n t e r  w ith  him in t o  h i s  v i s i o n .  The 
la n d  in  w hich he f in d s  h im s e lf  i s  b r ig h t  w ith  a l l  
k in d s o f  b ea u teo u s gem s, and i n  s ta n z a  7 we are  
t o ld  t h a t  th e  g r a v e l i s  made e n t i r e l y  o f  p e a r l s .  
These do n o t  seem to  have th e  power w hich th e  one 
s p e c ia l  p e a r l  had, f o r  th e y  a re  m en tion ed  o n ly  once  
b e fo r e  th e  n a r r a t iv e  c o n t in u e s .  T h is  w i l l  p ro b a b ly  
e x t in g u is h  any l in g e r in g  d ou b ts m ost o f  u s m ight 
have about th e  q u e s t io n  o f  w h eth er th e  p e a r l  i s  
p h y s ic a l  or sy m b o lic , f o r  i f  th e  poem re co u n te d  th e  
s t o r y  o f  a r e a l  je w e le r  la m en tin g  h i s  l o s s , 3 would  
n o t th e  v a lu e  o f  su ch  a g r e a t  q u a n t ity  o f  p e a r l s  
a t t r a c t  more than  t h i s  p a s s in g  r e fe r e n c e ?  Taking  
th e  p e a r l  r a th e r  a s  sym b o lic  o f  p u r it y ,  we se e  t h i s  
co u n tr y  a s  a lan d  o f  p u r it y .

In  s ta n z a  14 , th e  n a r r a to r  f i r s t  d e s c r ib e s  
s e e in g  a dam sel on th e  o th e r  s id e  o f  th e  r i v e r .
With t h i s  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  h er we r e tu r n  to  th e  s t y l e  
and manner o f  th e  p o e t ic  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  p e a r l ,  
i n  th e  op en in g  s t a n z a s .  A lthou gh  she i s  f r ig h t e n ­
in g ly  b e a u t i f u l ,  th e  p o e t  knows h e r , and sh e i s  
d ear to  him— c l o s e r  th an  aunt or n i e c e .  As th e  
s in g in g  o f  h er  c o n t in u e s  we f in d  th a t  sh e i s  
e n t i r e l y  w h ite , w ith  th e  e x c e p t io n  o f  h e r  h a ir ,  
w hich i s  l i k e  ca r v en  g o ld . She i s  sm ooth, s m a ll,  
and fr e s h )  sh e has a f in e  fa c e  and f ig u r e )  h er  
manner i s  gay , y e t  g r a c io u s ,  and sh e i s  a v i r g in .
She b r in g s  him g la d n e ss  such a s  he had known b e fo r e  
th e  l o s s  o f  h i s  p e a r l ,  and he would l i k e  to  approach  
h er  b ut i s  v er y  much a f r a id  th a t  sh e w i l l  v a n ish  
i f  he t r i e s  to  g e t  c l o s e r .  She i s  t r u ly  a p e a r l -  
m aiden, f o r  h er  gown i s  e n c r u s te d  w ith  m yriads o f  
l o v e ly  p e a r l s ,  and on h er  b r e a s t  i s  th e  l o v e l i e s t  
p e a r l  o f  a l l .

I t  becom es p e r f e c t ly  c l e a r  i n  s ta n z a  21 t h a t  
p e r l e  has now a fu r th e r  l e v e l ,  m eaning th e  g i r l  
h e r s e l f .  For th e r e  th e  n a r r a to r  r e c o u n ts  t h a t  he 
c a l l e d  h er  " p e a r l "  and ask ed  h er  i f  sh e i s  n o t  th e  
p e a r l  he had l o s t :

O p e r le  quod I in  p e r le 3  py3 t  
A rt b ou my p e r le  Pa t  I  h a f  p layn ed  
R eg r e tte d  by myn one on ny3 te

'O P e a r l ! '  s a id  I ,  ' i n  p e a r ls  a rra y ed , 241 
Are you my p e a r l  whose l o s s  I  mourn?
Lament a lo n e  by n ig h t  I m a d e .. . '

A f te r  t h i s  b e g in s  th e  lo n g  d id a c t ic  s e c t io n  o f  
th e  poem, i n  w hich th e  n a r r a to r  s e t s  f o r th  what he 
has le a r n e d  from th e  m aiden. For she e x p la in e d  to  
him th e  p o s i t i o n  in  w hich sh e found h e r s e l f ,  and 
th e  tr u e  n a tu re  o f  h eaven . He was wrong to  mourn 
h e r  d ep a r tu r e , f o r  sh e was n o t s t o le n  from him. 
R ath er , she was p la c e d  in  a c o f f e r  b e f i t t i n g  a 
p e r f e c t  p e a r l ,  where he may j o in  h er  o n ly  a f t e r  
h i s  d ea th , A lthough  th e  man lo n g s  to  be w ith  th e  
dam sel, th e r e  i s  n o t a h in t  o f  s e n su a l a t t r a c t io n  
or o f  th e  k ind  o f  lo v e  w hich men u s u a lly  have f o r
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women. H is  lo v e  f o r  h e r  i s  one o f  lo n g in g —
— Sehnsuc h t— a s one lo n g s  f o r  s o la c e  and co m fo rt.
T h is  i s  p erh ap s e x p la in e d  when th e  m aiden t e l l s  
him t h a t  sh e  was v e r y  young when sh e , h i s  p e a r l ,  
was tak en  away, and o n ly  a f t e r  a r r iv in g  i n  h eaven  
d id  G od's power g iv e  h er  t h i s  m ature form , crow ning  
h e r  queen o f  h eaven  ( to g e th e r  w ith  14 3,999  o t h e r s ) .

B eg in n in g  a t  about v e r s e  6 0 , a f u r th e r  l e v e l  
o f  m eaning f o r  P e r le  i s  d e v e lo p e d . From th e  v er y  
b e g in n in g  o f  th e  poem, th e  theme o f  " s p o t le s s n e s s "  
h as p la y ed  an im p o rta n t p a r t i  "w ythouten s p o t ( t e ) "  
i s  th e  e x p r e s s io n  w hich  k n i t s  th e  f i r s t  f i v e  s ta n z a s  
t o g e t h e r ,  d e s c r ib in g  th e  p h y s ic a l ly  p e r f e c t  p e a r l .  
Here th e  p e r f e c t io n  i s  a g a in  d e t a i l e d ,  b u t r e f e r r in g  
to  th e  m oral in n o c en ce  and p u r i t y  o f  th e  g i r l ,  P e a r l ,  
w ith  no s p o t  o f  s t a in in g  s i n .  The h e a v e n ly  je w e le r  
had sou gh t to  b r in g  i n  th e  p e r f e c t  p e a r ls  to  h i s  
d w e llin g  p la c e ,  and i n  h i s  d e v o t io n  to  them he gave 
h is  e n t ir e  l i v e l ih o o d  f o r  them.

62
T h is m ak elle3  p e r le  P a t  bo3 t  i s  d ere  
be j o u e le r  g e f  fo r e  a l l e  h ys god 
I s  ly k e  b e reme o f  h e u en esse  c l e r e  
So sayd e b e fa d e r  o f  f o ld e  & f lo d e  
For h i t  i s  wemle3 c le n e  & c l e r e  
& en d ele3 rounde & b ly b e o f  mode 
& commune to  a l l e  b a t  r y 3tw ys were 
Lo euen  in  mydde3 my b r e s te  h i t  s to d e  
My Lorde be lo mbe b a t  sch ed e  hys b lo d e  
He py3 t  h i t  p e r e  i n  to k en  o f  p es  
I red e b e fo r sa k e  p e  w orld e wode 
& porch an ce b y  p e r le  m a sk e lle s

T h is  p e a r l  im m aculate p u rch ased  d ear  
The j e w e l le r  gave a l l  h i s  goods to  g a in  
I s  l i k e  th e  realm  o f  h e a v e n 's  s h e r e i  
So s a id  th e  Lord o f  la n d  and m ain; 
For i t  i s  f l a w le s s ,  c le a n  and c l e a r ,
E n d le s s ly  round, d oth  jo y  c o n ta in ,
And i s  sh ared  by a l l  th e  r ig h te o u s  h e r e .
Lo! amid my b r e a s t  i t  d oth  rem ain;
There my Lord, th e  Lamb th a t  was b le e d in g  
s l a i n ,
In  tok en  o f  p ea ce  i t  p la c e d  i n  s t a t e .
I b id  you th e  wayward w orld  d is d a in  
And p rocu re you r p e a r l  im m aculate!

The p e a r l  worn by th e  m aiden i s  a sym bol f i r s t  o f  
h er  p u r it y ,  b u t l ik e w is e  o f  h er  m arriage to  C h r is t ,  
f o r  i t  i s  th e  to k en  and th e  p r iz e  o f  a l l  th o se  pure  
and s p o t l e s s  s o u ls  who a re  sp o u se s  o f  th e  Lamb 
( s ta n z a  7 1 ) .  In  t h i s  manner, th e  p o e t  a r r iv e s  a t  
th e  p e a r l ' s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  a s  sym bol f o r  a l l  p u r ity  
and d e v o t io n  to  C h r is t  in  in n o c e n c e .

Beyond t h a t ,  th e  p e a r l  may be tak en  to  s i g n i f y  
C h r is t  h im s e lf ,  f o r  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  Lamb in  
s ta n z a  71 b ea rs  g r e a t  resem b lan ce to  e a r l i e r  d e s c ­
r i p t io n s  o f  th e  p e a r l i

71
Thys Jeru sa lem  lombe hade n eu er  pech ch e
Of ob e r  huee b o t  quyt j o l y f
P at mot ne m a sk e lle  mo3 t  on s tr e c h e
For w o lle  q u y te  so  ronk & r y f
Forby vch e s a u le  b a t  had n eu er te c h e
I s  to  b at lombe a w o rth y ly  wyf

J e r u s a le m 's  Lamb had n ev er  s t a in  
Of o th e r  hue th an  w h ite n e s s  f a i r ;
There b lo t  n or b lem ish  co u ld  rem ain ,
So w h ite  th e  w o o l, so  r ic h  and r a r e .
Thus e v e r y  s o u l  th a t  no s o i l  d id  g a in  
H is com ely  w ife  d oth  th e  Lamb d e c la r e ;

A fu r th e r  r e a so n  f o r  s e e in g  p e r l e  as a sym bol f o r  
C h r is t  h im s e lf  i s  in  s ta n z a  8 7 , where th e  H oly  
C ity  i s  d e s c r ib e d . The n a r r a to r  m en tion s t h a t  th e  
g a te s  o f  th e  c i t y  are  composed o f  a w hole p e a r l

e a c h , a s  John r e c o r d s  i n  h is  R e v e la t io n . A lthough  
th e  p o e t  d oes n ot p ursue th e p o in t  h e r e , C h r is t  
t o ld  h i s  d e s c ip l e s  t h a t  he was th e Way, th e  T ruth , 
and th e  L i f e : "no-one e n te r s  th e  kingdom b u t by me." 
He i s  th e  v er y  p e a r l  o f  w hich th e  g a te s  o f  th e  C ity  
o f  God are  form ed.

In  th e  h e ig h t  o f  h i s  m y stic  r a p tu r e , th e  n ar­
r a t o r  t r ie d  to  c r o s s  th e  r iv e r  in t o  th e  C ity  o f  
God, b u t co u ld  n o t do s o .  In  t r y in g  he awoke from  
h is  dream, and re tu rn ed  to  t h i s  w orld , so r r y  to  be 
c a s t  o u t, b ut r e - a f f ir m in g  h i s  f a i t h .  E choes o f  
t h i s  theme may be heard  i n  "F rodo's Dreme" and S m ith  
o f  W o o tto n  M a jo r. The n a r r a t o r 's  f i r s t  s ta te m e n t  
on r e tu r n in g  from th e  v i s i o n  was "Now a l  be to  

b a t  p rynce3 paye" ( s ta n z a  9 8 ) .  T o lk ie n  t r a n s la t e s  
t h i s  s ta te m e n t a s  "Now a l l  be a s  th a t  P r in c e  may 
p le a s e ,"  b ut t h i s  l o s e s  a m easure o f  th e  o r i g i n a l ' s  
a m b ig u ity . For th e  p e a r l  i s  i n  th e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f  
th e  poem c a l l e d  " P erle  p le a s a u n te  to  p ry n ces  p ayei"  
th e  p le a s a n t  pay o f  p r in c e s  i s  th e  p e a r l .  D oes 
"Now a l  be to  b a t  prynce3 paye" mean " a l l  be to  th e  
p e a r l  ( p r in c e ’ s  p ay)"  or " a l l  pay be to  th e  p r in c e  
(C h r is t)? "  The m a tter  seem s to  r e s t  upon th e  
in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  "prynce3 p a y e .” I f  t h i s  means 
l i t e r a l l y  "pay o f  th e  p r in ce"  (o r  s l i g h t l y  more 
b r o a d ly , "as th e  P r in c e  may p le a s e " ) ,  we have a 
s im p le  s ta te m e n t o f  d e v o t io n . I f  i t  means "the  
p e a r l ,"  we have a much more com plex s ta te m e n t  
w hich i s  a l s o  a s ta te m e n t o f  d e v o t io n  to  God, but 
w hich in c lu d e s  a l l  th e  h ig h e r  l e v e l s  o f  m eanings 
( t h a t  i s ,  a l l  th e  l e v e l s  beyond th e  p h y s ic a l  p e a r l)  
w hich  were d ev e lo p e d  f o r  P e r le  th rou gh ou t th e  poem. 
The s ta te m e n t th u s  becom es a summation and p r a is e  
o f  a l l  th e  good n ess i n  th e  dream.

In  s ta n z a  99 we r e tu r n  to  th e  m eanings which  
p e r le  was g iv e n  f i r s t : t h a t  o f  th e  p h y s ic a l  p e a r l ,  
and o f  th e  p o e t ' s  l o s t  d a u g h ter . For he mourns 
once more h i s  l o s s  o f  h er  (o r  i t ) ,  but i s  com forted  
by th e  know ledge t h a t  sh e i s  w ith  th e Lord, s e t  in  
h is  r in g .

S ta n za  100 r e f e r s  to  th e  " p r in c es  pay" once 
more on i t s  many l e v e l s  o f  m eaning. Here th e  p o e t  
seem s to  be m ourning h i s  b e in g  c a s t  o u t from h eaven , 
s u g g e s t in g  th a t  know ledge o f  th a t  p la c e  and th e  
s e e k in g  o f  i t  i s  a " p e r le ."  The l a s t  s ta n z a  i s  a 
s ta te m e n t o f  d e v o t io n  and lo v e  f o r  th e  Lord. For 
a lth o u g h  He h as ta k en  away H is  " p r in c es  p a y ” ( th e  
"p e r le "  on a l l  l e v e l s  o f  m ean in g), He g iv e s  H im se lf  
i n  th e  form o f  bread  and w in e , to  men who g iv e  them­
s e lv e s  to  Him. Thus sh o u ld  we a l l  be h i s  s e r v a n t s : 
th e  p r e c io u s  p e a r ls  due th e  K ing.

The b eau ty  o f  th e  poem l i e s  i n  i t s  com p lete  
and e n t ir e  o rg a n ic  p o r tr a y a l o f  th e  m essage , in  
form a s  w e l l  a s  in  c o n te n t .  The p o e t  h as wrought 
t h i s  poem to  be a p e a r l  i t s e l f ,  co rresp o n d in g  
p r e c i s e l y  to  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  p e a r l  g iv e n  
v e r b a l ly .

T h is  diagram  o u t l in e s  th e  co rresp o n d en ces  
b etw een  "medium and M essage: "

P e a r l
P h y s ic a l

A p e r f e c t  p e a r l  ( in a n im a te )
The b e a u t i f u l  g i r l  (an im ate)

S p ir i t u a l
Symbol o f  p u r ity  and d e v o t io n
Symbol o f  C h r is t  h im s e lf .

Poem

P h y s ic a l

A p e r f e c t ly  formed c i r c l e
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A b e a u t i f u l  poem, group o f  words 

S p ir i t u a l

E x p re ss io n  o f  pure e c s t a t i c  
m y stic ism

P r e s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  Word o f  God, 
th e  L ogos, or C h r is t

The f i r s t  c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  b oth  p e a r l  and poem 
i s  th e  p h y s ic a l .  The p e a r l  i s  a p e r fe c t ly -fo r m e d  
sp h e re , c r e a te d  by th e  o rg a n ic  p r o c e s s e s  o f  th e  
o y s te r  around a p a in fu l  sand g r a in  which has embedd­
ed i t s e l f  in s id e  h i s  s h e l l .  The poem i s  a c i r c l e ,  
b eg in n in g  and en d in g  w ith  a lm o st th e  same se n te n c e ;  
p r e f e c t ly  formed o f  sym m etrica l p a r ts  k n it  to g e th e r  
by th e  word and phrase p a tte r n s  in  each s ta n z a  and 
s e c t io n .  I t  was formed by th e  org a n ic  m en ta l 
p r o c e s s e s  o f  th e  man, around th e  tra g ed y  o f  h is  
d a u g h te r 's  d ea th . The p e a r l  i s  th e  gem o f  th e  
K ing, and so  t h i s  poem i s  a hymn to  God, an a c t  o f  
d e v o tio n  rend ered  to  th e  Lord.

The secon d  r e f e r e n t  o f  th e  p e a r l  in  p h y s ic a l  
term s i s  th e  m aiden h e r s e lf ," M a r jo r ie "  which means 
" p e a r l. "The name o f  th e  poem too  i s  P e a r l .  Both 
th e  poem and th e  g i r l  are i n  some se n se  l i v i n g  
organ ism s, f i n e l y  formed and b e a u t i f u l i  sh e made 
o f  f l e s h  and b lo o d , th e  poem made o f  words and 
la n g u a g e .

The th e  s p i r i t u a l  c a te g o r y , th e  p e a r l  i s  
sym bolic  o f  p u r ity  and d e v o t io n  to  C h r is t .  So a ls o  
th e  poem i s  p u re, w ith o u t p o r tr a y in g  l u s t ,  but 
r a th e r  show ing th e  m y stic  p a s s io n  and d e v o t io n  on 
th e  n a r r a to r  in  b e a u t i f u l ,  h ig h ly  em o tio n a l w ords. 
Here perhaps th e  an a lo g y  break s down somewhat,

s in c e  th e  d e v o t io n  o f  th e  man i s  n ot p e r f e c t  a t  a l l  
t im e s . U n t i l  he i s  ta u g h t b e t t e r  by th e  m aiden, he 
r e s e n t s  h er  b e in g  s t o l e n  from him; but th e  poem a t  
l e a s t  shows more p e r f e c t  d e v o t io n  toward th e  end, 
w h ile  th e  unworthy em otion s o f  th e  man are  th e  
m o tiv a t io n  f o r  h i s  dream -search  w hich le a d s  him 
f i n a l l y  to  le a r n  th e  tr u th .

On th e  h ig h e s t  l e v e l ,  th e  P e a r l i s  a sym bol 
f o r  C h r is t  h im s e lf ;  p e r f e c t ,  s p o t l e s s  s a c r i f i c e ,  
th e  o n ly  tr u e  g a te  in t o  th e  Kingdom. The poem i s  
sym b olic  o f  C h r is t  a l s o ,  b ecau se  i t  p r e s e n ts  th e  
tr u e  and p e r f e c t  Word o f  God w ith in  i t ;  th e  L ogos, 
w hich i s  C h r is t  h im s e lf ,  by whom we a re  le d  in t o  
th e  Kingdom; to  whom be a l l  p r a is e  and g lo r y ,
Ande p r e c io u s  p e r le 3  v n to  h i s  p ay.

1Sir Gawa in  an d  th e  G reen K n ig h t,  P e a r l ,  an d  S i r  O r fe o ,  
t r a n s la t e d  by J .R .R . T o lk ie n . B oston ; Houghton 
M if f l in ,  1975 . M iddle E n g lis h  ( o r ig i n a l )  v e r s io n  
i s  quoted  from th e  e d i t io n  o f  S ara  deFord and 
o th e r s  (New York; A p p le to n -C e n tu r y -C r o fts , 1 9 6 7 ) .

2U n iv e r s ity  o f  M ich igan , D epartm ent o f  L in g u is ­
t i c s .  I would l i k e  to  e x p r e s s  my a p p r e c ia t io n  to  
P r o fe s s o r  C. P au l C h r is t ia n s o n  o f  th e  C o lle g e  o f  
W ooster f o r  h i s  in s p i r a t io n ,  encouragem ent, and 
sy m p a th e tic  re a d in g  o f  t h i s  p ap er i n  an e a r l i e r  
v e r s io n .  I m ust, how ever, ta k e  c r e d i t  f o r  any 
m ista k e s  and b u f fo o n e r ie s  t h a t  have s l ip p e d  th rou gh .

3S i s t e r  Mary V in cen t H illm an  p u ts  forw ard t h i s  
c la im  i n  an a r t i c l e  i n  M odem  Language N o te s ,  6 0 , 
p a g es 2 4 1 -2 4 8 , 1945 .
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