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Written towards the end of the fourteenth century, Piers Plowman is an allegorical poem which uses a series of dream visions and quests to portray the search for a good Christian life in contemporary England. Often alliterative, the poem is in Middle English with occasional Latin verses.  Over 50 manuscript versions are extant, analysis of which has led to three different classified versions of the poem, A, B and C. These have been dated from the 1360s through to the late 1380s. Each differ in length, and in some of their content, with the last and longest version, C, of over 7000 lines, containing the most alterations, many of which are thought to reflect not only an evolution of the author’s style but significant events and societal changes, such as the Peasants’ Revolt and Lollardy. A further version, now termed the Z Text, was discovered in the 1980s. Authorship of the poem is attributed to William Langland, mostly due to the narrator in the poem describing himself as Long Wille.

The poem was first printed in 1550, and remains the subject of new editions to this day.

To complete this assignment, online searches were undertaken of the Jisc Library Hub, The British Library, The HPB Database, The CERL Portal, JSTOR and the UWTSD Library. 


Printed Versions

1. The vision of Pierce Plowman now fyrste imprynted by Roberte Crowley, dwellyng in Ely rentes in Holburne. Anno Domini. 1550. Cum priuilegio ad imprimendu(m) solum. 
Roberte Crowley, ed. (London: Richard Grafton, 1550).

This is the first known printed version. It is of the B text, copied from a now lost manuscript. Roberte Crowley was a Protestant reform campaigner and his marginal notes and introductory text position the poem as a forerunner of the English Reformation. This first edition has a printed date of 1505 which is seen as a mistake. Crowley attributed the work to William Langland.


2. The vision of Pierce Plowman: now the second tyme imprinted by Roberte Crowlye whereunto are added certayne notes and cotations in the mergyne, geuyng light to the reader.
Roberte Crowley, ed. (London: Richard Grafton, 1550).

Crowley produced three editions of the poem during 1550, this being the second, with the third having the same title other than the word “tyme” changing to “time.” These second and third editions had more margin notes and a more fervent Protestant introduction.

3. The Vision of Pierce Plowman newlye imprynted after the authours olde copy, with a brefe summary of the principall matters set before every part called Passus. Whereunto is also annexed the Crede of Pierce Plowman, never imprynted with the booke before. Imprynted at London, by Owen Rogers, dwellyng neare unto great Saint Bartelmewes gate, at the synge of the spred Egle.
Owen Rogers, ed. (London: Owen Rogers, 1561).

This was the only other printed version of the poem until the nineteenth century. Owen Rogers copied Roberte Crowley’s third printed edition and added to it an eight hundred verse version of the Creed, which had previously been viewed as having an anonymous author. This addition sought to show the Creed as being cited by a simple ploughman rather than by any members of discredited monastic orders.

4. Visio Willi de Petro Plouhman, item visiones ejum de Dowel, Dobet, et Dobest.
Thomas Whitaker, ed. (London: John Murray, 1813).

This was the first printed version of the text for over two centuries, and the first ever printed edition of the fuller C text version. Whitaker was a Lancastrian poet and this was his only edited work of literature. Dowel, Dobet and Dobest refer to three types of behaviour often differentiated in the poem, which are to: Do Well, Do Better and Do Best. 

5. The vision and the creed of Piers Ploughman: (with notes and a glossary by Thomas Wright).
Thomas Wright, ed. (London: W Pickering, 1842).

This version, and a second edition of the same in 1856, is the last printed edition before Walter Skeat’s classifications below.

6. Parallel extracts from 45 manuscripts of Piers Plowman / with notes upon their relation to the Society's three-text edition of this poem.
Walter Skeat, ed. (London: Published for the Early English Text Society, by N. Trübner & Co., 1866).

During 1866, Walter Skeat, the pre-eminent philologist of his time, published a series of booklets, with analysis of parallel texts from first twelve, then twenty-nine and finally forty-five manuscript versions of Piers Plowman. He identified differences and similarities in style, words and length of different texts. This led to his development of the classification of the A, B and C texts.

7. The vision of William concerning Piers Plowman: together with Vita de Dowel, Dobet, et Dobest, secundum Wit et Resoun.
Walter Skeat, ed. (London: Early English Text Society, 1867-77).

Each different length version of the poem, in a single publication of four sections: The Vernon - Text A (named after one of the earliest manuscript versions), Crowley - B, Whitaker - C, Notes and Preface.

7. Piers Plowman:
The A version: Will's visions of Piers Plowman and Do-well.
	George Kane, ed. (London: Athlone Press, 1960).
	The B version: Will's visions of Piers Plowman, Do-well, Do-better and Do-best.
	George Kane & E. Talbot Donaldson, eds. (London: Athlone Press, 1975).
	The C version : Will's visions of Piers Plowman, Do-Well, Do-Better and Do-Best.
	George Russell & George Kane, eds. (London: Athlone Press, 1997).

Main academic editions currently in print.

8. William Langland: Piers Plowman: the Z Version.
A.G. Rigg & Charlotte Brewer, eds. (Toronto: The Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1983).

Z text of the poem is taken from a shorter manuscript version discovered in the 1980s.

9. Piers Plowman: a parallel-text edition of the A, B, C and Z versions.
A.V.C. Schmidt, ed. (London: Longman, 1995).

Parallel text edition, in a single volume, of all main versions of the poem.

10. Piers Plowman: the Donaldson translation, select authoritative Middle English text, sources and backgrounds, criticism.
Elizabeth Robertson & Stephen Shepherd, eds. (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2006).

Modernised translation of Text B of the poem, with parallel Middle English text and sections on background, sources and historical/contemporary criticism.

11. Piers Plowman: a new annotated edition of the C-text.
Derek Pearsall, ed. (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2008).

Most recent modernised and annotated version of the full C Text.
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