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The Complaint Paramount [The Superlative Complaint]  

by Thomas Hoccleve 

(translated by Laura Varnam) 

 

The Virgin Mary speaks from the foot of the cross as she looks up at her Son being crucified. 

 

O father God,1 how fierce and how cruel you are; 

Whom will you spare, I do not know at all, 

Since you have committed your Son to death, 

That never offended or harmed thee, 

Or acted wrongly to thee, or disobeyed thee, 

Nor did or said any harm to any other. 

 

I had joy entire and also gladness 

When you entrusted him to me, to clothe and wrap 

In man’s flesh. I thought, truthfully, 

To have had joy in my grasp for ever. 

But now sorrow has caught me with his trap. 

My joy has made a permutation 

Into weeping and lamentation. 

 

O Holy Ghost, that art the comforter 

Of woeful hearts that woeful be, 

And are their true help and counsellor, 

That with great power overshadowed2 me 

                                                           

Thomas Hoccleve translates the poem from French into Middle English for Joan Fitzalan, 
countess of Hereford (who died in 1419). The original poem was part of Le Pelerinage de 
l’ame (The Pilgrimage of the Soul, written in the 1350s) by Guillaume de Deguileville (his 
pilgrimage allegories were very popular in medieval England). This translation and notes are 
based on the edition of the poem by Roger Ellis in ‘My Compleinte’ and other poems, ed. 
Roger Ellis (University of Exeter Press, 2001). The translation is dedicated to TM. 
 
1 At the foot of the cross, Mary addresses all of the figures from her story who did not warn 
her about Christ’s death- God, the Holy Ghost, Gabriel, Elizabeth etc. She ‘complains’ in the 
modern sense of the word (she’s angry and frustrated about what is happening to her and 
she’s asking for redress; she can’t believe that they have abandoned her) but the 
‘complaint’ is also a literary genre: voicing grief, pain, and suffering. Here Mary is speaking 
at a specific moment in the Passion story, when she has not fully grasped that Christ will be 
resurrected and that this awful event is all part of the overall plan for mankind’s 
redemption. 
2 ‘overshadow’ used of the Holy Spirit coming upon Mary at the conception of Christ. Luke 
1:35 ‘The Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, and the power of the Highest shall overshadow 
thee.’ 
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When the brightness of your divinity, 

So shining, alighted in my fearful spirit- 

Which sorely affrighted and alarmed me- 

 

Why do you not have me in your remembrance 

Now at this time, just as you had then? 

O, why is it not to your pleasure 

To overshadow3 me now as well, 

When my son’s woe might be hidden from me? 

If I may have no comfort, 

From death’s stroke nothing may save me. 

 

O Gabriel, when you came into the place 

And made unto me a salutation, 

And said, ‘Hail Mary, full of grace’, 

Why did you not give me warning 

That that grace was vain and transitory, 

As you see now, and saw it well before?4 

Since my joy is taken away from me, my grace is lost.5 

 

O thou, Elizabeth, cousin dear, 

The words that you spoke in the mountain 

Are realised in altogether another manner 

Than you had thought. My blessing into pain 

Is turned.6 Of joy, I am barren. 

I sang too soon, for I sang in the dawning,7 

And now in the evening, I weep and make mourning. 

 

O woman that among the people spoke,8 

How that the womb was blessed that bore Christ, 

And the breasts that gave suck  

 

                                                           
3 Now using overshadow in sense of to ‘hide’: if the Holy Spirit overshadowed her, he would 
save her from the terrible sight of her crucified son. 
4 Asking Gabriel why he didn’t warn her at the Annunciation about what was to come. He 
must have known that her grace and joy were transitory, they wouldn’t last, but he didn’t 
tell her that. 
5 Mary feels that she has lost her own grace but of course we have gained our grace from 
the actions of Christ. 
6 At the Visitation Elizabeth said to her ‘Blessed art thou among women and blessed is the 
fruit of thy womb’ (Luke 1:42). 
7 Perhaps referring to the Magnificat (Luke 1:46 ‘My soul doth magnify the Lord’ etc).  
8 Luke 11:27 a woman in the crowd says to Christ, when he casts out a demon, ‘blessed is 
the womb that bare thee.’ 
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To the Son of God- who hangs on high here-9 

What do you say now, why do you not come near? 

Why aren’t you here? O woman, where are you,  

You who do not see my woeful womb now? 

 

O Simeon10, you said to me truly, 

The stroke that shall pierce my son’s heart 

My soul it shall pierce, and so it does. 

The wound of death I may not escape. 

There may be no martyrdom to cause me pain 

So sore as this suffering pains me. 

So should he say, that might see my hurt. 

 

O Joachim, o dear father mine, 

And St Anne, my mother dear, 

To what intent, or to what end or purpose, 

Did you bring me forth, that am so aggrieved? 

Mirth to me has become a true foe. 

Your father David, that was a harper, 

Comforted folk that stood in a heavy plight. 

 

Methinks you- that were his successors-11  

Do not do me right, since instrument 

Have you none to make me cheerful 

And comfort me in my woeful torment. 

You have no talent to do me ease, 

Though you know my comfortless distress. 

You ought to weep for my heaviness. 

 

O blessed Son, on thee will I pour out 

My salt tears, for only on thee 

My look is set. O think, how many a time 

You lay in my arms and on my knee 

You sat and had many a kiss from me.12 

I permitted you to suck upon my breasts, 

                                                           
9 She is looking up at the cross with Christ hanging upon it. 
10 Simeon is the only one who spoke truly to her. Simeon says to her in the temple, ‘Behold, 
this child is set for the fall and rising again of the many in Israel… a sword shall pierce 
through thy own soul also’ (Luke 2:34-35) 
11 Tradition that Christ (and therefore Mary and her parents) are descendants of King David 
(who is represented playing the harp because he composed the Psalms). 
12 We will soon see the mirror image of the Madonna and child: the pietà where Mary holds 
the dead body of Christ on her lap. 
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Nourishing you fairly and tenderly. 

 

Now bitter death withdraws you from me 

And makes a wrongful separation. 

Think not, Son, that any breath in me 

Might endure, that feel all this grievance. 

My martyrdom has me in dire straits. 

I must die since I must see thee 

Shamefully naked, stretched on a tree. 

 

And this kills me, that in the open day 

Your heart’s wound shows itself so wide 

That all folk see and may behold it,13 

So largely opened is thy side.14 

O woe is me, since I may not hide it. 

And among other of my sharp griefs, 

You are put also, Son, among thieves, 

 

As though you were an evil and wicked person. 

And lest some folk by chance  

Had no knowledge of your person, 

Your name Pilate has written on a notice 

So that it is known to every creature, 

For your penance should not be hidden. 

O woe is me, that all this shall betide. 

 

How may my eyes, that behold all this, 

Restrain themselves from showing, by weeping, 

My heart’s grief? Must I not weep? O yes. 

Son, if you had a father living15 

That would weep and lament 

For that he had a share in your person, 

                                                           
13 The wounded heart of Christ was a very important element in late medieval iconography 
(in Julian of Norwich’s Revelations, she has a vision in which Christ leads her into the wound 
in his side and she sees his wounded heart). 
14 Mary feels that it is shameful that everyone should look upon her naked and wounded 
Son. (Although at the end of the poem, when she comes closer to understanding Christ’s 
redemptive purpose, she does tell mankind to look upon his wounds and recognise their 
own sins). 
15 Mary argues that Christ is wholly hers, he has no human father, his flesh is entirely made 
from her (in Middle Ages was believed that woman provided the flesh and man provided 
the vital spark of life at conception; so he is entirely made from her flesh and her blood).  
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That would be a great lessening of my complaint.16 

 

But you never had a father in earth. 

No person has such cause to complain for you 

As I have. Shall you be dissevered from me 

That art wholly mine? My sorrows deep 

Have laid to sleep my heart’s joy. 

No person with me in thee, my son, has a part. 

Wholly of my blood, dear child, thou art. 

 

That doubles all my torment and my grief. 

Unto my heart it is confusion 

To see your harm, who is to me so dear. 

Might not, Son, the redemption 

Of man have happened without the pouring out 

Of your blood? Yes, if it had been your pleasure, 

But your will be done, I must suffer. 

 

O Death, so you show your bitterness 

First on my Son and afterwards on me! 

Bitter art thou and full of harshness 

That has slain my Son through your cruelty 

And not slain me. Certainly I will not flee. 

Come along, come along, and slay me here at once. 

I will not depart from him alive. 

 

O moon, o stars, and o sky,17 

How may you restrain yourselves from weeping 

When you see your creator in such torment? 

You ought to be troubled in every vein 

And his dispiteous death with me complain. 

Weep and cry as loud as you may. 

Our creator with wrong is slain this day. 

 

O sun, with thy clear beams bright, 

That sees my child naked in the noontide, 

Why do you suffer him in the open sight 

                                                           
16 If Christ had a living father, he would share her woe and lighten the load. 
17 Mary’s appeal to the earth to weep and quake, and the sun to go in, is in fact fulfilled in 
Matthew 27 (v45 ‘from the sixth hour there was darkness over all the land’, v51-2 after the 
death of Christ, ‘and behold, the veil of the temple was rent in twain from the top to the 
bottom, and the earth did quake, and the rocks rent; and the graves were opened and many 
bodies of the saints which slept arose.’) 
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Of the folk here to remain uncovered? 

You are as much obliged to hide him, or more, 

Than Shem when he covered his father Noah 

When he saw that he was naked.18 

 

If you are his sun19, do similarly. 

Come along, withdraw your beam’s brightness. 

You are to blame unless you do so. 

For shame, hide my son’s nakedness. 

Is there no spark of kindness in you?20 

Remember he is your lord and creator. 

Now cover him for your worship and honour. 

 

O earth, what desire have you to support 

The cross on which he, that made you,  

Is hanged? How have you repaid him, 

Your lord? O do this for him yet. 

Quake for grief21 and cleave in two 

And all that blood restore unto me 

 

That you have drunk. It is mine and not thine.22 

Or else, without tarrying 

Those dead bodies which lie within thee, 

Cast out,23 for they by taste of such moisture 

Ought to clothe themselves again. 

Thou Calvary, thou art especially 

Obliged to do so. To thee I speak. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
18 Genesis 9:23 
19 Pun on sun and son. 
20 ‘kind’ in Middle English also means ‘natural’, so no spark of kindness or naturalness- it is 
unnatural for the sun to behave in this way when its creator is being shamed on the cross. 
21 The earthquake in Matthew 27.  
22 Mary is possessive over the body and blood of Christ, she is struggling in her moment of 
transition from her personal role as Jesus’s mother to her public role as the Mother of God 
and the mediator between sinful humanity and Christ 
23 Matthew 27:51-53 the resurrection of the dead that occurred at the moment of Christ’s 
passing (‘and behold the veil of the temple was rent in two from the top even to the 
bottom, and the earth quaked, and the rocks were rent. And the graves were opened: and 
many bodies of the saints that had slept arose, and coming out of the tombs after his 
resurrection came into the holy city, and appeared to many.’) 
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O dear Son, my death approaches near 

Since you have given me to another24 

Rather than unto you. How may my life last 

When you give me to another? 

Though he to whom you give me is a virgin,25 

And though by just balance you weigh all, 

The weight of him and you is not equal. 

 

He is a disciple and you are a lord. 

You are always greater than he is. 

Between your powers there is great distance. 

My woeful torment is doubled by this. 

I must mourn and suffer misery. 

It seems that you make a separation 

Between thee and me for ever, without ending, 

 

And especially since you call me ‘woman’, 

As if I was a stranger to you and unknown. 

Thereby, my Son, you weaken my joy. 

I feel well that death his vengeful bow 

Has drawn and proposes to cast me down. 

Of sorrow I may not speak enough, 

Since from my name ‘I’ is now taken away. 

 

Men may well call me Mara from henceforth.26 

How should I be called Maria any longer 

Since ‘I’- which stands for Ihesus- is fallen from me. 

This day all my sweetness is turned to bitterness 

Since the ‘I’ that was the beauty  

Of my name, this day is taken from me. 

 

O John my dear friend, you have received 

A woeful mother, and a heavy son 

Have I in you. Death has carried off my other. 

How may we two avoid or shun death? 

We miserable two, where may we dwell? 

                                                           
24 John 19:26-27 when Jesus sees Mary and his beloved disciple John from the cross and 
says ‘woman, behold thy son’ and ‘behold thy mother.’ 
25 Medieval tradition held that John remained a virgin all his life.  
26 Pun on Maria. Remove the ‘I’ and you get ‘mara’, meaning bitterness. [IHS monogram for 
Jesus or Ihesus] So the ‘I’ which is the first letter of Ihesus is removed from Mary’s name 
when he is removed from her, so she loses her identity, she does not know who she is (who 
‘I’ am) any more. 
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You are of comfort destitute, I see, 

And so am I. All full of cares are we. 

 

Unto our hearts, death has sent his wound. 

None of us may lighten the other’s pain. 

So many sorrows abound in us 

We have no power to restrain ourselves from sorrow. 

I see no other way, we two must die. 

Now let us die here, for company’s sake, 

Die you there and here I will die. 

 

O angels, although you mourn and wail and weep, 

You do no wrong. Slain is your creator  

By the folk that you were wont to keep 

And guide and lead.27 They to death’s conflict 

Have put him. Though you have woe and grief, 

It is no wonder. Who may blame you? 

And yet great kindness he had to those that slew him. 

 

O special love, that has joined me 

Unto my Son, strong is your knitting.28 

This day I find a bitter taste in it, 

For now the taste and pressure I feel 

Is of death. By your death, I feel death sting me.29 

O poor mother, what shall you say now? 

Poor Marie, your wit is away.30 

 

Marie? Nay, but ‘marred’ I call you. 

So may I well, for thou art so indeed. 

Vessel of care and woe and sorrows all. 

Now you are frosty cold, now fiery hot,31 

And just as a ship or barge or boat, 

That drives among the waves rudderless, 

                                                           
27 Typical depiction here of angels as guardians and keepers of mankind. 
28 Middle English ‘knitten’ means to join, unite, fasten together. 
29 And yet of course, with Christ’s death, Death is vanquished. Drawing on 1 Corinthians 
15:55-6 ‘O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory? The sting of death is sin, 
and the strength of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, which giveth us the victory through 
our Lord Jesus Christ.’   
30 Her wit or rational mind has left her, she is going ‘out of her mind.’ 
31 Hoccleve draws here on imagery of secular complaint poetry where the lover expresses 
his feelings for his beloved through imagery of hot and cold, and being in a rudderless boat 
(c.f. Troilus in Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, I.414-20). 
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So do you, woeful woman, comfortless. 

 

And of mother you have also lost the title.32 

No more may you be called by that name. 

O sons of Adam,33 all too long 

You tarry hence. Come here for shame.34 

See how my Son for your guilt and blame 

Hangs here all bloody upon the cross. 

Lament him in heart and cheer and voice. 

 

His bloody streams see now and behold. 

If you have any affection for him 

Now for his woe your hearts ought to grow cold.35 

Show your love and your affection. 

For your guilt he makes correction 

And amends it by his own death. 

That you do not have pity on him, my heart it slays.36 

 

A mother that so soon her coat tore37 

Or rent, men saw never before now- 

For the child that she bore from her body, 

To give him her breast- as my child that is here. 

His coat he has torn for your guilt, not for his, 

And has spent his blood in great plenty, 

And all it was for your redemption.38 

                                                           
32 No longer a mother, even, because her son is dead. 
33 Telling us to come and look at Christ and behold his wounds. 
34 Virgin’s attitude starts to change here, rather than wanting Christ’s body to be hidden 
from view, she says that we must look at it and recognise its meaning. 
35 This poem is written at the height of what we call ‘affective piety’- a personal devotion to 
Christ that involves the emotions and the body (empathising with his suffering, feeling the 
sorrow of the Virgin, for example). 
36 Poetry on the pietà deliberately encourages us to learn about and practice pity by looking 
at and imitating the Virgin’s sorrow. (Pity in this context means compassion, empathy, 
tenderness, kindness, sympathy, generosity of spirit, grief for another’s pain; a much wider 
set of meanings in Middle English than in modern English). 
37 Returning to the metaphor of Christ being ‘clothed’ in Mary’s flesh. Christ’s body is 
wounded and so Mary’s ‘coat’ or flesh is torn (she feels it in her own body as Christ is 
formed from her own body). She has been torn away from him too soon.  
38 Last two stanzas of the poem, repeated contrast between ‘his’ sacrifice and death and 
‘our’ sins. We are left in no doubt that we are responsible for Christ’s death and for Mary’s 
current plight and we have a duty (both spiritual and emotional) to respond. 


