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THE NARRATOR OF PEARL, the Middle English alliterative poem whose author is
known to us only as the Gawain-poet, has a dream which leaves him
transformed. During the course of his vision the dreamer learns that true value
cannot be ascertained by the study of external features. It becomes clear that
the pearl in question, his daughter, is valuable to hid efk Xj Xe fYa\Zk# Êjf
ifle[\#jfi\b\e`elZ_\XiXp\ËRÊjfY\Xlk`]lc`e\m\ipj\kk`e^ËT#n_fj\\ok\ieXc
features are to be judged, but rather, as a way for him to know his maker.2 On
waking in the temporal world, he laments his previously wavering faith and
wishes he had listened to his daughter, rather than self-indulgently mourning:
Êkf k_Xk gipeZ\j gXp\ _X[\ @ Xp Y\ek\ R%%%T Xj k_\ g\ic\ d\ giXp\[Ë RÊ_X[ @ Ylk
c`jk\e\[kf>f[R%%%TXjdpg\Xickfc[d\kfËT%3 Pearl values subjectivity: the pearl
dX`[\eËs function, or rather, value, is ontological rather than aesthetic.
@ife`ZXccp#k_\Zfe]\i\eZ\Ëjgi`dXipX`dnXjkf\mXclXk\k_\X\jk_\k`ZmXcl\Xe[
interpret the external feature of the text, that is, the manuscript. However, this
did not mar the proceedings, which were both scintillating and heated.
Moreover, after being enlightened as to the sheer amount of effort that goes
into editing these poems and how this can shape meaning, external valuation
and interpretation must be a precursor to any study. I was convinced by the
m`ikl\jf]Y\`e^XÊdXeljZi`gkdXeË#fi#Xkc\Xjk#Xcdfjk%

Keynote Speech
Using mathematics, Professor Derek Pearsall sought to prove that Sir Gawain,
Patience, and Cleanness were written by the same person. The method he used
isolated a high degree of similarity between the recurrence of lines
ÊZfdd\eZ`e^ n`k_ `e[`m`[lXc ]leZk`fe nfi[jË% ?`j i\jlckj j_fn\[ k_Xk \XZ_
poem in the Gawain-gf\kËj f\lmi\ _X[ X j`d`cXi eldY\i f] jpclables per line.
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Fed into a computer, these numbers produce a convincing scattergram in which
the three control poems appear in the periphery, while the three poems by the
Gawain-poet are closely grouped. So there we have it: they were all written by
the same person, or at least, by a virtuoso imitator. However, as Professor
Pearsall himself admitted, the omission of Pearl from his study casts doubt upon
all of his information, potentially invalidating his thesis. This study, using the
very latest technology, goes some way towards removing one uncertainty from a
discipline full of uncertainties, and this, by his own admission, was all that
Professor Pearsall aimed to achieve. If nothing else, such groundbreaking work
succeeds in reminding us that the text is never stable. Comparisons between
works in the Gawain-gf\kËj f\lmi\ Zflc[ gfk\ek`Xccp Y\ c\jj k\elflj k_\e n\
had previously thought. Neat identifications may finally prove to be possible, or
at least almost.

Lectures on Palaeography and Textual Fidelity
Accessibility, it seems, is a watchword in the study of the Gawain-poet. The
lectures given by Ad Putter and later by Murray McGillivray and Kenna Olsen
were, in very different ways, concerned with the clarification of a difficult
manuscript. Putter and Myra Stokes have been working on a new edition of
Cleanness using the process of scribal emendation to remove a few more
uncertainties from a text that is quite ambiguous enough. McGillivray and his
colleagues have been developing a fully digitized, searchable, and significantly,
enlargeable copy of the manuscript with parallel texts and an up-to-date
bibliography. While this undertaking may be likened to painting the Forth (or
perhaps Humber) Bridge, its usefulness in resolving textual infidelities or
closely studying the illustrations of the text cannot be overstated. Their aim is
to have a searchable version of MS Cotton Nero A.x. online by next year,
creating the potential for nothing short of a revolution in the study of the
Gawain-poet. Their arduous labour is as democratic in its intentions as it is
commendable. The British Library is assisting in the digitization project by
supplying the photographs of the manuscript. The British Library was
represented by Julian Harrison, who opened the conference with a detailed
lecture on the material history of the text, its numeration, re-discovery and
thoughts on what insights might arise from recent innovations in palaeography.
Tony Davenport provided an illuminating discussion about the illustrations of
the Pearl manuscript, detecting, among other things, a similarity between the
rather crudely executed picture of the dreamer by the river and that of
Narcissus in Roman de la Rose. The forthcoming digitization may shed light on
why the book is illustrated by an artist of, at best, quotidian skill.

Readings of the Text
Nothing, not even the text itself, is as it seems and the greatest strength of the
readings presented at this conference was a recognition of this truth. Alcuin
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Blamires brilliantly argued that shame plays a pivotal role in Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight% Ê:fccXk\iXc j_Xd\Ë# k_Xk `j# k_\ gfk\ek`Xc ]fi k_\ j_Xd`e^ f] _`j
group, is what motivates Gawain to act. It is through the personal shame of
Y\kiXp`e^9\ik`cXbËj_fjg`kXc`kpk_Xk>XnX`ec\Xiej some healthy introspection.
Thus, he returns to the ostentatious displays of conspicuous consumption at
8ik_liËj Zflik Xj X Z_Xe^\[ dXe# `cc Xk \Xj\% IfjXc`e[ =`\c[Ëj gXik`ZlcXicp
interesting paper was concerned with the way that the Gawain-poet rewrote the
revelation of St John. Dr Field also identified a tradition of contemporaneous
commentaries about the seven-horned and seven-eyed lamb of the apocalypse.
Moreover, little research has been undertaken concerning analogues between
the motherly Pearl maiden and the cult of the Virgin. This area would certainly
warrant further exploration.
According to Susanna Fein, the numerous legends which link John the
Evangelist with precious stones make him an obvious choice for a poem about
the loss of a pearl. She examined the extensive visual and textual analogues
Y\kn\\e Af_eËj al[^`e^# ^`m`e^# Xe[ i\Z\`m`e^ f] <[nXi[ k_\ :fe]\jjfiËj i`e^#
and the Pearl eXiiXkfiËj fne gi\fZZlgXk`fe n`k_ \ok\ieXc Xgg\XiXeZ\% K_`j
paper promised as much as it delivered. The same may be said in a more
g\afiXk`m\j\ej\XYflk@XeB`iYpËjgXg\iÊ?Xlk[\j\ik@[\ek`]`\[Ë%@kZ\ikX`ecp[`[
what it said on the tin. However, one is forced to question the validity of
attempting to find locations from poetry. What aid is it, to that most
overreaching of aspirations: the complete understanding of a poem? Why claw
after the empirical data? Such epistimania provides neither entertainment nor
`ej`^_k% ?fn\m\i# j`eZ\ k_\ Zfe]\i\eZ\Ëj Z_fj\e ]fZlj nXj k_\ dXeljZi`gk# `k
can be admitted that the location of a poet/poem has its role to play in
gXcX\f^iXg_p% @e[\\[# Af\c =i\[\ccËj gXg\i gifm\[ X Zfee\Zk`fe Y\kn\\e
palaeography and location by arguing that the Cotton Nero A.x manuscript was
written in York, or rather that the scribe was trained in or near that city.

Atmosphere
In common with all LOMERS events, there was an air of friendliness and
acceptance. It drew together delegates from both sides of the Atlantic, diverse
generations of academics and people who simply shared an interest in the text.
;l\kfDZ>`cc`miXpËjZfdd\ndable digitization project, the study of MS Cotton
Nero A.x. is on the cusp of a revolution, or should I say, those who study it face
a revelation. It is the potential for revelation that motivated the dreamer of
Pearl to face life again. While it remains to be seen what neat identifications
may be elucidated from the text because of this project, they will provide the
fodder for future conferences such as this and perhaps moments of revelation
too.

Royal Holloway, University of London
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More information at <http://ies.sas.ac.uk/events/conferences/2010/Lomers/index.htm>
[accessed 2 January 2011].
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, ed. by J. J. Anderson (London:
Everyman, 1996), p. 5.
Anderson, p. 45.
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