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At the present time, there are five languages in Britain, just as the
divine law is written in five books, all devoted to seeking out and
setting forth one and the same kind of wisdom, namely the knowl-
edge of sublime truth and of true sublimity. These are the English,
British, Irish, Pictish, as well as the Latin languages; through the
study of the scriptures, Latin is in general use among them all.

—Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People

The Venerable Bede’s famous and enormously influential Ecclesiastical History of the
English People, written in the early 700s, reflects a double triumph. First, its very title
acknowledges the dominance by Bede’s day of the Anglo-Saxons, who, centuries ear-
lier, had established themselves on an island already inhabited by Celtic Britons and
by Picts. Second, the Latin of Bede’s text and his own life as a monk point to the
presence of ancient Mediterranean influences in the British Isles, earlier through
Rome’s military colonization of ancient Britain and later through the conversion of
Bede’s people to Roman Christianity.

In this first chapter of his first book, Bede shows a complex awareness of the sev-
eral populations still active in Britain and often resisting or encroaching on Anglo-
Saxon rule, and much of his History narrates the successive waves of invaders and
missionaries who had brought their languages, governments, cultures, and beliefs to
his island. This initial emphasis on peoples and languages should not be taken as
early medieval multiculturalism, however: Bede's brief comparison to the single truth
embodied in the five books of divine law also shows us his eagerness to draw his frag-
mented world into a coherent and transcendent system of Latin-based Christianity.

It is useful today, however, to think about medieval Britain, before and long af-
ter Bede, as a multilingual and multicultural setting, densely layered with influences
and communities that divide, in quite different ways, along lines of geography, lan-
guage, and ethnicity, as well as religion, gender, and class. These elements produced
extraordinary cultures and artistic works, whose richness and diversity challenge the
modern imagination. The medieval British Isles were a meeting place, but also a
point of resistance, for wave after wave of cultural and political influences. Aware-
ness of these multiple origins, moreover, persisted. In the mid-thirteenth century,
Matthew Paris’s map of England (Color Plate 4) reflects an alertness to the complex
geography of history and settlement on his island. Six hundred years after Bede we
encounter a historian like Sir Thomas Gray complaining that recent disorders were
“characteristic of a medley of different races. Wherefore some people are of the
opinion that the diversity of spirit among the English is the cause of their revolu-
tions” (Scalacronica, c. 1363).

This complex mixture sometimes resulted from systematic conquest, as with the
Romans and, three centuries after Bede, the famous Norman Conquest of 1066;
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sometimes it was from slower, lﬂess unified movements of ethnic groups, such as the
Celts, Anglo-Saxons, the Irish in Scotland, and the Vikings. Other important influ-
ences arrived more subtly: various forms of Christianity, classical Latin literature and
learning, continental French culture in the thirteenth century, and an imported Ital-
ian humanism toward the close of the British Middle Ages.

Our understanding of this lpng period and our very name for it also reflect a long
history of multiple influences and cultural and political orders. The term “medieval”
began as a condescending and monolithic label, first applied by Renaissance human-
ists who were eager to distinguish their revived classical scholarship from what they
interpreted as a “barbarous” past. They and later readers often dismissed the Middle
Ages as rigidly hierarchical, feudgal, and Church-dominated. Others embraced the pe-
riod for equally tendentious reasdns, rosily picturing “feudal” England and Europe as a
harmonious society of contented peasants, chivalrous nobles, and holy clerics. It is
true that those who exercised jpolitical and religious control during the Middle
Ages—the Roman church and the Anglo-Norman and then the English monarchy—
sought to impose hierarchy on their world and created explicit ideologies to justify
doing so. They were not unopposed, however; those who had been pushed aside con-
tinued to resist—and to contribute to Britain’s multiple and dynamic literatures.

The period that we call “the Middle Ages” is vast and ungainly, spanning eight
hundred years by some accounts. Scholars traditionally divide medieval English liter-
ature into the Old English period, from about 700 to 1066 (the date of the Norman
Conquest), and the Middle English period, from 1066 to about 1500. Given the very
different state of the English langhiage during the two periods and given the huge im-
pact of the Norman Conquest, this division is reasonable and is reflected in this col-
lection under the headings “Before the Norman Conquest” and “After the Norman
Conquest.” There were substantial continuities, nevertheless, before and after the
Conquest, especially in the Celtic areas beyond the Normans’ immediate control.

THE CELTS

It is with the Celts, in fact, that the recorded history of Britain begins, and their liter-
atures continue to the present day in Ireland and Wales. The Celts first migrated to
Brirain about 400 B.C., after spreading over most of Europe in the two preceding cen-
turies. In England these “Brittoniq” Celts absorbed some elements of Roman culture
and social order during Rome’s partial occupation of the island from the first to the
fifth centuries A.D. After the conversion of the Roman emperor Constantine in the
fourth century and the establishment of Christianity as the official imperial religion,
many British Celts adopted Christianity. The language of these “British” to whom
Bede refers gave rise to Welsh. The Celts maintained contact with their people on
the Continent, who were already being squeezed toward what is now Brittany, in the
west of France. The culture of the) Brittonic Celts was thus not exclusively insular,
and their myths and legends came o incorporate these cross-Channel memories, es-
pecially in the stories of King Arth
Celts also arrived in Ireland; nd as one group, the “Goidelic” Celts, achieved
linguistic and social dominance there, their language split off from that of the
Britons. Some of these Irish Celts later established themselves in Argyll and the
western isles of Scotland, “either b? friendly treaty or by the sword,” says Bede, and
|
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from them the Scottish branch of the Celtic languages developed. Bede mentions
this language as the “Irish” that is spoken in Britain. The Irish converted to Chris-
tianity early but slowly, without the pressure of a Christianized colonizer. When the
great Irish monasteries flourished in the sixth century, their extraordinary Latin
scholarship seems to have developed alongside the traditional learning preserved by
the rigorous schools of vetnacular poetry, as we see in the section “Early Irish Verse”
(pages 100-09). If anything, Irish monastic study was stimulated by these surviving
institutions of a more poetic and priestly class. The Irish monasteries in turn became
the impetus behind Irish and Anglo-Saxon missionaries who carried Christianity to
the northern and eastern reaches of Europe. Both as missionaries and as scholars, in-
sular Christians had great impact on continental Europe, especially in the eighth and
ninth centuries.

By 597 when Pope Grigory the Great sent Augustine (later “of Canterbury”) to ex-
pand the Christian presence in England, there was already a flourishing Christian Celtic
society, especially in [reland. Ensuing disagreements over Celtic versus Roman ways of
worship were ultimately resolved in favor of the Roman liturgy and calendar, but the
cultural impact of Celts or} British Christianity remained enormous. The Irish Book of
Kells (page 10), and the Lindisfarne Gospels (Color Plate 1), produced in England, are
enlivened by the swirls, interlace, and stylized animals long evident in the work of pagan
Celtic craftsmen on the continent. The monks who illuminated such magnificent gospel
books also copied classical Latin texts, notably Virgil’s Aeneid and works by Cicero and
Seneca, thereby helping keep ancient Roman literature alive when much of continental
Europe fell into near chaos|during the Germanic invasions that led to the fall of Rome.

Included in this anth¢logy are examples from the two great literatures written in
Celtic languages, Irish and Welsh. Episodes included in “Early Irish Narrative” reveal
a heroic spirit and an acceptance of the magical which can be compared with aspects
of Beowulf. Like much Irish heroic narrative, though, these episodes also reveal a far
more prominent and assertive role for women, some of whom retain resemblances to
the goddess figures of Ireland’s pagan era. Welsh literature is represented first by
lyrics attributed to the early, shadowy poet Taliesin and second by a much later story
about his accomplishments which serves to show some of the continuities of Welsh
literary culture. Wales alsp absorbed Latin and later European influences, as repre-
sented by fourteenth-century lyrics from the marvelously sophisticated Dafydd ap
Gwilym, who resembles Chaucer in his use of continental poetry.

THI# GERMANIC MIGRATIONS
While Celtic culture ﬂourished in Ireland, the British Celts and their faith suffered a

series of disastrous reversals after the withdrawal of the Romans and the aggressive in-
cursions of the pagan Angles, Saxons, and Jutes from the continent. The Picts and
Scots in the north, never Romanized, had begun to harass the Britons, who responded

by inviting allies from am
century. These protectors

ng the Germanic tribes on the continent in the mid-fifth
soon became predators, demanding land and establishing

small kingdoms of their gwn in roughly the eastern half of modern-day England.

Uneasy and temporary tn

eaties followed. The Britons retained a presence in the

northwest, in the kingdoths of Rheged and of the Strathclyde Welsh; others were
slowly pressed toward present-day Wales in the southwest.
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The Angles, Saxons, and Jutes were not themselves a monolithic force, though.
Divided into often warring states, they faced resistance, however diminishing, from
the Britons and still had to battle the aggressive Picts and Scots, who were the origi-
nal reason for their arrival. Their own culture was further changed as they converted
to Christianity. The piecemeal Anglo-Saxon colonization of England in the sixth
and seventh centuries and the island’s conversion and later reconversion to Chris-
tianity present a complex pi¢ture, then—one that could be retold very differently de-
pending on the perspectives|of later historians. As the Angles and Saxons settled in
and extended their control, the emerging “English” culture drew on new interpreta-
tions of the region’s history. The most influential account of all was Bede’s Ecclesiasti-
cal History, completed in 73]. Our most reliable and eloquent source for early British
history, Bede nonetheless wrote as an Anglo-Saxon. He presented his people’s his-
tory from a providential perspective, seeing their role in Britain and their conversion
to Christianity as a crucial part of a divine plan. King Alfred extended this world
view when, in the late ninth century, he wrote of his people’s struggle against the in-
vading pagan Vikings. :

Bede thus adopts an approach to history that reflects his own devout Christ-
ian faith and -the disciplined religious practices of his monastic brethren in
Northumberland. Nevertheless, Bede lived in a wider culture still deeply imbued
with the tribal values of its (Germanic and pagan past, a culture that maintained at
least a nostalgic regard for the kind of individual heroic glory that rarely locks be-
yond this world. Even in Bede’s day, most kings died young and on the battlefield.
And natural disasters such as those in 664 (a plague, and the deaths of a king and
an archbishop occurring on |the day of an eclipse) could send the Anglo-Saxons
back to pagan worship. The two worlds, one with its roots in Mediterranean Chris-
tianity and the other in Germanic paganism, overlapped and interpenetrated for
generations. \‘

The pagan culture that is|the setting for the epic Beowulf still strongly resembled
that of the Germanic “barbarjans” described by the Roman historian Tacitus in the
first century. The heroic codd of the Germanic warrior bands—what Tacitus called
the “comitatus”—valued courage in battle above all, followed by loyalty to the tribal
leader and the warband. These formed the core of heroic identity. A warrior whosé
leader fell in battle was obliged to seek vengeance at any cost; it was an indelible
shame to survive an unavenged leader. Family links were also profound, however,
and a persistent tragic theme in Germanic and Anglo-Saxon heroic narrative pits the
claims of vengeance against thibse of family loyalty.

Early warrior culture in the British Isles, as elsewhere, was fraught with violence,
as fragile truces between warring tribes and clans were continually broken. The tone
of Old English poetry (as of much of Old Irish heroic narrative) is conséquently
somber, often suffused with a sdnse of doom. Even moments of high festivity are dark-
ened by allusions to later disas#ers. Humor often occurs through a kind of ironic un-
derstatement: a poet may state that a warrior strode less swiftly into battle, for exam-
ple, when the warrior in fact is Llead. Similarly Cet, an Irish warrior, claims that if his
brother were in the house, he v\Yould overcome his opponent, Conall. Conall replies,
“But he is in the house,” and almost casually flings the brother’s head at Cet. A
lighter tone is found mostly in shorter forms, such as the playful Anglo-Saxon riddles
and in some Old Irish poetry. |
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The Angles and ‘ﬁxons had come to England as military opportunists, and they
in turn faced attacks and settlement from across the Channel. Their increasingly or-
dered political world Fmd their thriving monastic establishments, such as Bede’s
monastery of Jarrow, were plundered by Vikings in swift attacks by boat as early as
the end of the eighth century. Irish monastic culture faced similar depradations. This
continued for a hundred years, and eventually resulted in widespread Scandinavian
settlements north of the Thames, in areas called the Danelaw, and around modern-
day Dublin. By the 890s Christian Viking kings reigned at York and in East Anglia,
extending a history of \independence from the southern kingdoms. The period of
raids and looting was largely over by 900, but even King Alfred (d. 899) faced Viking
incursions in Wessex and consciously depicted himself as a Christian hero holding
the line against pagan invaders. Only his kingdom, in fact, resisted their attacks with
complete success. Vikings also intermarried with Anglo-Saxons and expanded their
influence by political means. Profiting from English dynastic disorder around the
turn of the eleventh céntury, aristocrats in the Danelaw became brokers of royal
power. From 1016 to 1035 the Danish Cnut (Canute) was king of both England and
Denmark, briefly uniting the two in a maritime empire. The Scandinavian presence
was not exclusively combative, however. They sent peaceful traders to the British
Isles—among them Ohthere, whose tale of his voyages is included here. They also
left their mark on literature and language, as in the early Middle English romance
Hawvelock the Dane, which contains many words borrowed from Old Norse.

l
PAGAN AND CH‘RISTIAN: TENSION AND CONVERGENCE

Given that writing in the Roman alphabet was introduced to pre-Conquest England by
churchmen, it is not surprising that most texts from the period are written in Latin on
Christian subjects. Most writing even in the Old English language was also religious. In
Anglo-Saxon England and in the Celtic cultures, vernacular literature tended at first
to be orally composed and performed. The body of written vernacular Anglo-Saxon
poetry that survives is thas very small indeed, although there are plenty of prose reli-
gious works. It is something of a miracle that Beowulf, which celebrates the exploits of
a pagan hero, was deemed|worthy of being copied by scribes who were almost certainly
clerics. (In fact, almost al{l the greatest Anglo-Saxon poetry survives in only a single
copy—so tenuous is our link to that past.) Yet the copying of Beowulf also hints at the

_complex interaction of thé pagan and Christian traditions in Anglo-Saxon culture.

The conflict between|the two traditions was characterized (and perhaps exagger-
ated) by Christian writef}s and readers as a struggle between pagan violence and
Christian values of forgiveness. The old, deep-seated respect for treasure as a sign of
power and achievement seemed to conflict with Christian contempt for worldly
goods. In fact, however, pdgan Germanic and Christian values were alike in many re-
spects and coexisted with various degrees of mutual influence.

Old English poets eleored the tensions as well as the overlap between the two

- sets of values in two primary poetic modes—the heroic and the elegiac. The heroic

mode, of which Beowulf is the supreme example, celebrates the values of bravery, loy-
alty, vengeance, and desiv%; for treasure. The great buckle from Sutton Hoo burial
(Color Plate 2) is a surviving artifact of such treasure. The elegiac mode, by contrast,
calls the value of these things into question, as at best transient and at worst a

i
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worldly distraction from spiritual life. The elegiac speaker, usually an exile, laments
the loss of earthly goods—his lord, his comrades, the joys of the mead hall—and, in
the case of the short poem known as The Wanderer, turns his thoughts to heaven.
Beowulf, composed most likely by|a Christian poet looking back at the deeds of his
pagan Scandinavian ancestors, uses elements of both the heroic and the elegiac to fo-
cus on the overlap of pagan and Christian virtues. A similar, though less adversarial,
interaction of a heroic code and the new religion is also encountered in medieval
Irish literature, such as the examples of early Irish verse offered here.

The goals of earthly glory and heavenly salvation that concern Old English po-
etry are presented primarily as thejy affect men. Recent scholarship, however, reveals
the active roles played in society| by Anglo-Saxon women, particularly aristocratic
ones. One of these is Aethelflaed, daughter of King Alfred, who co-ruled the king-
dom of Mercia with her brother Edward at the turn of the tenth century, taking an
active military role in fighting off the Danes. Better known today is Abbess Hilda,

~who founded and ran the great mgnastery at Whitby from 657 until her death in 680;

five Whitby monks became bishops across England during her rule. Nevertheless,
women generally take a marginal role in Old English poetry. In secular works mar-
riages are portrayed as being arranged to strengthen military alliances, in efforts (of-
ten doomed) to heal bloody rifts between clans. Women thus function primarily as
“peace weavers,” a term referring occasionally to their active diplomacy in settling
disputes but more often to their passive role in marriage exchanges. This latter role
was fraught with danger, for if a truce were broken between the warring groups, the
woman would face tragically conflicting loyalties to husband and male kin.

The effect of the Germanic heroic code on women is explored in two tantaliz-
ingly short poems that invest the elegiac mode with women’s voices: Wulf and
Eadwacer and The Wife’s Lament| In both, a woman speaker laments her separation
from her lord, whether husband[or lover, through some shadowy events of heroic
warfare. More indicative of the actual power of aristocratic and religious women in
Anglo-Saxon society, perhaps, ig the Old English poem Judith, a biblical narrative
which uses heroic diction reminj_slcent of that in Beowulf to celebrate the heroine’s

military triumph over the pagan Holofernes.

{

ORAL POETRY, WRITTEN MANUSCRIPTS

For all their deep linguistic differences and territorial conflicts, the Celts and Anglo-
Saxons had affinities in the heroi{i themes and oral settings of their greatest surviving
narratives and in the echoes of a pre-Christian culture that endure there. Indeed,
these can be compared to conditions of authorship in oral cultures worldwide, from
Homer's Greece to parts of contebporary Africa. In a culture with little or no writing,
the singer of tales has an enormously important role as the conservator of the past. In
Beowulf, for instance, the tradiphonal content and verbal formulas of the poetry of
praise are swiftly reworked to celebrate the hero’s killing of the monster Grendel:

Meanwhile a man
skilled as a singer, versed in old stories,
wove anew lay of truly—ﬂ‘inked words.
So the scop started  his spng of Beowulf’s
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wisdom and strength, setting his spell
with subtle staves.

A poet of this kind (in Anglo-Baxon, a scop or “shaper”) does not just enhance
the great warrior’s prestige by praising his hero’s ancestors and accomplishments. He
also recalls and performs the shared history and beliefs of the entire people, in great
feats of memory that make the poet|virtually the encyclopedia of his culture. A poet
from the oral tradition might also become a singer of the new Christian cosmology,
like the illiterate herdsman Caedmdn, whom Bede describes as having been called to
monastic vows by the Abbess Hilda, in honor of his Christian poems composed in
the vernacular oral mode.

In Celtic areas, oral poets had even greater status. The ancient class of learned
Irish poets were honored servants of noblemen and kings; they remained as a power-
ful if reduced presence after the establishment of Christianity. The legal status of such
a poet (a fili) was similar to that of a bishop, and indeed the fili carried out some func-
tions of spells and divination inherited from the pagan priestly class, the druids. The
ongoing influence of these poets in Irish politics and culture is reflected in the body of
surviving secular literature from medieval Ireland, which is considerably larger than
that from Anglo-Saxon England. A tomparable situation prevailed in Wales. Even in
the quite late Welsh Tale of Taliesin, the poet Taliesin appears as a public performer
before the king as well as a possessor of arcane wisdom, magic, and prophecy.

This attitude of awe toward the|word as used by the oral poet was only enhanced
by the arrival of Christianity, a faith that attributes creation itself to an act of divine
speech. Throughout the Middle Ages and long after orally composed poetry had re-
treated from many centers of high dulture, the power of the word also inhered in its
written form, as encountered in certain prized bocks. Chief among these were the
Bible and other books of religious story, especially by such church fathers as Saints
Augustine and Jerome, and books of the liturgy. Since these texts bore the authority
of divine revelation, the manuscripts that contained them shared in their charisma.

The power of these manuscripts was both reflected and aided by their visual
grandeur. Among the highest expressions of the fervor and discipline of early insular
monasticism is its production of beatitifully copied and exquisitely decorated books of
the Bible. The extreme elaboration of their production and the great labor and expense
lavished on them suggest their almost holy status. Figures depicted holding a book in
the late eighth-century Book of Kells (page 10), or writing in the Lindisfarne Gospels,
indicate this importance; a fascination with the new technology is suggested by Old
English riddles whose answers are “a hand writing,” “a book worm,” or “a bookcase.”

The cost and effort of making manuscript books and their very scarcity con-
tributed to their aura. Parchment was produced from animal skins, stretched and
scraped. The training and discipline involved in copying texts, especially sacred
texts, were great. The decoration of the most ambitious manuscripts involved rare
colors, gold leaf, and often supreme artistry. Thus these magnificent manuscripts
could become almost magical icons: Bede, for example, tells of scrapings from Irish
manuscripts which mixed with water cured the bites of poisonous snakes.

Manuscripts slowly became more widely available. By the twelfth century we hear
more of manuscripts in private hands and the beginning of production outside ecclesi-
astical settings. By the fourteenth century merchants and private scholars were buying
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Saint John, from The Book
of Kells. Late 8th century.

books from shops that resembled ‘modemn booksellers. The glamour and prestige of
beautiful manuscripts remained, th‘pugh even if the sense of their magic faded to a de-
gree. Great families would donate psalters and gospels to religious foundations, with the
donor carefully represented in the decoration presenting the book to the Virgin Mary
or the Christ child. Spectacular bqoks of private devotion were at once a medium for
spiritual meditation and proof of gréat wealth (see Color Plate 10). Stories of epic con-
quest like the Aeneid would sometimes feature their aristocratic owners’ coat of arms.

THE NORMAN CONQUEST

By the time of these developments in book production, though, a gigantic change
had occurred. In a single year, 1066, England witnessed the death of the Anglo-
Saxon King Edward and the coronation of his disputed successor King Harold, the
invasion and triumph of the foreigner William of Normandy, and his own coronation
as King William. These events are recorded, from very different perspectives, in The
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and the Bayeux Tapestry (page 133). The Normans con-
quered, with relative ease, an Anglo-Saxon kingdom disordered by civil strife. The
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monastic movement had lost much of its earlier fervor and discipline, despite reform
in the tenth century. Baronial interests had weakened severely the reign of the late
King Edward “the Confessor.” On an island that already perceived itself as repeatedly
colonized, 1066 nonetheless represented a climactic change, experienced and regis-
tered at virtually all levels of social, religious, and cultural experience.

One sign of how great a breach had been opened in England, paradoxically, is
the multifaceted effort put forth by conquerors and conquered to maintain—or in-
vent—continuity with the pre-Conquest past. In religious institutions, in dynastic
genealogies, in the intersection of history and racial myth, in the forms and records of
social institutions, the generations after 1066 sought to absorb a radically changed
world yet to ground theit world in an increasingly mythicized Anglo-Saxon or Briton
antiquity. The Normans:and their dynastic successors the Angevins eagerly took up
and adapted to their own preoccupations ancient Briton political myths such as that
of King Arthur and his court, and the stories of such saintly Anglo-Saxon kings as
Oswald and Edward the Confessor.

They promoted narratives of their ancestors, like Wace’s Roman de Rou, the story
of the Normans’ founder Rollo, commissioned by Henry II. Geoffrey of Monmouth
dedicated his History of the Kings of England partly to Henry II's uncle, Robert Duke of
Gloucester. In that work Geoffrey links the Celtic myths of King Arthur and his fol-
lowers to an equally ancient myth that England was founded by descendants of the sur-
vivors of Troy; he makes his combined, largely fictive but enormously appealing work
available to a Norman audience by writing it in Latin. Geoffrey’s story was soon retold
in “romance,” the Frenchi from which vernacular texts took their name. The Angevin
court also supported the “romances of antiquity,” poems in French that narrate the
story of Troy (the Roman de Troie), its background (Roman de Thebes), and its after-
math (Roman d’Eneas), thus creating a model in the antique past for the Normans and
their westward conquest of England. And the Song of Roland, the great crusading narra-
tive celebrating the heroit death of Charlemagne’s nephew as he protected Christen-
dom from the Spanish Maslems, was probably written in the milieu of Henry II’s court.

The Normans brought with them a new system of government, a freshly reno-
vated Latin culture, and most important a new language. Anglo-Saxon sank into rel-
ative insignificance at the level of high culture and central government. Norman
French became the language of the courts of law, of literature, and of most of the no-
bility. By the time English rose again to widespread cultural significance, about 250
years later, it was a hybrid that combined Romance and Germanic elements.

Latin offered a lifeline of communication at some social levels of this initially
fractured society. The Eurppean clerics who arrived under the immigrant archbishops
Lanfranc and Anselm brought a new and different learning, and often new and
deeply unwelcome religious practices: a celibate priesthood, skepticism about local
saints, and newly disciplined monasticism. Yet despite these differences and the ten-
sions that accompanied them, clerics of European or British origin were linked by a
common liturgy, a considerable body of shared reading, and most of all a common
learned language. Secular as well as religious society were coming to be based more
and more on the practical use of the written word: the letter, the charter, the docu-
mentary record, and the written book. Whereas Anglo-Saxon England had been gov-
erned by the word enacted and performed—a law of oral witness and a culture of oral
poets—Norman England increasingly became a land of documents and books.
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The Three Living and the Three Dead, frpm The De Lisle Psalter. The transience of life, especially of worldly
glory, was never far from the medieval imagination. In this image from a Psalter made in the early 14th
century for Baron Robert de Lisle, three kings in elegant courtly array face three rotting corpses. While
most of the Psalter is in French and Latin, this scene has a “caption” in thymed Middle English at the top.
The kings say in turn (in modernized form), “I am afeared. Lo, what I see! I think that here are devils
three.” The corpses reply, “I was well fair. Such shall thou be. For God’s love beware by me.”

SociAL AND RELIGIOUS ORDER

The famed Domesday Book is & first instance of many of these developments. The
Domesday survey was a gigantic undertaking, carried out with a speed that still aston-

“ishes between Christmas 1085 and William the Conqueror’s death in September

1087. A county-by-county survey of the lands of King William and those held by his
tenants-in-chief and subtenants; Domesday also records the obligations of landhold-
ers and thus reflects a new feudal system by which, increasingly, land was held in
post-Conguest England.

Under the Normans, a nobleman held land from the king as a fief, in exchange
for which he owed the king certain military and judicial services, including the pro-
vision of armed knights. These knights in turn held land from their lord, to whom
they also owed military service and other duties. Some of this land they might keep
for their own farming and profit, and the rest they divided among serfs {who were
obliged, in theory, to stay on the land to which they were born) and free peasantry.
Both groups owed their knight or lord labor and either a portion of their agricul-
tural produce or rents in cash. This system of land tenure was surely more complex
and irregular in practice than in the theoretical model called feudalism. For in-
stance, services at all levels were sometimes (and increasingly) commuted to cash
payment, and while fiefs were theoretically held only by an individual for a lifetime,
increasingly there were expectations that they would be inherited. Royal power
gradually grew during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, yet the local basis of
landholding and social order always acted as a counterbalance, even a block, to
royal ambition. ‘
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The Domesday Book was only one piece of the multifaceted effort by which the
Norman and later kings sought to extend and centralize royal power in their territo-
ries. William and his successors established a system of royal justices who traveled
throughout the realm and reported ultimately to the king, and an organized royal bu-
reaucracy began to appear. The most powerful and learned of these Anglo-Norman
kings was William the Conqueror’s great-grandson, Henry II, who ruled from 1154 to
1189. Under Henry, royal justice, bureaucracy, and record-keeping made great ad-
vances; the production of ocuments was centralized and took on more standardized
forms, and copies of these documents {called “pipe rolls”) began to be produced for
later reference and proof.

Along with a stronger royal government, the Normans brought a clergy invigo-
rated both by new learning and by the spirituality of recent monastic reforms. Saint
Anselm, the second of the Norman archbishops of Canterbury, was a great prelate and
the writer of beautiful and widely influential texts and prayers of private devotion. The
Victorines and the Cistercians (inspired in part by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux) also
brought a strong mystical streak to English monasticism. All these would bear fruit once
again in the fourteenth century in a group of mystics writing in Latin and in English.

On the other hand, the Norman prelates, like their kings, brought an urge to-
ward centralized order in the church and a belief that the church and its public jus-
tice (the “canon law”) should be independent of secular power. This created frequent
conflict with kings and aristocrats, who wanted to extend their judicial power and
expected to wield considerable influence in the appointment of church officials.

The most explosive moment in this ongoing controversy occurred in the dis-
agreements between Henry Il and Thomas Becket, who was Henry’s Chancellor and
then Archbishop of Canterbury. Becket’s increasingly public refusal to accommodate
the king, either in the judicial sphere or the matter of clerical appointments, finally
led to his murder by Henry’s henchmen in 1170 at the altar of Canterbury Cathedral
and his canonization very soon thereafter. A large body of hagiography (narratives of
his martyrdom and posthumous miracles) swiftly developed, adding to an already rich

. tradition of writing about the lives of English saints. As Saint Thomas, Becket be-

came a powerful focus for ecclesiastical ambition, popular devotion and pilgrimage,
and religious and secular narrative. In fact, the characters of Chaucer’s Canterbury
Tales tell their stories while making a pilgrimage to his shrine.

At least in theory, feudal tenure involved an obligation of personal loyalty be-
tween lord and vassal that was symbolically enacted in the rituals of enfeoffment, in
which the lord would bestow a fief on his vassal. This belief was elaborated in a large
body of secular literature in the twelfth century and after. Yet feudal loyalty was al-
ways fragile and ideologically charged. Vassals regularly resisted the wills of their lord
or king when their interests collided, sometimes to the extent of officially withdraw-
ing from the feudal bond. Cannected to feudal relations was the notion of a chivalric
code among the knightly class (those who fought on horses, chewdliers), which in-
volved not just loyalty to the lord but also honorable behavior within the class, even
among enemies. Chivalric literature is thus full of stories of captured opponents be-
ing treated with the utmost politeness, as indeed happened when Henry II's son
Richard was held hostage for years in Germany, awaiting ransom.

Similarly, although medieval theories of social order had some basis in fact, they
exercised shifting influence within a much more complex social reality. For instance,
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The Murder of Thomas Becket, from Matthew Paris’s Historia Major, mid-13th century.

medieval society was often analyzed by the model of the “three estates”—those who
fought (secular aristocrats), those who prayed (the clergy), and those who worked the
land (the free and servile peasantry). This model appears more or less explicitly in
the poetry of William Langland and Chaucer. Such a system, though, did not allow
for the gradual increase in manufacturing (weaving, pottery, metalwork, even the
copying of books) or for the urban merchants who traded in such products. As society
became more complex, a model of the “mystical social body” gained popularity, espe-
cially in the fourteenth century. Here a wider range of classes and jobs was compared
to limbs and other body parts. Even this more flexible image was strictly hierarchical,
though. Peasants and laborers were the feet, knights (on the right) and merchants
(on the left) were hands, and townspeople were the heart, but the head was made up
of kings, princes, and prelates of the church.

CONTINENTAL AND INSULAR CULTURES

The arrival of the Normans, and especially the learned clerics who came then and af-
ter, opened England to influences from a great intellectual current that was stirring
on the continent, the “renaissance of the twelfth century,” which was to have a sig-
nificant impact in the centuries that followed. A period of comparative political sta-
bility and economic growth made travel easier, and students and teachers were on
the move, seeking new learning in Paris and the Loire valley, in northern Italy, and
in Toledo with its Arab and Jewish cultures. Schools were expanding beyond the
monasteries and into the precincts of urban cathedrals and other religious founda-
tions. Along with offering traditional biblical and theological study, these schools
sparked a revived interest in elegant Latin writing, Neoplatonic philosophy, and sci-
ence deriving from Aristotle.

Because the Normans and Angevins ruled large territories on the Continent,
movement across the Channel was frequent; by the mid-twelfth century learned Eng-
lish culture was urbane and international. English clerics like John of Salisbury studied
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Color Plate 1 Stylized Beasts and Sacred Words. First page of the Gospel of Matthew,
from the Lindisfarne Gospels, c. 698. This illustrated gospel book was made on the “holy is-
land” of Lindisfarne off the coast of Northumberland, partly in honor of St. Cuthbert, who
had died there 11 years earlier and whose cult was fast developing at the time. The manu-
script reflects an extraordinary flowering of artistic production during these years, the meet-
ing of world cultures that occurred in Northumbrian monastic life: Mediterranean Latin lan-
guage and imagery, Celtic interlace, and Germanic animal motifs. In the 10th century an
Anglo-Saxon translation was added in the margins and between the lines.
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at Chartres and Paris, and texts by eminent speculative and scientific writers like
William of Conches and Bernard Silvestris came to England. As these foreign works
entered England, education became more ambitious and widely available, and its prod-
ucts show growing contact with the works of classical Latin writers such as Horace,
Virgil, Terence, Cicero, Seneca, and Ovid in his erotic as much as in his mythological
poetry.

The renewed attention to these works went along with a revival of interest in
the trivium, the traditional division of the arts of eloquence: grammar, rhetoric, and
dialectic. The most aggressive of these was dialectic, a form of logic developed by the
Greeks and then rediscovered by Christian Europe from Arab scholars who had pre-
served and pursued Greek learning. John of Salisbury, who promoted dialectic in his
Metalogicon, described it with metaphors of military prowess, as though it were an
extension of knightly jousting. “Since dialectic is carried on between two persons,”
he writes, Aristotle’s Topics “teaches the matched contestants whom it trains and
provides with reasons and topics, to handle their proper weapons and engage in ver-
bal, rather than physical conflict.” Rhetoric was elaborately codified in technical
manuals of poetry. Though in one sense it was merely ornamental, teaching how to
flesh out a description or incident with figures of speech, rhetoric could be as coer-
cive as dialectic, though, since it specified strategies of persuasion in a tradition de-
riving from ancient oratory. Rhetorical texts also instructed the student in lerter-
writing, increasingly important as an administrative skill and as a form of elevated
composition.

The study of the trivium generated many Latin school texts and helped foster a
high level of Latinity and a self-consciously sophisticated, classicizing literature in the
second half of the twelfth century. Some school texts had great influence on vernac-
ular literature, such as the Poetria Nova by Geoffrey of Vinsauf, a thetorical handbook
filled with vivid poetic examples. More intriguing is Pamphilus, a short Ovidian poem
about a seduction, aided by Venus, which turns into a rape. It is thought to have been
an exercise in disputatio, the oral form thar dialectic assumed in the classroom. The
poem was immensely popular in the next few centuries and was translated into many
vernacular languages. Pamphilus was a conduit at once for Ovidian eroticism and for
the language of debate on love. Chaucer mentions it as a model of passionate love
and seems to have adapted some of its plot devices in his Troilus and Criseyde.

While classical Latin literature was often read with a frank interest in pagan
ideas and practices, commentators also offered allegorical interpretarions that drew
pagan stories into the spiritual and cosmological preoccupations of medieval Chris-
tianity. Ovid's Metamorphoses were thus interpreted in a French poem, the Quide
Mordlisé, that was clearly known to Chaucer, and in Latin commentaries such as the

- Owidius moralizatus of Pierre Bersuire. For instance, Ovid describes Jupiter, in the

form of a bull, carrying the Tyrian princess Europa into the sea to rape her. Bersuire
interprets this as Christ taking on human flesh in order to take up the human soul he
loves. Alternatively, he offers an explicitly misogynist allegory, casting Europa as
young women who like to see handsome young men—bulls: “They are drawn
through the stormy sea of evil temptations and are raped.” Neither text is often very
subtle in the extraction of Christian or moral analogies from QOvid’s stories, yet both
were popular and influential, if only because they also tell Ovid’s tales before allego-
rizing them.
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Allegory became a complex and fruitful area of the medieval imagination, with
profound implications not only for reading, but for artistic production as well. In its
simplest sense, an allegorical text takes a metaphor and extends it into narrative,
often personifying a quality as a character. For instance, the enormously popular
dream vision the Roman de la Rose by Guillaume de Lorris and Jean de Meun
(which Chaucer translated into English) presents a lady’s ambivalence toward
courtship as the conflict between such personifications as “Reserve” and “Fair Wel-
come,” both aspects of her own mind. When Christine de Pizan came to challenge
the misogynist texts of Western tradition—the Roman de la Rose among them—she
too chose the allegorical mode. In the Book of the City of Ladies, it is three virtues
personified as ladies—Reason, Rectitude, and Justice—who refute the slanders of
men and who encourage the poet to build a city celebrating female achievements.
(The continuing influence of this text is reflected by the English transtation printed
in 1521.) The English morality play Mankind uses allegory to portray external
forces, presenting its hero as tempted by the vices of the modern age, “New-Guise”
(trendy behavior), “Nowadays,” and “Nought.” Medieval writers also employed an
allegorical method known as typology, derived from biblical interpretation, in
which Old Testament events are seen as literally true but also symbolically predic-
tive of, and fulfilled by, events in the New Testament. An example of this occurs in

‘Piers Plowman, which, ‘among all its other allegorical devices, presents Abraham
both as an Old Testament Patriarch, and, in his willingness to sacrifice his son, a
type of Faith.

The Continent, particularly France, provided a variety of vernacular influences.
French was the international language of aristocratic culture and an important literary
language in England; continental French literature was crucial in the rise of courtly
literature in Middle English. Many English Arthurian works, including Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight and Sir Thomas Malory’s Morte Darthur, are less indebted to English
sources than to French romances, whether written on the Continent or in England by
authors such as Marie de France and Thomas of Britain. Chaucer borrowed the con-
ventions and imagery of the love poetry of Guillaume de Machaut and Eustache De-
schamps, and even the meter of his earlier poetry derives from their French octosyl-
labic couplets. To a lesser extent, influences from Italy can be seen in Chaucer’s use of
Dante’s Divine Comedy, and his extensive borrowing from Petrarch and Boccaccio.
Such continental vernacular literatures infiltrated even the Celtic cultures, as we see
in the witty mix of Welsh and European traditions in the poems of Dafydd ap Gwilym.

If such writers and records reflect the higher achievements of education in Eng-
land of the twelfth century and later, literacy was also diffusing in wider circles and
new venues. In a society like England’s that continued to produce considerable oral
and public literature, indeed, the divide between literacy and illiteracy was always
unstable and permeable. A secular aristocrar might have a clerk read to him or her;
an urbanite could attend and absorb parts of public rituals that involved poems and
orations; even a peasant would be able to pick up Latin tags from sermons or the
liturgy. Thus a fourteenth-century writer like William Langland could expect his
wide and mixed audience to recognize at least some of the Latin phrases he used
along with English; and Chaucer could imagine a character like the Wife of Bath
who, at best semiliterate, could still quote bits of the Latin liturgy. Access to texts
and the self-awareness fostered by private reading may have helped promote the so-
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cial ambitions and disruptions within the mercantile and even peasant classes during

the later Middle Ages.

WOMEN, COURTLINESS, AND COURTLY LOVE

Access to books also increased the self-awareness of women. Possession of books that
encouraged prayer and private devotion, such as psalters and Books of Hours, ap-
pears to have facilitated early language training in the home. The many images in
manuscripts of women reading—especially the Virgin Mary and her mother, Saint
Anne—have interesting implications for our understanding of women'’s literacy and
cultural roles. (See for instance the illumination from the Bedford Hours, Color
Plate 10.) A number of aristocratic Norman and Angevin women received good ed-
ucations at convents. Women in the holy life possessed at least some literacy,
though this often may have been minimal indeed. Even well-educated women were
more likely to read English or French than Latin, with the exception of liturgical
books.

The roles of women in the society and cultural imagination of post-Conquest Eng-
land are complex and contradictory. No Anglo-Norman woman held ecclesiastical
prestige like the Anglo-Saxon abbess Hilda or other Anglo-Saxon holy women.
Women'’s power seems to have declined in the long term, both in worldly affairs and in
the church, as the Normans consolidated their hold on England and imposed their or-
der on society. Nevertheless, ambitious women could have great influence, especially
when they siezed upon moments of disruption. In civil strife over the succession to
King Henry 1, the Empress Matilda organized an army, issued royal writs, and in the
end guaranteed the accession of her son Henry II. If Henry Il's wife, Eleanor of
Aquitaine, spent the latter decades of her husband’s reign under virtual house arrest, it
was largely because she had conspired with her sons to raise an army against her own
husband.

Despite the limitations of their actual power, women were the focus, often the
worshiped focus, of much of the best imaginative literature of the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries; and women were central to the social rituals we associate with
courtliness and the idea of courtly love. Despite her later imprisonment, Eleanor of
Aquitaine was a crucial influence in the diffusion of courtly ideas from the continent,
especially the south of France; and among the great writers of the century was Marie
de France, who was probably related to Henry Il. Scholars continue to debate
whether the observances of “courtly love” were in fact widely practiced and whether
its worship of women was empowering or restrictive: the image of the distant, adored
lady implies immobility and even silence on her part. Certainly lyrics and narratives
that embody courtly values are widespread, even if they often question what they cel-
ebrate; and the ideals of courtliness may have had as great an impact through these
imaginative channels as through actual enactment.

The ideas and rituals of courtliness reach back to Greek and Roman models of
controlled and stylized behavior in the presence of great power. In the Middle Ages,
values of discretion and modesty also may have filtered into the secular world from
the rigidly disciplined setting of the monasteries. As the society of western Europe
took on a certain degree of order in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, courtly at-
tainments began to converge and even compete with simple martial prowess in the
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Grotesques and a Courtly Scene, from the Ormesby Psalter, c. 1310-1325.

achievement of worldly power. The presence of large numbers of armed and ambi-
tious men at the great courts provided at once an opportunity for courtly behavior
and the threat of its disruption.

Whatever its historical reality, courtly love as a literary concept had an immense
influence. In this it adopted the vocabulary of two distinct traditions: the veneration of
the Virgin Mary and the love poetry of Ovid and his heirs. Mariolatry, which has a par-
ticularly rich tradition in England, celebrates the perfection of Mary as a woman and
mother, who undid the sins of Eve and now intercedes for fallen mankind. Ovid, with
his celebration of sensuality and cynical instructions for achieving the lover’s desire, pro-
vided medieval Europe with a whole catalog of love psychology and erotic persuasion.

The self-conscious command of fine manners, whether the proper way of hunt-
ing, dressing, addressing a superior, or wooing a lady, became a key mark of an aristo-
crat. Great reputations grew around courtly attainment, as in the legends that circu-
lated about Richard 1. Centuries later, the hero of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is
tested as much through his courtly behavior as through his martial bravery. A litera-
ture of etiquette emerged as early as the reign of Henry I in England and continued
through the thirteenth century. In the court of Henry II, Daniel of Beccles wrote
Urbanus Magnus, a verse treatise in Latin on courtesy. In this poem he offers detailed
advice in many arenas of specific behavior at court: avoiding frivolity, giving brief
counsel, and especially comporting oneself among the wealthy:

Eating at the table of the rich, speak little
Lest you be called a chatterbox among the diners.
Be modest, make reverence your companion.

In a mildly misogynist passage, Daniel especially warns against becoming involved
with the lord’s wife, even if she makes an overture, as occurs in Marie de France’s
Lanval. Should this happen, Daniel offers polite evasive strategies, skills we see
demonstrated in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.
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A Knight, early 14th century. This rubbing from a funerary
brass depicts a knight as he presented himself to eternity,

sheathed in chain mail and fully armed but with his hands
joined in prayer. The dog at his feet is a symbol of fidelity.

ROMANCE

Courtliness was expressed both in lyric poetry and in a wide range of vernacular nar-
ratives that we now loosely call “romances”—referring both to their genre and to the
romance language in which they were first written. The Arthurian tradition, featured
in this anthology, is only one of many romance traditions; others include the legends
of Tristan and Isolde, Alexander, and Havelock the Dane. In romances that focus on
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courtly love, the hero’s devotion to an unapproachable lady tends to elevate his char-
acter. Although many courtly romances conclude in a happy and acceptable mat-
riage of hero and heroine, others begin with such a marriage and move to complica-
tions (as does Chaucer’s Franklin’s Tale) or warn of the dangers of transgressive love
(as does Marie’s Lanval). To the extent that they portray women as disruptive agents
of erotic desire, some romances take on elements of the misogynist tradition that per-
sisted in clerical thought alongside the adoration of the Virgin. Near the end of Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight, even the courtly Gawain explodes in a virulent diatribe
against women.

Love was not the only subject of romance, however. Stories of love and war typi-
cally lead the protagonists into encounters with the uncanny, the marvelous, the taboo.
This is not so surprising when we recall the practices of medieval Christianity that
brought the believer into daily contact with such miracles as the Eucharist; even chron-
icles of saints’ lives regularly showed the divine will breaking miraculously into every-
day life. We may say today that romance looses the hero and heroine onto the land-
scape of the private or social subconscious; a medieval writer might have stressed that
nature {tself is imbued with mystery both by God and by other, more shadowy, spiritual
forces.

In romances, the line between the mundane and the extraordinary is often highly
permeable: an episode may move swiftly from a simple ride to a meeting with a magi-
cal lady or malevolent dwarf, as often occurs in Thomas Malory. In The Franklin’s
Tale, Chaucer pokes gentle fun at this tendency by having a magician agree to create
the illusion of rocks disappearing from the sea, and then bargain with his client over
the price of this service. Romance also seems to be a form of imaginative literature in
which medieval society could acknowledge the transgressions of its own ordering
principles: adultety, incest, unmotivated martial violence. And it often revisits areas
of belief and imagination that official culture long had put aside: Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight, for instance, features a magical knight who can survive having his head
cut off and a powerful aged woman who is called a goddess. Both characters reach
back, however indirectly, to pre-Christian figures encountered in early Irish and
Welsh stories.

THE RETURN OF ENGLISH

The romances are another of the dense points of contact among the many languages
and ethnicities of the medieval British Isles. These powerful and evocative narratives
often feature figures of Celtic origin like the British King Archur and his court who
came to French- and English-language culture through the Latin History of Geoffrey
of Monmouth. Such transmission is typical of the linguistic mix in post-Conquest
England. The language of the aristocracy was French, used in government and law as
well as in the nascent vernacular literature. A few conservative monasteries contin-
ued the famed Anglo-Saxon Chronicle in its original language after the Conquest. But
increasingly English or an evolving form of Anglo-Saxon was the working language
of the peasantry. Mixed-language households must have appeared as provincial An-
glo-Saxon gentry began, quite quickly, to intermarry with the Normans and their de-
scendants. The twelfth-century satirist Nigel of Canterbury (or “Wireker”), author of
the Mirror of Fools, came from just such a mixed family.
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Few writings in Middle English survive from the late twelfth century, and very
little of value besides the extraordinary Brut of Layamon, which retranslates much of
Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History from a French version. A manuscript containing the
eatliest English lyric in this collection, the thirteenth-century Cuckoo Song, can sug-
gest the linguistic complexity of the era: it contains lyrics in English and French, and
instructions for performance in Latin.

English began to reenter the world of official discourse in the thirteenth century.
Communications between the church and the laity took place increasingly in Eng-
lish, and by the late 1250s, Archbishop Sewal of York tended to reject papal candi-
dates for bishoprics if they did not have good English. In 1258 King Henry III issued
a proclamation in Latin, French, and English, though the circumstances were un-
usual. Teaching glossaries include a growing number of English words, as well as the
French traditionally used to explain difficult Latin.

The fourteenth century inaugurated a distinct change in the status of English,
however, as it became the language of parliament and a growing number of govern-
mental activities. We hear of Latin being taught in the 1340s through English rather
than French. In 1362 a statute tried (but failed) to switch the language of law courts
from French to English, and in 1363 Parliament was opened in English. The period
also witnesses tremendous activity in translating a wide range of works into English,
including Chaucer’s version of Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy and the Wycliffite
translations of the Bible, completed by 1396. Finally, at the close of the century, the
Rolls of Parliament record in Latin the overthrow of Richard 1I, but they feature
Henry IV (in what was probably a self-consciously symbolic gesture) claiming the
throne in a brief, grave speech in English and promising to uphold “the gude lawes
and custumes of the Rewme.”

The reemergence of English allowed an extraordinary flowering of vernacular
literature, most notably the achievements of Chaucer, Langland, and the anony-
mous genius who wrote Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. It would be more accurate,
nevertheless, to speak of the reemergence of “Englishes” in the second half of the
fourteenth century. The language scholars now call Middle English divides into four
quite distinct major dialects in different regions of the island. These dialects were in
many ways mutually unintelligible, so that Chaucer, who was from London in the
Southeast Midlands, might have been hard-pressed to understand Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight, written in the West Midlands near Lancashire. (Certainly Chaucer
was aware of dialects and mimics some northern vocabulary in his Canterbury
Tales.) London was the center of government and commerce in this era and later
the place of early book printing, which served to stabilize the language. Thus
Chaucer’s dialect ultimately dominated and developed into modern English. There-
fore English-speaking students today can read Chaucer in the original without much

difficulty, whereas Langland’s Piers Plowman is very challenging and Sir Gawain may
seem virtually a foreign tongue. As a result, the latter two works are offered in trans-
lation in this anthology. (For a practical guide to Chaucer’s Middle English, also
helpful in reading some of the lyrics and plays in this section, see pages 296-98.)

Not only are Piers Plowman and Sir Gawain written in dialects different from
that of Chaucer’s London, they also employ a quite distinct poetic style which de-
scends from the alliterative meter of Old English poetry, based on repetitions of key
consonants and on general patterns of stress. By contrast, the rthymed syllabic style
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used by poets like Chaucer developed under the influence of medieval French po-
etry and its many lyric forms. Fourteenth-century alliterative poetry was part of a re-
vival that occurred in the North and West of the country, at a time when the form
would have seemed old fashioned to many readers in the South. In the next two
centuries, in a region even more distant from London, alliterative poetry or its
echoes persisted in the Middle Scots poetry of William Dunbar, Robert Henryson,
and Gavin Douglas.

POLITICS AND SOCIETY IN THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY

The fourteenth-century authors wrote in a time of enormous ferment, culturally and
politically as well as linguistically. During the second half of the fourteenth century,
new social and theological movements shook past certainties about the divine right of
kings, the division of society among three estates, the authority of the church, and the
role of women. An optimistic backward view can see in that time the struggle of the
peasantry for greater freedom, the growing power of the Commons in Parliament, and

" the rise of a mercantile middle class. These changes often appeared far darker at the

time, though, with threatening, even apocalyptic implications, as can be seen in Piers
Plowman. ,

The forces of nature also cast a shadow across the century. In a time that never
produced large agricultural surpluses, poor harvests led to famine in the second and
third decades of the century, and an accompanying deflation drove people off the
land. In 1348 the Black Death arrived in England, killing at least 35 percent of the
population by 1350. Plague struck violently three more times before 1375, emptying
whole villages. Overall, as much as half the population may have died.

The kingship was already in trouble. After the consolidation of royal power un-
der Henry Il and the Angevins in the twelfth century, the regional barons began to
reassert their power. In a climactic confrontation in 1215, they forced King John to
sign the Magna Carta, guaranteeing (in theory at least) their traditional rights and
privileges as well as due process in law and judgment by peers. In the fourteenth cen-
tury the monarchy came under considerable new pressures. Edward II (1307-1327)
was deposed by one of his barons, Roger de Mortimer, and with the connivance of his
own queen, Isabella. His son Edward IIl had a long and initially brilliant reign,
marked by great military triumphs in a war against France, but the conflict dragged
on so long that it became known as the Hundred Years’ War. Edward III's reign was
marked at home by famine, deflation, and then, most horribly, plague. His later years
were marked by premature senility and control by a court circle. These years were
further darkened by the death of that paragon of chivalry, Edward’s son and heir-ap-
parent, Edward “The Black Prince.” Edward’s successor, the Black Prince’s son
Richard II, launched a major peace initiative in the Hundred Years’ War and became
a great patron of the arts, but he was also capable of great tyranny. In 1399 like his
great-grandfather, he was deposed. An ancient and largely creaky royal bureaucracy
had difficulty running a growing mercantile economy, and when royal justice failed
to control crime in the provinces, it was increasingly replaced by local powers.

The aristocracy too experienced pressures from the increased economic power
of the urban merchants and from the peasants’ efforts to exploit labor shortages and
win better control over their land. The aristocrats responded with fierce, though
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only partly successful, efforts to limit wages and with stricter and more articulate

divisions within society, even between the peerage and gentry. It is not clear, how-
ever, that fourteenth-century aristocrats perceived themselves as a threatened or-
der. If anything, events may have pressed them toward a greater class cohesion, a
more self-conscious pursuit of chivalric culture and values. The reign of Edward 111
saw the foundation of the royal Order of the Garter, a select group of nobles hon-
ored for their chivalric accomplishments as much as their power (the order is al-
most certainly evoked at the close of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight). Edward fur-
ther exploited the Arthurian myth in public rituals such as tournaments and
Round Tables. The ancient basis of the feudal tie, land tenure, began to give way to
contract and payment in the growing, hierarchicalized retinues of the period.
These were still lifelong relationships between lord and retainer, nevertheless, and
contemporary historians of aristocratic sympathies like Jean Froissart idealize an
ongoing community of chivalric conduct that could reach even across combating
nations.

The second estate, the church, was also troubled—in part, paradoxically, because
of the growing and active piety of the laity. Encouraged by the annual confession that
had been required since the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, laymen increasingly took
control of their own spiritual lives. But the new emphasis on confession also led to cler-
ical corruption. Mendicant (begging) friars, armed with manuals of penance, spread
across the countryside to confess penitents in their own homes and sometimes accepted
money for absolving them. Whether or not these abuses were truly widespread, they in-
spired much anticlerical satire—-as is reflected in the works of Chaucer and Langland—
and the Church’s authority diminished in the process. The traditional priesthood, if
better educated, was also more worldly than in the past, increasingly pulled from parish
service into governmental bureaucracy; it too faced widespread literary satire. Well
aware of clerical venality, the church nevertheless fearfully resisted the criticisms and
innovations of “reforming clerics” like John Wycliffe and his supporters among the
gentry, the “Lollard knights.” The church’s control over religious experience was fur-
ther complicated and perhaps undermined by the rise of popular mysticism, among
both the clergy and the laity, which was difficult to contain within the traditional ec-
clesiastical hierarchy. Mystical writing by people as varied as Richard Rolle, Julian of
Norwich, the anonymous author of The Cloud of Unknowing, and the emotive Margery
Kempe all promulgate the notion of an individual’s direct experience of the divine.
Many of these developments-—and the efforts to stop them-—appear in the section
“Vernacular Religion” (pages 559-71). Finally, and on a much broader scale, all of
Christian Europe was rocked by the Great Schism of 1378, when believers faced the
disconcerting spectacle of two popes ruling simultaneously.

The third estate, the commoners, was the most problematic and rapidly evolving
of the three in the fourteenth century. The traditional division of medieval society
into three estates had no place for the rising mercantile bourgeoisie and grouped
them with the peasants who worked the land. In fact the new urban wealthy formed
a class quite of their own. Patrons and consumers of culture, they also served in the
royal bureaucracy under Edward III, as is illustrated by the career of Geoffrey
Chaucer who came from just such a background. Yet only the wealthiest married into
the landed gentry, and poor health conditions in the cities made long mercantile dy-
nasties uncommon. Cities in anything like a modern sense were few and retained
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rural features. Houses often had gardens, even orchards, and pigs (and pig dung)
filled the narrow, muddy streets. Only magnates built in stone; only they and ecclesi-
astical institutions had the luxury of space and privacy. Otherwise, cities were
crowded and dirty—the suburbs especially disreputable—and venues for communica-
ble disease.

The peasants too had a new sense of class cohesion. Events had already loosened
the traditional bond of serfs to the land on which they were born, and the plagues
further shifted the relative economic power of landowning and labor. As peasants
found they could demand better pay, fiercely repressive laws were passed to stop
them. These and other discontents, like the arrival of foreign labor and technologies,
led to the Rising of 1381 (also known as the Peasants’ Revolt). Led by literate peas-
ants and renegade priests, the rebels attacked aristocrats, foreigners, and some priests.
They were swiftly and violently put down, but the event was nevertheless a water-
shed and haunted the minds of the English.

When one leader of the revolt, the priest John Ball, cited Langland’s fictional
character Piers Plowman with approval, Langland reacted with dismay and revised
his poem to emphasize the proper place of peasants. Even more conservative,
Chaucer’s friend John Gower wrote a horrified Latin allegory on the revolt, Vox Cla-
mantis (The Voice of One Crying), where he compared the rebels to beasts. By con-
trast, Chaucer virtually ignored the revolt, aside from a brief comic reference in The
Nun’'s Priest’s Tale; it remains unclear, though, whether Chaucer’s silence reflects
comfortable bourgeois indifference or stems from deep anxiety and discomfort. At
the same time, these disruptions introduced a period of cultural ferment, and the
mercantile middle class also provided a creative force, appearing (though not with-
out some nervous condescension} in some of Chaucer’s most enduring characters like
The Canterbury Tales’ Merchant, the Wife of Bath, and the Miller.

It is both from this new middle class and from the established upper class that
wider choices in the lives of women emerged in the later Middle Ages. Their social
and political power had been curtailed both by clerical antifeminism and by the in-
creasingly centralized government during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Start-
ing in the fourteenth century, however, women began to regain an increased voice
and presence. Among the aristocracy, Edward II's wife Isabella was an important
player in events that brought about the king’s deposition. And at the end of the cen-
tury, Edward I1I's mistress Alice Perrers was widely criticized for her avarice and her
influence on the aging king (for instance by William Langland who refers to her in
the allegorical figure Lady Meed).

Women were also important in the spread of lay literacy among the middle
class. In France, Christine de Pizan reexamined whole areas of her culture, espe-
cially ancient and biblical narrative, from a feminist perspective; her work was
known and translated in England. Important autobiographical works were com-
posed in Middle English by Julian of Norwich and Margery Kempe. Julian was an
anchoress, living a cloistered religious life but able to speak to visitors such as
Margery herself; Margery was an illiterate but prosperous townswoman, daughter of
a mayor, who dictated to scribes her experiences of wifehood and rebellion against
it, of travel to holy places, and of spiritual growth. Still, for the representation of
women’s voices in this period we are largely dependent on the fictional creations of
men. Chaucer’s famous Wife of Bath, for instance, strikes many modern readers as
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an articulate voice opposing women’s repression and expressing their ambitions, but
for all her critique of the antifeminist stereotypes of the church, she is in many ways
their supreme embodiment. And in a number of Middle English lyrics, probably by
men, the woman’s voice may evoke scorn rather than pity as she laments her seduc-
tion and abandonment by a smooth-talking man, usually a cleric.

THE SPREAD OF BOOK CULTURE IN THE FIFTEENTH
CENTURY

Geoffrey Chaucer died in 1400, a convenient date for those who like their eras to
end with round numbers. Certainly literary historians have often closed off the
English Middle Ages with Chaucer and left the fifteenth century as a sort of drab
and undefined waiting period before the dawn of the Renaissance. Yet parts of fif-
teenth-century England are sites of vital and burgeoning literary culture. Book own-
ership spread more and more widely. Already in the late fourteenth century,
Chaucer had imagined a fictional Clerk of Oxford with a solid collection of univer-
sity texts despite his relative poverty. More of the urban bourgeoisie bought books
and even had appealing collections assembled for them. When printing came to
England in the later fifteenth century, books became even more available, though
still not cheap.

Whether in manuscript or print, a swiftly growing proportion of these books was
in English. The campaigns of Henry V in the second decade of the fifteenth century
and his death in 1422 mark England’s last great effort to reclaim the old Norman and
Angevin territories on the continent. With the loss of all but a scrap of this land and
the decline of French as a language of influence, these decades consolidate a notion of
cultural and nationalistic Englishness. The Lancastrian kings, Henry the Fourth, Fifth,
and Sixth, seem to have adopted English as the medium for official culture and pa-
tronized translators like Lydgate. Later in the period William Caxton made a great
body of French and English texts available to aristocratic and middle-class readers,
both by translating and by diffusing them in the new medium of print.

Ancient aristocratic narratives continued to evolve, as in Thomas Malory’s
retelling of the Arthurian story in his Morte Darthur, one of the books printed by
Caxton. Malory works mostly from French prose versions but trims back much of the
exploration of love and the uncanny; the result is a recharged tale of chivalric battle
and familial and political intrigue. Other continental and local traditions are revived
in another courtly setting by a group of Scots poets including William Dunbar and
Robert Henryson.

As more and more commoners had educational and financial access to books, they
also participated in a lively public literary culture in towns and cities. The fifreenth
century sees the flowering of the great dramatic “mystery cycles,” sets of plays on reli-
gious themes produced and in part performed by craft guilds of larger towns in the Mid-
lands and North. Included here are two brilliant samples, the play of the Crucifixon
from York and The Second Play of the Shepherds from Wakefield. Probably written by
clerics, these plays are nonetheless dense with the preoccupations of contemporary
working people and enriched by implicit analogies between the lives of their actors and
the biblical events they portray. Lyrics and political poems continue to flourish. Ser-
mons remain a popular and widespread form of religious instruction and literary pro-




26 The Middle Ages

duction. And highly literary public rituals, such as Henry V’s triumphal civic entries as
he returned from his French campaigns, are part of Lancastrian royal propaganda.

By the time Caxton was editing and printing Malory in 1485 with an eye to sales
and profit, over eight hundred years had passed since Caedmon is said to have com-
posed his first Christian hymn under angelic direction. The idea of the poet had
moved from a version of magician and priest to something more like a modern au-
thor; and the dominant model of literary transmission was shifting from listening to
an oral performance to reading a book privately. Chaucer, that most bookish of po-
ets, is a case in point. Many of his early poems refer to the pleasures of reading, not
only for instruction but even as a mere pastime, often to avoid insomnia. He opens
the dream vision The Parliament of Fowls with the poet reading a classical Latin text,
Cicero’s Dream of Scipio. Chaucer, of course, read his books and disseminated his own
work in handwritten manuscript; in his humorous lyric To His Scribe Adam he ex-
presses his frustration with copyists who might mistranscribe his words.

Despite such private bookishness, however, a more public and oral literary cul-
ture never disappeared from medieval Britain. Considerable interdependence be-
tween oral and literate modes of communication remained; poetry was both silently
read and orally performed. In The Canterbury Tales, for instance, when the pilgrim
Chaucer apologizes for the bawdiness of The Miller’s Tale, he suggests that if the lis-
tener/reader does not like what he hears, he should simply turn the page and choose
another tale. At the same time, literate clerics practiced what we might call learned
orality, through lectures or disputations at Oxford and Cambridge or from the pulpit
in a more popular setting. Langland imitates such sophisticated oral practice in the
theological debates in Piers Plowman, and Chaucer uses the sermon form in The
Wife of Bath’s Prologue, The Pardoner’s Tale, and The Parson’s Tale. The popular
orality of minstrel performance, harking back however distantly to the world of the
Anglo-Saxon scop and the Irish fili, was also exploited with great self-consciousness
by literate poets. Langland expresses harsh disapproval of those minstrels who were
mere entertainers, undercutting the serious work of preachers. Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight presents itself as an oral performance, based on a tale that the narrator
has heard recited. By contrast, Chaucer gently twits minstrels in his marvelous par-
ody of popular romance, Sir Thopas. Chaucer remains a learned poet whose greatest
achievement, paradoxically, was the presentation of fictional oral performances—
the tale-telling of the Canterbury pilgrims.

The speed with which communication technologies are changing in our own era
has heightened our awareness of such changes in the past. We are now closing the
era of the book and moving into the era of the endlessly malleable electronic text. In
many ways the means by which we have come to receive and transmit information—
television, radio, CD-ROM, Internet—mix orality and literacy in a fashion wholly
new yet also intriguingly reminiscent of the later Middle Ages. In contrast to the
seeming fixity of texts in the intervening centuries, contemporary literary culture
may be recovering the sense of textual and cultural fluidity that brought such dy-
namism to literary creation in the Middle Ages.

@ For additional resources on the Middle Ages, including a timeline of the period, go to
The Longman Anthology of British Literature Web site at www.ablongman.com/
damroschbritlit3e.
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BEFORE THE NORMAN CONQUEST
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Beowulf

Beowulf has come down to us as if by chance, for it is preserved only in a single manuscript now
in the British Library, Cotton Vitellius A.xv, which almost perished in a fire in 1731. An
anonymous poem in the West Saxon dialect of Old English, it may stretch back as early as the

late eighth century, although recent scholars think the version we now have was composed

within one hundred years of its transcription in the late tenth century. If the later date is cor-
tect, this first “English epic” could have appealed to one of the Viking kings who ruled in
northern and eastern England. This would help explain a king’s burial at sea, a Viking prac-
tice, that occurs early in the poem (page 32), and the setting of most of the poem’s action in
Scandinavia (see map, page 28). Although it was studied by a few antiquarians during the early
modern period, Beowulf remained virtually unknown until its first printing in 1815, and it was
only in the twentieth century that it achieved a place in the canon, not just as a cultural arti-
fact or a good adventure story but as a philosophical epic of great complexity and power.

Several features of Beowulf make its genre problematic: the vivid accounts of battles with
monsters link it to the folktale, and the sense of sorrow for the passing of worldly things mark
it as elegiac. Nevertheless, it is generally agreed to be the first postclassical European epic. Like
the Iliad and the Odyssey, it is a primary epic, originating in oral tradition and recounting the
legendary wars and exploits of its audience’s tribal ancestors from the heroic age.

The values of Germanic tribal society are indeed central to Beowulf. The tribal lord was
held to ideals of extraordinary martial valor. More practically, he rewarded his successful fol-
lowers with treasure that symbolized their mutual obligations. A member of the lord’s
comitatus—his band of warriors—was expected to follow a rigid code of heroic behavior stress-
ing bravery, loyalty, and willingness to avenge lord and comrades at any cost. He would suffer
the shame of exile if he should survive his lord in battle; the speaker of The Wanderer (pages
153-56) may be such a man. Such values are explicitly invoked at the end of Beowulf, when
Wiglaf, the hero’s only loyal retainer, upbraids his comrades for having abandoned Beowulf to
the dragon: he says that their prince wasted his war gear on them, and predicts the demise of
their people, the Geats, once their ancient enemies, the Swedes, hear that Beowulf is dead.

Beowulf offers an extraordinary double perspective, however. First, for all its acceptance of
the values of the pagan heroic code, it also refers to Christian concepts that in many cases con-
flict with them. Although all characters in the poem—Danes, Swedes, and Geats, as well as
the monsters—are pagan, the monster Grendel is described as descended from Cain and des-
tined for hell. It is the joyous song of creation at Hrothgar’s banquet, reminiscent of Genesis 1,
that inspires Grendel to renew his attacks. Furthermore, while violence in the service of re-
venge is presented as the proper way for Beowulf to respond to inhuman assailants such as
Grendel’s mother, the narrator expresses a regretful view, perhaps influenced by Christianity,
of the unending chain of violence engaged in by feuding tribes. And although the Danish king
Hrothgar uses wealth as a kind of social sacrament when he lavishly rewards Beowulf for his
military aid, he simultaneously invokes God in a “sermon” warning him against excessive pride
in his youthful strength. This rich division of emotional loyalty probably arises from a poet and
audience of Christians who look back at their pagan ancestors with both pride and grief, stress-
ing the intersection of pagan and Christian values in an effort to reconcile the two. By restricting
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his biblical references to events in the Old Testament, the poet shows the Germanic revenge Be
< \ ! ethic as consistent with the Old Law of retribution, and leaves implicit its conflict with the
New Testament injunction to forgive one’s enemies. cc
The style of Beowulf is simultaneously a challenge and a reward to the modern reader. Be
Some of its features, such as the variation of an idea in different words—which would have
been welcomed by a listening, and often illiterate, audience—can seem repetitious to a literate
y g p o
audience. The poem’s somewhat archaic diction can make it seem difficult as well, although
the translators of the version included here have adopted a more straightforward and collo-
quial style than was often used in the past. By rendering the opening word “Hwaet!” as “So!” -

rather than “Hark!” or “Lo!” they have avoided the stuffiness of earlier versions. They have
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also tried to reduce the confusion arising from the poem’s use of patronymics—phrases identi-
fying a.character by his father's name. Though they generally retain the designations of Be-
owulf as “Ecgtheow’s son,” they often substitute the name of a minor character for the poem’s
patronymic, rendering “Ecglaf’s son” as “Unferth,” for instance.

Two other stylistic features that are indebted to the poem’s oral origin are highly admired
today. First, like other Old English poems, Beowulf uses alliteration as a structural principle,
beginning three of the four stressed words in a line with the same letter. The translators have
sought the same effect, even when departing considerably from the original language, as when
they render the line, “waes se grimma gaest Grendel haten” in the passage below as “a horror
from hell, hideous Grendel.” The poet also uses compound words, such as mearcstapa (“border-
land-prowler”) and fifelcynnes (“of monsterkind”), with unusual inventiveness and force. A
specific type of compound used for powerful stylistic effects is the “kenning,” a kind of com-
pressed metaphor, such as “swan-road” for “ocean” or “wave-courser” for ship. The kennings
resemble the Old English riddles in their teasing, enigmatic quality.

On a larger narrative level is another stylistic feature, also traceable to the poem’s oral
roots: the tendency to digress into stories tangential to the action of the main plot. The poet’s
digressions, however, actually contribute to his artistry of broad contrasts—youth and age, joy
and sorrow, good and bad kingship. For instance, Hrothgar, while urging humility and generos-
ity on the victorious Beowulf, tells the story of the proud and parsimonious King Heremod.
Similarly, when Beowulf returns home in glory to the kingdom of the Geats, the poet praises
his uncle Hygelac’s young Queen Hygd by contrasting her with the bad Queen Modthryth,
who lost her temper and sent her suitors to death.

These episodes also retumn to prominent themes like nobility, heroic glory, and the distri-
bution of treasure. Such return to key themes, as well as the poem’s formulaic repetition and
stylistic variation, all bear comparison to insular art of its time. As seen in the page from the
Book of Kells illustrated on page 10, the dense repetition of lines and intertwined curves, even
zoomorphic shapes (often called interlace) competes for attention with the central image of
Saint John. This intricately crafted biblical image, like the royal treasure from Sutton Hoo
ship burial (Color Plate 2), help remind us that the extraordinary artistic accomplishments of
Anglo-Saxon culture went hand-in-hand with its nostalgia for heroic violence.

The poet uses digression and repetition in an especially subtle way to foreshadow dark
events to come. To celebrate Beowulf's victory over Grendel, the Scop at Hrothgar’s hall sings
of events of generations earlier, in which a feud caused the deaths of a Danish princess’s
brother and son. Although this story has nothing to do with the main plot of the poem, there
is an implied parallel a few lines later, when, ominously, Hrothgar’s queen Wealtheow hints
that her husband’s nephew Hrothulf should treat her young sons honorably, remembering the
favors Hrothgar has shown him, and soon after, urges Beowulf also to be kind them. The origi-
nal audience would have known that after Hrothgar's death, his queen will suffer a disaster like
that of the princess in the song. The poet thus applies his broad principle of comparison and
contrast to complex narrative situations as well as to simpler concepts such as good and bad
kings. The often tragic tenor of these digressions contributes to the dark mood that suffuses
Beowulf, even in its moments of heroic triumph.

The following passage from the original Old English, and the literal translation after it,
correspond to lines 89-100 in the full translation. It illustrates some of the stylistic features of
Beowulf discussed above.*

Swa da drihtguman  dréamum lifdon,
100 eadiglice, ob daet an ongan
fyrene fre(m)man feond on helle;

*The passage is taken from Beowulf and the Fight at Finnsburg, 3d ed., ed. Frederick Klaeber (Boston: D. C. Heath, 1950).
The translation is by Anne Schotter.
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Royal genealogies of the Northern European tribes according to the Beowulf text.
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