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in his escapades. He deceived society for a time in each of his roles,
but his deception always catches up with him. His final flight is,
in its way, an acknowledgment of his failures and thus the natural
outcome of his past history. He plans the flight after admitting his
latest failure in alchemy and with his feather coat seeks to flee
Christendom and return to Turkey, Though the success in the
feather coat is short-lived, the flight itself is not a failure. As in
other matters of Damian’s life, Dunbar changes the circumstances
in order to derive a greater truth than mere worldly “facts” reveal.
He insists less on Damian’s physical failures and emphasizes instead
the mental agony of the man; the fears and frustrations that arise
from the abbot’s sense of being dogged by an impalpable but relent-
less power hostile to any lasting success in his roguery. Repeatedly,
therefore, Damian’s adventures end on such notes as:

And lay forloppin in Lumbardy, (7)
For feir he fled and come in France, (15)
Dreid he had gottin that he desarvit, (23)
And quhen he saw that nocht availyeit. (59)

Thus with the flight, too, failure comes, not because the feather
coat did not lift its human cargo, but because Nature, through her
agents the birds, refuses to support the deception. In each case,
Damian’s continuing acts of arrogance and intellectual pride—as
churchman, doctor, alchemist, and aviator—divorce him from any
spiritual goal or inspiration (he is unbaptized and has never gone to
mass), and result in his being frustrated and unmasked; indeed, in
the flight episode, he is literally bared.

This exposure stresses the dominant feature of the concluding
flight, a retributive justice wholly in the manner of Dante, whose
sinners painfully discover that sin is its own punishment. The bird
attack on the flying abbot mirrors his past with a highly patterned
logic. The Damian who in Lombardy murdered a churchman and
stole his habit so that he might pass for a religious himself without
undergoing baptism finally is stripped of another false cloak and
ironically forced to undergo prolonged baptism “in a myre, up to
the ene, . . . Thre dayis in dub amang the dukis” (107, 119). The
doctor whose price for a night’s medical treatment included ‘“the
hurt manis hyd” (34) now pays with his own hide, not only the
feather coat, but also his hair, ears, and beard. The cruel surgeon
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with the crude instruments of slaughter is himself subjected to the
most painful of aerial surgery as the birds “Beft him with buffettis
quhill he bled” (78), and the butcher who so eagerly carved “vane
organis” in France has his skill matched by a buzzard who

. was so cleverus of hir cluik,
His bawis he micht not langer bruik,
Scho held thame at ane hint. (86-88)

This deceiver who killed so many now finds “His lyfe was in to
dowt” (96), and the false leech whose specialty was his potent
laxatives which would kill a horse or make his patients’ hips go
“hiddy giddy” (44) now samples a similar purgative, fear, in so
massive a dose that he befouls himself and a hundred cattle beneath
him.

At the poem’s conclusion, Nature has purged the deceiver in
every way, stripping away the feather cloak symbolic of his feigning,
leaving him to his baptism in “dub,” a stagnant pool symboelic of
his own pursuits. Above, the harpylike birds darken the sky and
assault the ears with their screeching and howling while awaiting
their victim. Below, the trembling abbot digs himself even deeper
into the mud, mistakenly seeking refuge in the dirt, the quintessen-
tial reward for his alchemical pursuit of riches and his devotion to
things of the world. The shrieking birds awake the dreamer, pre-
sumably to the beautiful morning that awaits him, and leave him
somewhat annoyed at not witnessing the close of the adventure. The
reader, however, should not be puzzled; the thematic pattern is
clear, and order, both natural and divine, is reasserted.

Wichita State University



