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and Lilian and Kenneth Carter

What he wanted was not his accumulation of notes but an absence of
notes: what he wanted was transparency. He was aware that
scholarship — the acquisition of knowledge — brought with it a terrible
anxiety. How much was enough? How much more was there? Was
there any end to it? If one did not possess enough knowledge how
could one be sure of possessing more? And if one called a halt to the
process how could one not die of shame? Thus with his love for his
books went a certain obscure desire to have done with them, or
rather not to have been an officious midwife to small thoughts about
great masterpieces.

Anita Brookner, Lewis Percy (1989)
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Foreword

Malcolm Bradbury

In our own time the writing of literary history has famously become a
difficult activity. In a global age, we have moved away from the
nineteenth-century notion that literature is chiefly the product of a
nation, place and people. We have also begun to challenge those
‘great traditions’ in literature that assumed that the history of writing
led effortlessly onward from one great genius to another: Chaucer
handed the torch to Shakespeare, Shakespeare to Milton, Milton to
Wordsworth, and so onward to the Olympic stadium of the present
day. At the start of the twentieth century, the international ‘Modern
Movement’, with its new forms, and its confident spirit of innovation,
shook the foundations of the literary heritage. Now more recently
‘postmodern’ literary theory and cultural analysis have again questioned
many of the traditional, monumental notions of author, genre. Literature
has increasingly been seen as a text in a context: a product not just of
genius but of culture, society and that elusive medium, language.

The fact remains that literary histories still need to be written. The
past of literature — what used to be called ‘the tradition’ — is not simply
a random affair. And though international perspectives on literature,
and even challenges to its dependence on the written word, are ever
more important in a much more accessible, open, internetted, globally
communicating world, there really are native traditions or heritages of
literature. Their story needs to be properly told. Whether we ourselves
are native speakers of English or foreign readers, to understand a
literature — whether the literature of our own time or the past — we still
need informed, appreciative textbooks that present the nature of that
history and clearly show it in its context.
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The Routledge History of Literature in English is designed to meet
that need. It is an up-to-date enterprise, graphically and clearly
presented, with good visual support, telling the story plainly, and
without the weight of critical jargon that surrounds so much modern
academic discussion. This book explores the long, jagged history of
writing in the British Isles, from the Anglo-Saxon and the early Christian
period up to the present day. It emphasises the growth and
development of the English language, and how changing understanding
of the nature of language has affected the growth of writing. It looks
in detail at the social and cultural history of the centuries in which the
British literary tradition has grown, and explores the historical
experience as well as the literary importance of the writers it considers.
It gives a sensible and up-to-date record of English writing — poetry,
drama and fiction, including genre fiction — in the various regions,
emphasising that the British Isles have always been a multilingual
landscape, and the language or rather languages have always been in
constant change. The Celtic heritage, the Viking invasion, the Norman
invasion, the deep penetration of Latin as the lingua franca — all are
part of the great word-stock we call English. And that has led to no
less profound changes in language’s most developed form of expression
— that is, in its oral and, above all, its written literature.

Today, for a variety of different historical reasons English has become
the world’s first language, the modern lingua franca. It is used in all
six continents as first, second or third language. Over 300 million
people today speak it as a mother tongue; another 300 million use it
regularly as a second language. All over the world, writers write in
English, to describe worlds, landscapes, cultures for which the language
itself was not originally devised. This has led to an extraordinary
expansion not just in the spread but also in the vocabulary, structure
and power of the language, which contemporary writers ignore at
their peril. Writing written in English — whether written in the British
Isles or not, and much of it is not — is read everywhere. This vivid,
expanding, difficult language is one of the world’s richest. Part of that
richness comes from the remarkable history of its literary use. This is
a language that has constantly recreated itself. The Anglo-Saxon of
the Beowulf poet is a quite different English from that of the travelled
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and educated Geoffrey Chaucer, writing under the influence of court
French, even while he was recreating the contemporary vernacular.
The rich Elizabethan English is something else again — and different
from the more formalised, Latinate language of John Milton. Dickens’s
English carries the noise of the Victorian streets of London when it
was the world’s biggest city. The language of writers today is shaped
by contemporary multi-culturalism, by streets that are noisy with
different sounds and by the universal spread of travel and contact.

So there is still a tradition to be remembered: a sequence of forms,
myths, preoccupations, cultural debates, literary and artistic trends, great
and influential literary movements. The flowering of verse in Anglo-Saxon
times and again in the Middle Ages constructed a poetic tradition that still
has influence on the most experimental poets of today. The flowering of
drama in the Elizabethan age has, despite many transformations, founded
a lineage that still has its impact on the theatricality of Samuel Beckett,
Harold Pinter, Tom Stoppard, Caryl Churchill, Vaclav Havel or Athol Fugard.
The remarkable emergence of the novel as a popular form in Britain in
the early eighteenth century not only composed a form in which some of
the essential stories of national life have been told, but helped create
what is now one of our most important and popular of literary genres,
practised right across the world.

As a writer, I can attest to the power of the tradition over what I do.
Any writer draws in many ways on the previous heritage of the form
he or she uses, the devices and artifices it has developed, the cultural
energies it has acquired, the themes and experiences it has explored.
The same is true of the history of the language, that elegant instrument
of expression which has taken on such a complicated shape over
time. A literary language goes through a great range of adventures
and experiments. Forms and genres take shape: the comedy and the
tragedy, the ode and the epic, the novel and the dramatic poem,
blank verse, vers libre, stream of consciousness. Literary language
moves between high formality and vernacular ease; common speech
frequently transforms conventions when they grow fixed, so creating
— as with the Romantic movement — a major literary and emotional
revolution. Tradition deposits a vast stock of words and meanings,
complex grammatical and artistic devices: simile and metaphor, irony
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and burlesque and satire. Literature is our link with great humane and
moral ideas; it is part of the advancement of learning and the
imaginative understanding of other people’s lived experience. Literature
is always an experiment, as significant and innovative as any in
medicine and science — as well as an eternal story of the power of the
human imagination.

The true tradition of literature is never simply national; it never has
been. Writers constantly venture out of their own landscapes, borrow
from other traditions and other tongues, welcome in travellers or
influences from elsewhere. This book rightly emphasises the
relationships among the different traditions within the British Tsles,
and their relation with other traditions beyond. T.S. Eliot, himself an
expatriate from the United States to the British Isles, probably best
expressed the relationship between the tradition and the individual
talent. The tradition, he said, is necessary, so we do well to learn it by
great labour. But every new writer of significance shifts the tradition
slightly, adding something of his or her own, extending, sometimes
totally upturning, what has gone before. At the end of the twentieth
century, a time with its own conviction of deep and fundamental
change in political, gender and global relations, as well as in science
and the technologies, that extending and upturning is visibly happening
again, as it did at the start of the twentieth century when Eliot was
writing. Yet writing still needs the past and the tradition — if only as a
help in discovering the present, and prospecting the future.

Speaking as someone who has written several literary histories (of
the modern British and American novel, of American literature, and
the Modern movement itself), I can welcome the form of the book
Ron Carter and John McRae, two well-experienced authors and teachers,
have constructed. Wide-ranging, very accessible, it puts literature into
a context, while taking its reader through the major writers, the broad
trends and movements, the changing eras through to the present.
They have been highly attentive to cultural and social change, above
all to the changing history of the language and what writers have
constructed with it. They have seen that what today’s reader is most
likely to need is not a narrow, judgemental study, but an expansive,
generous and varied textbook of British literary history, based on a
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wide reading and a firm sense of cultural history. They have addressed
their book equally to the British and the foreign reader, and given it a
strong apparatus. Each chapter opens with an introductory section
giving historical background, and there are good plot summaries and
plentiful quotations. There are glossaries of literary terms, useful
summaries of the main points of a period. The work also recognises
the importance of popular genres — detective stories, science fiction —
and deals with a wide range of writers. It explores the transformation
of language and literary forms that came with the Modern movement,
and is especially strong on contemporary literature. The aim of a
good literary history is to take readers — well informed, with an enlarged
understanding of its variety and significance — back to the most
important books and writers, to signal their value, and place them in
useful relation to each other. So, as here, it should lead the way as
effectively as possible to the works of past and present that show us
British writing does have a long and fascinating history.

Norwich, 1996



From the earliest stages, Malcolm Bradbury and Richard Walker have
been generous and constructive in their help and advice; at the later
stages, Alan Durant and Helen Phillips provided painstaking and
detailed suggestions. Carole Hough, Miquel Berga, Werner Delanoy,
Hans Bertens, and Kathryn Sutherland gave invaluable insights and
comments. Revisions in December 1997 were assisted by many
colleagues in the Department of English Studies, University of
Nottingham. All of these have helped to shape the book, but the
authors alone are responsible for howlers which may have slipped
through and for opinions which not all of these colleagues and friends
might share.

Julia Hall supported the project enthusiastically; Louisa Semlyen
and Moira Taylor saw it through with equal dedication. As ever, Jeremy
Hunter was in many ways almost a co-author. To all we offer our
thanks.

Ronald Carter and Jobn McRae
Nottingham
December 1996
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Beowulf, the Dane, dear king of his people
(Beownlf)

CONTEXTS AND CONDITIONS

Literature is as old as human language, and as new as tomorrow’s
sunrise. And literature is everywhere, not only in books, but in videos,
television, radio, CDs, computers, newspapers, in all the media of
communication where a story is told or an image created.

It starts with words, and with speech. The first literature in any culture
is oral. The classical Greek epics of Homer, the Asian narratives of
Gilgamesh and the Bhagavad Gita, the earliest versions of the Bible and
the Koran were all communicated orally, and passed on from generation
to generation — with variations, additions, omissions and embellishments
until they were set down in written form, in versions which have come
down to us. In English, the first signs of oral literature tend to have
three kinds of subject matter — religion, war, and the trials of daily life —
all of which continue as themes of a great deal of writing,

There is a vast expanse of time before the Norman Conquest in
1066, from which fragments of literary texts remain, although these
fragments make quite a substantial body of work. If we consider that
the same expanse of time has passed between Shakespeare’s time
and now as passed between the earliest extant text and 10606, we can
begin to imagine just how much literary expression there must have
been. But these centuries remain largely dark to us, apart from a few
illuminating flashes and fragments, since almost all of it was never
written down, and since most of what was preserved in writing was

destroyed later, particularly during the 1530s.



Figure 1 Linguistic boundaries and external influences. Varieties of Old English
largely correspond to the borders of the seven kingdoms, as shown on the
map above, although the Mercian dialect was widespread in Essex, and the
West Saxon dialect dominated in Sussex and south-western parts of Kent
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The fragments that remain confirm that the motivations and
inspirations for producing literature, and for listening to it, or later,
reading it, are the same all through history: literature can give comfort
and consolation (as religious literature often does), can illuminate
and mirror our problems, and can affirm and reinforce social, political
and ideological standpoints.

The spread of Anglo-Saxon, then English, as a language was one of
the most significant elements, over several centuries, in moulding a
national identity out of all the cultural and linguistic influences which
the country underwent. Icelandic and Viking, Latin and French,
Germanic and Celtic — as well as many local linguistic, cultural, and
social forces — were all part of the Anglo-Saxon melting pot which

would eventually become English: the language of England, then of

Britain.
c.410 Withdrawal of the Roman legions from Britain
¢.450 Anglo-Saxon and Jutish invasions from North-

West Germany
Barly sixth century Reign of King Arthur (in Wessex; to 537)

597 Establishment of Saint Augustine’s Christian
mission at Canterbury

793-95 Viking invasions (Danish and Norwegian) in
Scotland, northern and eastern England

802 England united, under King Egbert of Wessex

Ninth century Danish invasions; occupation of eastern England

885 Partition of England (under King Alfred the Great)

917-26 England reoccupied Danish-held territories

1013 Danish Conquest (monarchy, 1016—42)

1066 Death of English King Edward (the Confessor);

election of Harold, son of Godwin, as king.
Norwegian forces defeated at Stamford Bridge
(near York)

NORMAN CONQUEST: Harold defeated by

William of Normandy at Hastings
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PERSONAL AND RELIGIOUS VOICES

That evil ended. So also may this!

(Deor’s Lament)

The first fragment of literature is known as Caedmon’s Hymn. 1t dates
from the late seventh century (around 670). The story goes that Caedmon
was a lay wotker on the estate of the monastery of Whitby, in Northumbria,
and the voice of God came to him. His hymn is therefore the first song of
praise in English culture, and the first Christian religious poem in English,
although many Latin hymns were known at the time. It was preserved by
the monks of Whitby, and it is not certain whether the few lines which
have survived through the ages are the complete hymn or not.

Christian monks and nuns were, in effect, the guardians of culture,
as they were virtually the only people who could read and write before
the fourteenth century. It is interesting therefore that most of the native
English culture they preserved is not in Latin, the language of the church,
but in Old English, the language of the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes.

It is the voice of everyday people, rather than of a self-conscious
‘artist’, that we hear in Caedmon’s Hymn, and in such texts as Deor’s
Lament (also known simply as Deor) or The Seafarer. These reflect
ordinary human experience and are told in the first person. They make
the reader or hearer relate directly with the narratorial ‘I, and frequently
contain intertextual references to religious texts. Although they express
a faith in God, only Caedmon’s Hymn is an overtly religious piece.
Already we can notice one or two conventions creeping in; ways of
writing which will be found again and again in later works. One of
these is the use of the first-person speaker who narrates his experience,
inviting the reader or listener to identify with him and sympathise with
his feelings. The frame of reference of these texts is to the Latin exegetical
commentaries and liturgical texts. The Seafarer, for instance, while
describing much of the day-to-day life of the seafarer, also reflects a
close familiarity with contemporary interpretations of the Psalms.

The speaker in Deor’s Lament recounts the day-to-day trials of life,
naming several heroes of Germanic origin and their sufferings, with

the repeated chorus, “That evil ended. So also may this!” Having gone
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through the heroic names, he arrives at his own troubles: he was a
successful bard, or minstrel, who sang for an important family, but
now another bard has taken his place. This is the first poem in history
about unemployment, but with a refrain that the bad times will pass!

And so I can sing of my own sad plight

Who long stood high as the Heodenings’ bard
Deor my name, dear to my lord.

Mild was my service for many a wintet,
Kingly my king till Heorrenda came

Skilful in song and usurping the land-right

Which once my gracious lord granted to me.
That evil ended. So also may this!

The Seafarer and The Wanderer, along with various other texts, were
preserved in The Exeter Book, a manuscript containing only poetry, which
dates from the end of the tenth century and is still kept in Exeter Cathedral
library in Devon. Like Deor’s Lament, these are two elegiac poems of
solitude, exile, and suffering. The theme of the solitary outcast, with no
help or protection from a noble lord, is found again here, and memory
plays a significant part in the speaker’s thoughts. He recalls ‘old legends of
battle and bloodshed’ and wonders “Where now is the warrior? Where is
the war-horse?” This reflects the biblical tradition of questioning epitomised
in the famous ‘Ubi sunt?” (Where are they?). The only reply he can give in
his own context is ‘In the night of the past, as if they never had been.’

He who has wisely mused on these mouldering ruins,
And deeply ponder this darkling life,
Must brood on old legends of battle and bloodshed,
And heavy the mood that troubles his heart:
Where now is the warrior? Where is the war-horse?
Bestowal of treasure, and sharing of feast?
Alas! the bright ale-cup, the byrny-clad warrior,
The prince in his splendour — those days are long sped
In the night of the past, as if they never had been.

(The Wanderer)



Personal and religions wvoices 9

So there is a clash between past and present, between remembered
glory and the despair of the moment. But there is always some
consolation, some hope for the future, usually ending with a hope of
heaven. The speaker — the ‘I’ of the poem — is a figure who will return
again and again in literature through the ages, described here as ‘the

sage, in solitude, pondering’.

Lo! I will tell the dearest of dreams
(The Dream of the Rood)

It would seem that the church, in preserving texts in Old English, was
aware of a particularly English linguistic and cultural identity which,
over the centuries, it would nurture in its own written works in different
genres, as the language moves towards Early Middle English in the
thirteenth century.

The genres include: history, such as the Venerable Bede’s Latin
Ecclesiastical History of the English People and The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle;
devotional works for those dedicated to a life of religious observance, such
as the twelfth-century Ancrene Rewle; philosophy, by Alcuin and Saint
Anselm, and so on. Translations of parts of the Christian Bible were made,
such as The Book of Genesis, a version of which was for a long time believed
to be the work of Caedmon. This was translated from Saxon into Old
English. In its use of the local language, it is a conscious attempt to strengthen
the position of the Christian faith throughout the island.

Perhaps the most clearly Christian of Old English texts is The Dream
of the Rood (the ‘Rood’ is the Cross), one version of which is found on
the Ruthwell Cross, a standing stone in Dumfriesshire (Galloway), in
what is now southern Scotland, quite close to Northumbria where the
original was written, perhaps as early as the end of the seventh century.

One fascinating feature of The Dream of the Rood is the large number
of words, phrases and images used for the figure of Christ and his
cross: a tree, a glorious gold cross, a simple bare cross, and a cross
which speaks of its own transformation from tree to bearer of Christ. As
with many texts of the time there are many references to Latin hymns
and liturgy embedded in the text. It is a highly visual text, full of joy and
suffering, light and darkness, earthly reality and heavenly bliss.
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Lo! T will tell the dearest of dreams

That I dreamed in the midnight when mortal men
Were sunk in slumber. Me-seemed I saw

A wondrous Tree towering in air,

Most shining of crosses compassed with light.

This indicates a certain complexity of expression. It shows an ability
in the receiver who hears or reads the story to identify on more than
one level the meanings and references the text contains. This is an
important feature of all literature, in that it is representational more
than simply referential: it shows, illustrates and exemplifies, often in
very refined and sophisticated ways. Anglo-Saxon literature is full of
images. The speaker in The Seafarer, despite his sufferings as ‘my bark
was beaten by the breaking seas’, rejects land, and the town, because
his ‘heart is haunted by love of the sea’. ‘Bark’, meaning the wood from
which the ship was made, stands for the whole ship; ‘haunted’ takes
the idea of a supernatural presence and places it in the speaker’s heart.

As The Dream of the Rood gives us images of suffering and
redemption, The Seafarer gives us images of ships and the sea. Each
provides images of human life, using the tree, the cross, the sea, to
stand for aspects of human experience, including, again in The Dream
of the Rood, the sense of being alone — without human protection and

in need of spiritual support from the cross.

This is my heart’s desire, and all my hope
Waits on the Cross. In this world now

I have few powerful friends.

All the texts in the oral tradition in Anglo-Saxon literature are poetry:
they were written down probably many years after they were first
performed. Most are short; Beownlf is the only long epic poem. What
they have in common is their verse form, a double line with a break
in the middle (called the caesura, from the Latin). This gives the verse
its distinctive rhythm, which the minstrel or scop would use in
performing the text for his audience. The use of alliteration, repeated

sounds, is another characteristic of Old English verse.
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LANGUAGENOTE
The earliest figurative langnage

Old English poetry is characterised by a number of poetic tropes which
enable a writer to describe things indirectly and which require a reader
imaginatively to construct their meaning. The most widespread of these
figurative descriptions are what are known as kennings. Kennings often
occur in compounds: for example, hronrad (whale-road) or swanrad
(swan—road) meaning ‘the sea’; banhus (bone-house) meaning the
‘human body’. Some kennings involve borrowing or inventing words;
others appear to be chosen to meet the alliterative requirement of a
poetic line, and as a result some kennings are difficult to decode, leading
to disputes in critical interpretation. But kennings do allow more abstract
concepts to be communicated by using more familiar words: for example,
God is often described as mwoncynnes weard (‘guardian of mankind’).

Old English poetry also contained a wide range of conventional
poetic diction, many of the words being created to allow alliterative
patterns to be made. There are therefore numerous alternatives for
key words like battle, warrior, horse, ship, the sea, prince, and so on.
Some are decorative periphrases: a king can be a ‘giver of rings’ or a
‘giver of treasure’ (literally, a king was expected to provide his warriors
with gifts after they had fought for him).

Beownlf stands out as a poem which makes extensive use of this
kind of figurative language. There are over one thousand compounds
in the poem, totalling one-third of all the words in the text. Many of
these compounds are kennings. The word ‘to ken’ is still used in
many Scottish and Northern English dialects, meaning ‘to know’. Such
language is a way of knowing and of expressing meanings in striking
and memorable ways; it has continuities with the kinds of poetic
compounding found in nearly all later poetry but especially in the
Modernist texts of Gerard Manley Hopkins and James Joyce.

I ——
The only other poet whose name has come down to us is also probably
Northumbrian: Cynewulf, who probably lived in the ecighth or ninth

century. He has been credited with writing many poems (at one time The

Dream of the Rood was thought to have been his work) but he is only
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definitely known to have written two poems in The Exetfer Book and two
in another collection, now in the chapter of Vercelli in Italy, known as
The Vercelli Book. This is a collection of prose as well as poetry on
exclusively religious themes. Cynewulf’s poems are all on religious themes,
such as stories of saints, The Fates of the Apostles, and Christ’s Ascension.

LONG POEMS

The ruinous deeds of the ravaging foe
(Beownlf)

The best-known long text in Old English is the epic poem Beowulf.
Beowulf himself is a classic hero, who comes from afar. He has defeated
the mortal enemy of the area — the monster Grendel — and has thus
made the territory safe for its people. The people and the setting are
both Germanic. The poem recalls a shared heroic past, somewhere in
the general consciousness of the audience who would hear it.

It starts with a mention of ‘olden days’, looking back, as many stories
do, to an indefinite past (‘once upon a time’), in which fact blends with
fiction to make the tale. But the hero is a mortal man, and images of
foreboding and doom prepare the way for a tragic outcome. He will be
betrayed, and civil war will follow. Contrasts between splendour and
destruction, success and failure, honour and betrayal, emerge in a story
which contains a great many of the elements of future literature. Power,
and the battles to achieve and hold on to power, are a main theme of
literature in every culture — as is the theme of transience and mortality.

The language of Beownlf is extremely rich and inventive, full of
imposing tones and rhythms: there are a great many near synonyms
for ‘warrior’; many compound adjectives denoting hardness; many
images of light, colour, and blood; many superlatives and exaggerations
to underline the heroic, legendary aspects of the tale.

It is, at the same time, a poem of praise for ‘valour and venturous
deeds’, a tragedy, since the hero inevitably dies, and an elegy, since it
recalls heroic deeds and times now past. Beowulf dies at the moment
of his greatest triumph — ‘Beowulf, dauntless, pressed on to his doom’

— fifty years on from the killing of Grendel, but then has to face the
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newest threat: a second monster, a dragon — ‘the hideous foe in a
horror of flame’. But the poem looks to the future as well, as power
passes to ‘Wiglaf, the lad’, the kinsman who fought at Beowulf’s side.
The old hero dies; long live the young hero:

That was the last fight Beowulf fought
That was the end of his work in the world.

When the battles are lost and won, the world is for the young, and the
next generation must take on the responsibilities of the warrior king.

Beownlf can be read in many ways: as myth; as territorial history of the
Baltic kingdoms in which it is set; as forward-looking reassurance. Questions
of history, time and humanity are at the heart of it: it moves between past,
present, and hope for the future, and shows its origins in oral tradition. It is
full of human speech and sonorous images, and of the need to resolve and
bring to fruition a proper human order, against the enemy — whatever it be

— here symbolised by a monster and a dragon, literature’s earliest ‘outsiders’.

Beowulf spoke, the son of Ecgtheow:

‘My dear lord Hygelac, many have heard

Of that famous grapple ’twixt Grendel and me,
The bitter struggle and strife in the hall

Where he formerly wrought such ruin and wrong,
Such lasting sorrow for Scylding men!

All that I avenged! . .

With such a repeated concern for time past, time future and time present,
it is perhaps understandable that the date of composition of Beowulf cannot
be accurately pinned down. Opinions among critics and scholars vary
from the sixth to the eleventh century. Recent scholars have challenged the
general opinion that it dates from the middle of the eighth century, around
the year 750, making it as much as three hundred years later. This is an area
of study where there is much controversy and debate — and no consensus.

Beownlf is the beginning of a heroic tradition, emphasising strength
and the territorial imperative. But Beownlf is also, in a way, a text that

comes close to its listeners when performed in the hall of a castle, using
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spoken language — words which everyone can understand and remember.
The structure of Beowulf involves a main plot featuring animals and
monsters with only the sub-plot involving human beings. The two
narratives are interlaced with conflicts between the two groups and even
a sermon on human behaviour. Beownlf suggests what a hero is, and

how important the hero is as a focus of public attention and admiration.

For he was of all men the worthiest wartior
In all the earth, while he still might rule
And wield the wealth of his lordly land.

Bold in battle fighters fell

Weary with wounds. Death covered earth
(The Battle of Maldon)

By way of contrast, another text whose subject is war, The Battle of
Maldon, is less fanciful. It is again a poem, but more a documentary of
the battle than a glorification of warlike values. It recounts a defeat,
stressing bloodshed and loss, commemorating a battle in the year 991.
As against most of the texts of the time, The Battle of Maldon may have
been written down fairly close to the time of the events it describes,
and this may contribute to its more factual, less ‘fictional’ tone. This can
be read as a rather more realistic depiction of the necessity of victory,
and therefore the need for a hero. However, yet again, there is an
ongoing debate about whether The Battle of Maldon is to be seen as a
more distanced work of literature than a more or less contemporary
‘semi-documentary’ account, with a celebration of honour, fidelity and
bravery in the face of defeat. Like all Old English verse, The Battle of
Maldon uses the divided line to create the rhythm, the sound of battle.

Then fighting was near,

Honour in battle. The hour was come

Doomed men must fall. A din arose.
Raven and eagle were eager for carnage;

There was uproar on earth.
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Perhaps Beownlf, in having three generations of mythical monsters as
the principal enemy (Grendel’s mother, Grendel and the son), is more
suited to the myth-making hero it extols. It is fascinating, however, that
two such different approaches to war — which is a constant theme in
literature — should emerge at almost the same time, in a world which was
constantly at war. We do not know who the authors of Beowulf and The
Battle of Maldon were, but the texts clearly show different authorial points
of view. Even an anonymous text almost always has something of an
author’s personality in it, although texts in the oral tradition probably
underwent many changes at the hands of individual scops, or bards.

The concept of an author, the single creative person who gives the
text ‘authority’, only comes later in this period. Most Old English poetry is
anonymous, even though names which are in no way comparable, such
as Caedmon and Deor, are used to identify single texts. Caedmon and
Deor might indeed be as mythical as Grendel, might be the originators of
the texts which bear their names, or, in Deor’s case only, the persona
whose first-person voice narrates the poem. Only Cynewulf ‘signed’ his
works, anticipating the role of the ‘author’ by some four hundred years.

Alfred the Great, king of the West Saxons at the end of the ninth
century, was known as the translator of Cwra Pastoralis, a guide to
living and spiritual education. Alfred launched a significant programme
of translations into the vernacular, and had a major impact on the
shift from Latin to English as a language of learning. He commissioned
several more translations, of history, geography, and even of Caedmon’s
Hymmn into West Saxon, which became the dominant language in the
tenth and eleventh centuries. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, begun in
the last decade of his reign, was probably inspired if not partly written
by him. Alfred’s influence on translation into idiomatic accessible
language took England ahead of the rest of Europe in beginning a
tradition of language and literacy in the vernacular which in many

ways marks the beginning of the long traditions of literature in English.

FRENCH INFLUENCE AND ENGLISH
AFFIRMATION

The world of Old English literature is a world of warriors and battles,
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a world where the individual, if not under the protection of his local
lord, is a solitary outsider in a harsh and difficult society.

The wortld was to change, slowly but radically, as a result of the most
famous single event in English history — the Norman Conquest of 1066.
The Normans (originally ‘North Men’) crossed the Channel from France,
won the Battle of Hastings, and took over the kingdom of England, which
legitimately belonged to the family of the new king, William the Conqueror.

The Normans brought with them the French language and culture.
The two centuries after the Conquest were a period of consolidation, as
the two languages struggled to integrate: bilingualism was widespread,
with French being widely read and written in England from the twelfth
century to the late fourteenth century. It was, however, only after 1204,
when King John’s losses of French lands led the aristocracy to opt for
England or France, that the Norman conquerors themselves began to
develop a fuller English identity and a desire to use the English language.
Subsequently, more and more French words entered the English
language. Lay literacy developed widely at this time and books were
commercially produced as English established itself as the language of
writing for a growing readership who bought and lent books.

At this time, London established itself as the capital city. The
characteristics of the dialect which came to be recognised as the London
dialect show that its main influences came from the north: from the
university cities of Oxford and Cambridge and from the Midlands, rather
than from the south. It now began its rise to prominence as the dominant
spoken English — although local dialects remained throughout the land,
and are found again and again in the literature of the next hundred and
fifty years. Anglo-Latin was different from Paris Latin, and Chancery English
developed away from French in many ways. French was finally rejected
only in 1415, when King Henry V affirmed English domination, territorial

and linguistic, over what had by then become the nation’s oldest enemy.

Lenten is come with love to town
(Spring, ¢. 1330)

The idea of an author comes into English literature significantly with
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Layamon, in the early thirteenth century. He wrote Bruz, the first national
epic in English, taking material from many sources and recounting tales
of the Dark Ages, the two centuries between the departure of the Romans
at the beginning of the fifth century and the first traces of the culture of
the Britons. He takes the story up to the arrival of Saint Augustine, the
first Archbishop of Canterbury, in 597, telling the story of King Arthur
and the Knights of the Round Table — which will feature time and again
in English literature as a mixture of history, legend, myth and magic.

Layamon’s immediate source was a twelfth-century work by Wace,
written in French, from Celtic sources, based on the history of Geoffrey
of Monmouth. This traced the foundation of Britain back to Brutus, a
great-grandson of Aeneas — hero of Virgil’s Latin epic, The Aeneid,
and hero of the Trojan wars described in the Greek epics of Homer, in
particular The Iliad. This search for classical (not Christian) roots is
interesting, as it shows a wish for historical continuity, for heroic
antecedents, and for an element of political myth-making.

There had been earlier versions of the history of the country, but this
was a conscious attempt to emulate classical epics. There will be many
more ‘national epics’ throughout the centuries, as authors go back in history
in order to reinterpret the past in relation to the present. Often, these epics
are manifestations of a time of crisis and transition in terms of national
identity. Layamon is a case in point. He, in his own words, ‘put the book
together’ as England was secking to establish its ‘Englishness’; absorbing
the immensely formative French influences which had come in with the
Norman Conquest, but subordinating them to the dominant English culture.

Among the French influences, in literary terms, was a new subject
for minstrels, singers and poets. The warrior hero began to settle down,
his territories now rather more secure, and to think of other things. He
hung up his sword, took up a musical instrument, and began to sing of
love. Until the Norman Conquest, there is hardly any love poetry in
English literature. Clearly, land was more important than love. However,
Old English poems such as The Wife’s Lament and Wulf and Eadwacer
could be said to belong to this genre: very probably some of the lost
works of Old English will have been love poems.

The new love theme comes from Provence in the south-east of

France, where poets known as troubadours gave voice to the concept
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of courtly love. (The term was only coined several centuries later.) Love
was an almost religious passion, and the greatest love was unfulfilled.
This is the beginning of the concept of ideal love, chaste but passionate,
which will give rise to a huge amount and variety of lyric poetry over the
centuries. Very often, the focus of love takes on a religious note: it is no
coincidence that worship of the Virgin Mary begins to spread in the
twelfth century in Europe. This example dates from the fifteenth century:

I sing of a maiden

That is makeles; . . .

As dew in Aprille

That falleth on the spray.
Moder and maiden

Was never none but she;
Wel may swich a lady
Godes moder be.

At almost the same time, around 1100, the good soldier was beginning
to go off on the Holy Crusades, all the way across Europe to the Christian
holy shrines of Jerusalem. While the menfolk went on Crusades, women
were expected to wait at home — embodying patience, beauty and ideal
virtue. Like many of the ‘roots’ of British history, this concept has classical
origins. Penelope, the wife of Odysseus in Homer’s The Odyssey, waited
twenty years, we are told, rejecting all suitors in the meantime.

This romantic notion of fidelity, with its feminine imagery - such as
the rose, from Le Roman de la Rose (The Romance of the Rose), possibly
the most influential imported text of the Eatly Middle English period —
establishes a code of behaviour, sets a value on chastity, and orders a
subordinate role for women. The rose symbolises the lady’s love; the
god of love is seen inside a walled garden, with the harsh realities of
life, and the masculine world outside. From this image, a whole
allegorical and philosophical concept of love developed, although it
would be mistaken to see Le Roman as a treatise on chaste love: it is
full of sexuality, a multi-faceted examination of the nature of love in
all its forms from the idealised to the earthy. The work had two authors,

and gave rise to the ‘Question of the Rose’ in a controversy about its
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intentions: it ranges from misogyny to worship of the beloved, from
immorality to chastity, so these contrasting philosophies have made
the text both ambiguous and controversial. However, it is perhaps
best seen as covering a great range, albeit from a male point of view
and starting off a wide-ranging new tradition of love literature which
can be both pure and earthy. The love literature of the next few
centuries will do its best to uphold this new tradition, despite frequent
temptations to bring love to a more realistic and earthly expression.

It is interesting that the two strands of war literature and religious literature
united to foster this new theme. Love is thus romanticised, instead of being
allowed to become dangerous, anarchic, and subvert the order of things. It
has its own emblems, symbols and patterns, but largely without the realistic
elements of daily life. Realism, we will find, often has to be kept down if
literature is to affirm the accepted dominant values of its time.

As we have seen, French culture and language interacted with native
English culture for several generations after the Norman Conquest. A
common word such as ‘castle’ is a French loan word, for example; and
the whole romance tradition comes from the French. But this sensibility,
culture, and language becomes integrated with native culture.

As well as the beginnings of what came to be called a courtly love
tradition, we can find in Early Middle English (around the time that
Layamon was writing Bru/) the growth of a local tradition of songs and
ballads. The song lyric might celebrate the changing of the seasons, like
‘Lenten is come with love to town’ (from Spring), it might praise the
glories of nature, it might even sing of love in a more direct way than the
courtly poem. Summer is i-cumen in — welcoming the arrival of summer

— is one of the first such songs, and is usually dated around 1250.

Summer is i-cumen in,

Lude sing, cuccul

Groweth seed and bloweth med
And springth the wode nu.

The ballad traditionally told a story, based on a character (like
Robin Hood, unfortunate Lord Randal, or the Wife of Ushet’s Well), in

memortrable rhythmic verses. The ending was generally unhappy, in
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contrast with the simple, positive assertions of the song lyrics. The

ballad Lord Randal is a question/answer dialogue, ending in his death:

‘What d’ye leave to your true-love, Lord Randal my son?
What d’ye leave to your true-love, my handsome young man?’
‘I leave her hell and fire; mother, make my bed soon,

For I’m sick at the heart and fain wad lie down.

It is difficult to put dates to most ballads, since they were collected for
publication centuries after they first appeared in the oral tradition. Some
scholars date the earliest ballads to the thirteenth century, others trace
them back to the fifteenth century. Whatever the case, this is the beginning
of a popular tradition of song, story, and ballad, which will run through
every century. It is sometimes quite close in style and subject matter to
the more ‘literary’ writings, but is often a quite separate, distinct and more

unrestrained voice of popular dissent and dissatisfaction.

LANGUAGE AND DIALECT

Writers in what we now call the Middle English period (late twelfth
century to 1485) did not necessarily always write in English. The language
was in a state of flux: attempts were made to assert the French language,
to keep down the local language, English, and to make the language of
the church (Latin) the language of writing. The major growth of literature
comes more than a century after Layamon’s Bruz, and confirms the
range of potential languages for literature. Robert Mannyng based his
lively Handling Synne, a verse treatise on the Ten Commandments and
the Seven Deadly Sins, on a French source. John Gower wrote his best-
known work Confessio Amantis in English (despite its Latin title), but
wrote others in Latin (Vox Clamantis) and French (Mirour de I"Omme).
Geoffrey Chaucer wrote wholly in English and gave most of his works
English titles, but derived his inspiration and found his forms in a wide
range of European sources, including Latin and Italian.

These European influences were largely channelled through London,
now the capital city of the kingdom of England. The kingdom was
quite different geographically from present-day Britain: it extended
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into several regions of France, and (from 1284) included Wales, but
did not include Scotland.

Writing gave London language the beginning of its predominance as
a means of artistic expression. The university cities of Oxford and
Cambridge, where centres of learning were established in the thirteenth
century, were also part of this cultural and linguistic affirmation, which
had London — base of the court, law, and trade — as its focus. The
writers we know of lived in the city of London, but they did not write
only about city life. Although the poet lived part of his life in London,
William Langland’s Piers Plowman is largely based in the countryside;
his origins are believed to have been in the west of England. Piers
Plowman brings together English traditions and French romance
influences.

Many English dialects besides the language of London are found in
the literature of the time. The texts are usually anonymous, unlike the
London group’s works, but some can be identified as probably by the
same hand: Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, Patience, Pear/ and
Cleanness are examples. However, the provincial ‘Gawain poet’ cannot
be definitively named. The fact that the four texts are found together
in a manuscript dating from 1400 may be no more than coincidence,
but linguistic and stylistic affinities suggest that they may be by the
same poet.

Texts such as Winner and Waster, Pearl/, and Patience also form
part of what is known as the Alliterative Revival, dating from about
1350 to the early fifteenth century. This growth of a distinctively English
poetic voice recalls the Anglo-Saxon use of alliteration in verse several
centuries earlier. In fact, although alliteration is seen as a distinctive
feature of Anglo-Saxon texts, there is a greater body of alliterative
verse from the time of this ‘revival’; and although it is usually called a
‘revival’, it is perhaps more correctly a flourishing of the form, since it
had continued largely uninterrupted since Old English times. Most of
the texts originate from an area of the country to the north and west
of a line between the Wash and the Severn estuary — very far from
London in terms of distance, culture and values.

Layamon, in the early 1200s, was, as we have seen, a figure who

linked older historical traditions with modern Englishness. His is the



Fignre 2 The greatest extent of English possessions in France was reached during
the Hundred Years” War (1339-1453). After Scotland was liberated at the Battle of
Bannockburn in 1314, it was not until the Union of the Crowns in 1603 that it
became part of the United Kingdom. By then England had long since lost its
possessions in France — Calais being the last in 1559
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first voice in Middle English. As the use of English becomes less self-
conscious, writers develop a more colloquial and familiar style, using
idioms and proverbs to bring their writing closer to the reader. Since
Latin (the language of religion) and French (the language of the conquerors)
dominated the nation and its culture for almost two centuries, such writings
are a valuable indication of the assertion of a national linguistic identity,
despite the considerable diversity of dialects in use.
e
LANGUAGENOTE

The expanding lexicon: Chancer and Middle English

A distinctive stylistic feature of the Middle English period was a rapid
expansion in the number of words. These words often entered the language
from Latin but by far the majority of imports were French (and, indeed,
some of the Latin words may have arrived through the vehicle of French).
Middle English vocabulary thus often has sets of words each with a different
origin and each conveying more or less the same meaning but with different

patterns of use. For example, some modern equivalents are:

Old English French Latin

ask question interrogate
kingly royal regal

holy sacred consecrated
fire flame conflagration
clothes attire

house mansion domicile
sheep mutton

calf veal

In each case, the Old English-derived lexical items are generally
more frequent in English and more colloquial and are more central and
core to the language; the words of Latin origin are more formal, learned
and bookish in their use; the French words are considered to be more
literary in function. It can also be noted that the French words confer a

more elevated style on words used in domestic and culinary domains.
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French words also penetrated into the law and administration,
heraldry, the arts, fashion, and hunting — areas of cultural and political
dominance. The French words tended to spread from London and the
court as well as locally from the lord’s castle. Many of these words
came down from a higher social and cultural level and had no equivalent
in English. By contrast, English and Scandinavian-derived words are
more homely and much more part of a ‘ground-level’ daily life.

After the Norman Conquest, the language of the Norman ruling class
was Northern French. The language of the English court in the twelfth
century was Parisian French, which carried more prestige than Anglo-
Norman or other varieties. Until the second half of the fourteenth century
the language of instruction in English schools was French. The following
extract from the Prologne of Chaucet’s The Prioress’s Tale, illustrates the
extent to which Chaucer made use of words of French or Latin via

French origin, particularly for the expression of elevated praise:

Lady, thy bountee, thy magnificence,
Thy vertu, and thy grete humylitee,
Ther may no tonge expresse in no science.

Yet Chaucer also makes extensive use of everyday colloquial speech
which contains more Old English-derived words as in, for example,

the following brief extract from The Summoner’s Tale:

‘Ey, Goddess mooder’, quod she, ‘Blissful maydel!

Is ther ought elles? tell me feithfully.’

‘Madame,” quod he,’how thynke ye herby?’

‘How that me thynketh?’ quod she, ‘so God me speede,
I seye, a cherl hath doon a cherles deede.’

The range and variety of Chaucer’s English did much to establish English
as a national language. Chaucer also contributed much to the formation of
a standard English based on the dialect of the FEast Midlands region which
was basically the dialect of London which Chaucer himself spoke. Indeed,
by the end of the fourteenth century the educated language of London,
bolstered by the economic power of London itself, was beginning to become
the standard form of written language throughout the country, although
the process was not to be completed for several centuries. The cultural,

commercial, administrative and intellectual importance of the East Midlands
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(one of the two main universities, Cambridge, was also in this region), the
agricultural richness of the region and the presence of major cities, Norwich
and London, contributed much to the increasing standardisation of the

dialect. (See also Language notes, pages 62 and 77.)

FROM ANONYMITY TO INDIVIDUALISM

These are the ground of all my bliss
(Pearl)

Many texts from this period are described as ‘anonymous’, but it often
happens that ‘anon’ has a distinctive voice or style, even though no actual
name can be given to the author: ‘unknown’ might sometimes be a more
precise term than ‘anonymous’, especially in the case of the troubadours.

The anonymous verse characteristic of the beginning of the period shows
some of the concerns which will preoccupy the later ‘named’ writers. The
theme of nature becomes important in The Ow/ and the Nightingale, which
dates from around 1225. This poem uses the Latin gentre of debate (conflictus)
between two sides in a comic way, to show differing attitudes and values,
and uses the English countryside as a setting. The nightingale is described

in a rhyme — which no longer works today — as she

sat upon a fair bough

and there were around blossoms enough [enow]

This kind of debate, between the serious (the owl) and the lighthearted
(the nightingale), can be seen to reflect the period’s concerns; torn, as
it was, between religious issues and the new thoughts of love.
Winner and Waster, from about 1360, uses the debate form in a
more serious way, contrasting the man who wants wealth in society
with the carefree person who spends all his money. This is one of the
first allusions in literature to the importance of money, and contains a
strong element of social criticism: the Pope and his greedy priests are
contrasted with the noble lords and their followers. But, like The Ow/
and the Nightingale, no final judgement is given. The reader does not

know who wins the debate, and must decide independently.
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There is a growing awareness, in the texts of this time, of an audience
— a readership — and, consequently, a widening range of effects is used.
The audience would probably not have been limited to the dialect
where the texts were written, but would have had a wide range of
cultural reference — Latin, French and European. The audience was,
however, limited to educated court and aristocratic circles: although the
production of literature was growing, mass literacy did not happen
until more than five hundred years later. At this time there was sufficiently
widespread literacy among lay people for there to be a wide circulation
of books lent and borrowed, the beginnings of a commercial readership
more than a century before Caxton printed the first books in English.

King Horn, dating from about 1225, is the earliest surviving verse
romance in English. It is a tale of love, betrayal, and adventure, showing
how English has assimilated the characteristics of French courtly stories,
and adapted them to a local setting. The range of poems is now
expanding rapidly: religious, secular, moral, and political themes are
becoming the subjects for writing and reading.

The Alliterative Revival, in the second half of the fourteenth century,
and a growing literate readership, expands this range, and many more
manuscript copies of texts are found, showing that writing and reading
were spreading, and were not limited either to the capital city, London,
or to highly educated readers.

Story telling is a fundamental part of Middle English literature. Bible
stories had been retold in the Anglo-Saxon period (versions of Genesis
and Exodus in particular). Now, for example, Patience (from the late
fourteenth century) retells the biblical story of Jonah and the whale,
making it both comic and instructive (reinforcing the virtue of patience).

Man’s smallness in relation to God is stressed, with Jonah compared to
a mote of dust at a munster doot/ so big the whales jaws were.

The word ‘munster’ is interesting: interpreted as ‘minster’ or ‘cathedral’, it
is cleatly linked to ‘monastery’ and — if only in sound — to ‘monster’. But
the intention is humorous as well as moral, and this is an important step
in the handling of religious subject matter. Irreverence, alongside devotion,

will become more and more frequent as a feature of writing about religion.
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Pearl introduces an original story, in a form which was to become one
of the most frequent in mediaeval literature, the dream-vision. Authors
like Chaucer and Langland use this form, in which the narrator describes
another world — usually a heavenly paradise — which is compared with
the earthly human world. In Pear/, the narrator sees his daughter who
died in infancy, ‘the ground of all my bliss’. She now has a kind of perfect
knowledge, which her father can never comprehend. The whole poem
underlines the divide between human comprehension and perfection;
these lines show the gap between possible perfection and fallen humanity
which, thematically, anticipate many literary examinations of man’s fall,

the most well known being Milton’s late Renaissance epic, Paradise Lost.

Inoghe is knawen that mankyn grete It is well-known that great mankind
Fyrste was wroght to blysse parfyt; Was first created in perfect bliss;
Oure forme fader hit con forfete Our first father then suddenly lost it
Thurgh an apple that he upon con byte. Through an apple which he went nd bit.
Al wer we dampned for that mete All were damned for that meat/food
To dyye in doel, out of delyt . . . To die in pain, out of delight . . .

In a sense, Pear/ is a forerunner not only of Utopian writing about
a perfect world, but it is also an examination of human limitations
and knowledge; a theme which will recur in the Renaissance — in
Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, Milton’s Paradise 1.ost and a host of other
texts. It is more humanly direct and personal than these later works,
giving the reader a sense of involvement in the narrator’s loss and
incomprehension. The reader, in a sense, identifies with the personal
feelings expressed, and can share the emotions described.

The most significant anonymous text of the period is Sir Gawain

and the Green Knight, described as a ‘lay’ by the minstrel who tells it:

If you will list to this lay just a little while
I shall tell it straight away, as I heard it in the town.

As with the opening line of Beowulf — ‘Lol we have listened to many
a lay’ — there is an implied listening audience and an explicit, personal
voice of the bard. The lay derives from Brittany, and was a kind of
French romance of the twelfth century, intended to be sung. There were

several imitations of French lays in English. The lay was used to recount
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imaginative or legendary tales, fiction, rather than historical tales based
on fact. Sir Orfeo, for example, transposes the classical Greek legend of
Orpheus and Eurydice into this form in an English setting.

WOMEN’S VOICES

Marie de France, who was English, wrote in the late twelfth century
twelve Lais, a series of shotrt romances based on unwritten Breton
songs. Marie’s was not by any means the only female voice of her
time. Hrotsvitha, a tenth-century abbess from Saxony, is generally
seen as the first woman writer in Europe; Ancrene Wisse, also known
as Auncrene Rewle, a book of advice on how to live, directed first at
nuns but clearly also to a wider readership of women, became one of
the main texts of the thirteenth century — it dates from about 1225.
In the following century, Christine de Pisan in France was the first
woman to be a full-time, ‘professional’ writer — and one of the first to
question the authority of men’s writing. In her Book of the City of

Ladies she comments on a work by Matheolus:

the sight of this book, even though it was of no authority, made
me wonder how it happened that so many different men . . . all
concur in one conclusion: that the behaviour of women is inclined

to and full of every vice.

A text by Christine de Pisan, translated by Anthony Woodyville, her
Moral Proverbs of Christine, was the first written by a woman to be
printed in England by Caxton in 1478. It is here that the word ‘authoress’
first appears in English.

Long before Caxton, however, there was a growing readership for
Marie’s Lais, for books of instruction and devotion, and for ‘visionary’
writing. Julian of Norwich experienced such visions at the age of 30
on her deathbed, but made a miraculous recovery, became a nun and
set down her visions in a probing, analytical discussion of such difficult
themes as faith, sin, and the motherhood of God. This is the conclusion

of her challenging writing, given here in the original Middle English:

Thus was I lend that love was Our Lords mening. And I saw full
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sekirly in this and in all, that ere God made us, he lovid us: which
love was never slakid no never shall. And in this love he hath don all
his werke, and in this love he hath made all things profitable to us.
And in this love our life is everstand. In our making we had beginning.
But the love wherin he made us, was in him fro withoute begynning,
in which love we have our beginning. And this shall be seen in God
without end, which Jhesus mot grant us. Amen. [/rid: taught; sekirly:
surely; ere: before; slakid: diminished; no: nor; everstand: everlasting;

making: creation; which i.e. that endless vision of God; ot may|

Margery Kempe is quite a different kind of visionary writer but just as
original in her way as Christine de Pisan, though less assured than
Julian. She dictated her work The Book of Margery Kempe (to two men)
as she could neither read nor write, but her woman’s voice speaks loud
and clear down the centuries in her revelations of her psychological
state of mind through the dramas of childbirth and intense sexual deskes,
towards her maturity and a life of contemplation. She speaks of herself
in the third person as ‘this creature’, although she gives the book her
own name. Moll Flanders in Daniel Defoe’s novel which bears her
name is perhaps the nearest later self-castigating heroine of her own

moral tale (again given in the original):

Ower mercyful lord Crist Jhesu, seyng this creaturys presumpcyon,
sent hire, as is wrete before, thre yere of greet temptacyon. Of
the whech on of the hardest I purpos to wrytyn for exampyl of
hem that com aftyr, that thei schuld not trostyn on here owyn
sclf, ne have no joy in hemself as this creature had. Fore no
drede, owyr gostly enmy slepeth not, but he ful besyly sergyth
our complexions and owyre dysposycionys, and where that he
fyndeth us most freel, ther be Owyr Lordys sufferawns he leyth
hys snare, whech may no man skape be hys owyn powere.

And so he leyd beforn this creature the snare of letchery, whan
sche wend that alle fleschly lust had al hol ben qwenchyd in hire.
And so long sche was temptyd with the syn of letchory, for owt
that sche cowd do: and yet sche was oftyn schrevyn, sche weryd

the hayr and dede gret bodyly penawns and wept many a bytter



30 Old and Middle English 600—-1485

teere and preyd ful oftyn to Owrye Lord that he schuld preserve
hire and kepe hire that sche schuld not fallyn into temptacyon.
For sche thowt sche had lever ben deed than consentyn therto.
And in al this tyme sche had no lust to comown wyth hire husbond,
but it was very peynful and horrybyl unto hire.

[seyng: seeing; Of. . . hardest; one of the hardest of which; purpos
to wrytyn: intend to write down; for. . . hem: as an example for
them; #rostyn on: trust in; here: their; hemself: themselves; no
drede: doubtless; owyr. . . enmy: our spiritual enemy (i.e. the
Devil); ful besyly: very industriously; sergyzh: searches,
investigates; complexions: temperaments; dysposycionys:
characters; free/ frail, vulnerable; skape: escape; wend: thought;
al hol: completely; owz: aught, anything; cowd: could; schrevyn:
confessed and absolved; weryd the hayr: wore a hair shirt; lever:

rather; deed; dead; comown: have intercourse; peynful: painful].

FANTASY

The fairy or fantastic world replaces the classical Hades (or Hell) in Sir
Orfeo, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight takes this fantasy element
to new heights. Sir Gawain is one of the Knights of the Round Table, the
followers of King Arthur, who is so much of a presence in English history,
myth and literature. Arthur is always seen, as in Brus, as the greatest of
the English kings, all of whom are linear descendants of the Roman hero
Brutus. The poem concentrates on one episode rather than on the whole
story, and opens up an ambiguous treatment of the chivalric code of
truth and honour. This code is part of the courtly love ideal, with a
chevalier being the ideal knight whose behaviour is a model to all. But
the chivalric tradition in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is subverted
and made impossible by the Green Knight’s offering that his head be

struck off as long as he can strike a return blow one year later.

. . . he truthfully told them of his tribulations —

What chanced at the chapel, the good cheer of the knight,
The lady’s love-making, and lastly, the girdle.

He displayed the scar of the snick on his neck
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Where the bold man’s blow had hit, his bad faith to
Proclaim;
He groaned at his disgrace,
Unfolding his ill-fame,
And blood suffused his face
When he showed his mark of shame.

The lay is used here to question the value of heroism and the value
of historical myths. It brings human weakness to the fore, but at the
end ironically reinforces belief in human capacities. Gawain, who knows
that deep down he has traits of cowardice and treason and was only
protected by a magic belt, the symbol of his contrition, which redeems
him and makes him a human hero, returns in triumph to Camelot.

The 101 stanzas of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight all end with this
four-and-a-half line conclusion, in shorter lines, giving a rhythmic and
narrative variation to the regular four-stress line of many earlier works.

In these later Middle English texts, i.e. from the fourteenth century,
there is generally a sense of optimism and high spirits which contrasts
with the later questioning and doubt that will be found in much

literature of the Renaissance.

TRAVEL

One of the first books of travel, giving European readers some insight
into the unfamiliar world of the Orient, was published in 1356—67 in
Anglo-Norman French. Called simply Travels, it was said to be by Sir
John Mandeville, but a French historian, Jean d’Outremeuse, may well
have written the book. It is a highly entertaining guide for pilgrims to
the Holy Land, but goes beyond, taking the reader as far as Tartary,
Persia, India and Egypt, recounting more fantasy than fact, but
containing geographical details to give the work credence.
Mandeville’s book whetted the Western European readet’s appetite
for the travel book as a journal of marvels: dry scientific detail was not
what these readers wanted. Rather it was imagination plus information.
Thus, myths of ‘the fountain of youth’ and of gold-dust lying around ‘like
ant-hills” caught the Western imagination, and, when the voyagers of the
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late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries found ‘new worlds’ in the Americas,
these myths were enlarged and expanded, as Eldorado joined the Golden
Road to Samarkand in the imagination of readers concerning distant lands.
Mandeville begins a long tradition of writings about faraway places
which created the idea now called ‘Orientalism’. He talks of rivers such
as the Ganges, the Nile, the Tigris and Euphrates, which are, of course,
all real. He suggests that Paradise may be somewhere beyond, but:

Of Paradise ne can I not speak propetly, for I was not there. It is
far beyond . . . Paradise is enclosed all about with a wall, and men
wit not whereof it is, for the walls be covered all over with moss,
as it seemeth. And it seemeth not that the wall is stone of nature
nor of no other thing that the wall is. And that wall stretcheth from
the south to the north, and it hath not but one entry that is closed

with fire burning, so that no man that is mortal ne dare not enter.

Not being able to describe Paradise, Mandeville, in attempting to give
his writings credibility, concludes:

. of that place I can say you no more. And therefore I shall

hold me still and return to that I have seen.

Such writings emphasise cultural strangeness and difference, and for
many centuries they have conditioned Western perceptions of the

societies they purport to describe.

GEOFFREY CHAUCER

If no love is, O God, what fele I so?
(Troilus and Criseyde)

As we have mentioned, Geoffrey Chaucer used a wide range of cultural
references from throughout Europe in his writing, but he wrote almost
exclusively in English. This is highly significant, not only in giving
him his place as the first of the major English writers, but in placing

him as a pivotal figure who encompasses many of the earlier traditions,
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genres and subjects of literature, applying them in the context of a
new, highly active and developing society.

Chaucer was a professional courtier, a kind of civil servant. His writing
was a sideline rather than a vocation: the full-time English writer was still
a couple of centuries in the future. Chaucer was born into a family of
wine traders; he was thus from the class of the new wealthy city gentleman.
His work took him to Kent (which he represented in Parliament from
1386), to France, and twice to Italy, where he made the acquaintance of
the works of writers such as Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio.

Chaucer’s first work, The Book of the Duchess, is a dream-poem on
the death in 1368 of Blanche, Duchess of Lancaster, the wife of John of
Gaunt (third son of King Edward III). It is a poem of consolation,

modelled on French examples:

‘She is dead!” ‘Nay!” “Yes, by my troth!’
‘Is that your loss?” ‘By God, that is routhel’ [routhe: pity]

The simplicity and directness of the emotion, and the handling of
dialogue, show Chaucer’s capacity to bring language, situation, and
emotion together effectively.

The House of Fame (¢.1374-85) is another dream-poem, this time
influenced by the Italian of Dante. It is the first time that Dante’s epic of a
journey to Paradise, Purgatory, and Hell — The Divine Comedy (¢.1310-20)
— is echoed in English. Here Chaucer becomes a participant in his own
writing. He is the ingenuous poet who visits the Latin poet Ovid’s ‘house of
fame’ to learn about love. He brings together aspects of love which will
become the frequent subject matter of poets throughout the ages. Cupid
and Venus, passion and desire, innocence and knowledge, are all invoked,
using the new verse form of the rhyme-royal stanza. (The name derives
from its later use by Scottish King James I in his Kingis Quair, ¢.1424.)

The subject of love is taken up again in Chaucer’s two greatest
poems before The Canterbury Tales: Troilus and Criseyde and The
Legend of Good Women. The first takes the Italian writer Boccaccio as
its source. It brings together the classical Trojan war story, the Italian
poetic version of that story, and the sixth-century philosophical work
of Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy. Like Layamon, Chaucer
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consciously uses other writers’ books, and deliberately gives himself
the role of intermediary, relating, revisiting and refining old stories.
If Chaucer had never gone on to write The Canterbury Tales, Troilus
and Criseyde would remain as one of the outstanding poems in European
literature of the mediaeval period. It has even been called ‘the first
modern novel’. Although this is an exaggeration, it serves to remind us
of Chaucer’s considerable descriptive capacity both in terms of character
and scene. Chaucer uses, as part of his authorial technique, the reader’s
ability to recognise and identify with what is being described. These are
the words of Troilus on the joys and pains of love; the first line is a

direct use of intertextual reference quoting Petrarch:

If no love is, O God, what fele I so?

And if love is, what thing and whiche is he?
If love be good, from whennes comth my wo?
If it be wikke, a wonder thinketh me,

When every torment and adversitee

That cometh of him, may to me savory thinke;

For ay thurst I, the more that I it drinke.

And if that at myn owene lust I brenne,

Fro whennes cometh my wailing and my pleynte?

This theme of the joys and pain of love becomes more and more
important through Chaucer’s writing. In The Legend of Good Women,
for example, he takes up an awareness that Criseyde, who is the symbol
of inconstancy, has followed the wishes of men, and attempts to redress
the balance in women’s favour. It is interesting that the views of a
female audience are considered, although the stories of women who
died for love are not necessarily standard romantic fare! Incidentally,
this is the first English poem to use heroic couplets, as it describes some

of the famous classical women who sacrificed themselves for love:

And Cleopatre, with all thy passioun,

Hide ye your trouthe of love and your renoun;
And thou, Tisbe, that hast for love swich peine:
My lady comth, that al this may disteine.
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Tee hee!’ she cried and clapped the window to
(The Miller’s Tale)

All Chaucer’s earlier writing can be seen to lead to his masterpiece, The
Canterbury Tales. He probably began writing it around 1387 and the work
was uncompleted at his death in 1400. The idea of using a series of linked
stories appears in The Legend of Good Women, but the greatest innovation
is to use the ‘here and now” the London area and English society of the
time. Originally, 120 tales were planned, with each of thirty pilgrims from
Southwark to Canterbury telling two tales on the way there and two on the
way back. Rather less than a quarter of the project was realised, but the
whole range of genres, styles, and subjects which history and tradition,
England and Europe offered Chaucer were exploited in these tales.

Why Canterbury? Why Southwark? Why, indeed, April, in the famous
opening lines of the prologue?

When that April with his showers sote [sofe: sweet]
The drought of March hath pierced to the root . . .

Canterbury and Southwark bring together the religious and the secular.
Canterbury Cathedral was the site of the martyrdom of Saint Thomas a
Becket in 1170, during the reign of Henry II. As such, it became a shrine,
the object of pilgrimage in a British sense, reflecting the duty of pilgrimage
to Jerusalem which was the inspiration for the Crusades in the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries. Some critics see a literal ‘falling off’, or decadence,
in this jolly jaunt. Compared to the high but conventional ideals of the
Crusades and the noble intentions of the heroes of earlier literature, there
is certainly a ‘decline’ to more day-to-day concerns. This is all part of an
underlying reflection on religion and the individual in the modern world,
reflected in many texts, from Winner and Waster to Patience and beyond.

The starting point of the journey, the Tabard Inn at Southwark,
represents the city, the new focal institution in society. The inn’s role
as meeting place and hostelry affirms the importance of drinking and
conviviality in this society. It is not new: the scops sang of the deeds
of Beowulf at feasts in castle halls, and convivial celebration is important

in that society too. But there is a new social order here, with people
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of all levels of modern society apart from the aristocracy and the
lowest peasants — the very highest and the very lowest in the land —

sharing an undertaking which combines duty and pleasure.

In Southwark, at The Tabard, as I lay
Ready to go on pilgrimage and start

For Canterbury, most devout at heart,
At night there came into that hostelry
Some nine and twenty in a company
Of sundry folk happening then to fall
In fellowship, and they were pilgrims all
That towards Canterbury meant to ride.

(The General Prologue — in modern English)

Pleasure had been noticeably lacking in literary expression until
this time. Duty, war, reconciliation, consolation, love (and the pains
of love), honour, suffering, history, religious doubt; all of these and
more had been familiar subjects. But, just as authors became more
individualistic, so did the members of this society.

The knight, the miller, the wife of Bath, the prioress, the cleric, and
others are all identified by their occupation or marital status, but the narrator’s
descriptions of them as individuals — and their tales and the telling of them
— not only bring out individual differences and characteristics, but invite
the reader to recognise and identify the pilgrims as stereotypical characters.

Chaucer himself (or his narratorial persona) prefers not to take
sides and does not overtly judge the characters he presents, but he
allows the reader a new degree of interpretative freedom, based on
the recognition of an ironic gap between how the characters see
themselves and how others see them. This is new to English literature.

Why April? we asked. April is the spring month when the showers bring
new fertility to the earth, when there is a reawakening, a rebirth, and the
rigours of winter are overcome. This is, together with the Christian pilgrimage,
an almost pagan clement of ritual spiritual renewal, which finds echoes
throughout literature from the Dark Ages as far as the ‘wastelands’ of
twentieth-century writing. A land, a kingdom, awaits rebirth, and then
gives thanks for that rebirth, for the continuity of life that it inspires.
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So there is a great deal going on in the seemingly simple framework
of The Canterbury Tales. 1t absorbs literary, historical, religious, social,
and moral concerns, and transcends them all. It gives a wide-ranging
view of the late fourteenth-century world and its people. The specific
people and places described become emblems of their period and
the text becomes an image of its time.

Critics are still divided over to what extent Chaucer treats his
characters seriously or ironically. One recent trend suggested that
Chaucer’s irony permits the reader to see the knight, ‘a very perfect
gentle knight’, not as the true model of courtly perfection (as these
words suggest) but as a mercenary soldier who will fight for anyone
who pays him. This reading has the knight always on the losing side,
making him an out-of-date hero figure, ill at ease in the modern world.
However, the knight is more traditionally viewed as a genuine ‘gentle,
knight’. Whatever the case, his tale is an old-fashioned philosophical
story of rivalry in love, set in classical Greece.

A similar gentle irony may surround the nun, a prioress, Madame
Eglantyne. She is a sensual woman, one who enjoys the pleasures of the
senses. Hanging from the bracelet around her wrist, there is not a cross
(as the reader might expect) but a ‘brooch’ with the motto in Latin, ‘Love
conquers all’. Again critics have shown that this is ambiguous, to say the
least. Love of Christ and sensual love are brought together in one very
vivacious female character. Her tale is a fairly traditional, uncritical story
of murder and religion, which is surprisingly open in its conclusions.

The Millers Tale is an old-fashioned fable, a story of deception in love,
in almost complete contrast to The Knight’s Tale, and full of earthy
humour. As the lover Absalon kisses Alison on quite the opposite end
of her anatomy to where he expected, the whole idea of illicit love is

suddenly made comic:

Dark was the night as pitch, as black as coal,
And at the window out she put her hole,
And Absalon, so fortune framed the farce,
Put up his mouth and kissed her naked arse

Most savourously before he knew of this.

The wife of Bath gives a staunch defence of having had five husbands,
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and her tale, set at the time of King Arthur, opens up the question of

what women really ‘most desire’ — again a challenge to courtly values.

Some said that women wanted wealth and treasure,
‘Honour,” said some, some ‘Jollity and pleasure,’
Some ‘Gorgeous clothes’ and others ‘Fun in bed,
“To be oft widowed and remarried,” said

Others again, and some that what most mattered
Was that we should be cossetted and flattered.

The friar is described not as a holy figure, but as ‘wanton and
merry’. He tells a teasing tale about an extortionate religious figure, a

summoner, who is carried off to Hell by the devil.

Ponder my wotds, reflect upon my story.
The lion’s always on the watch for prey

To kill the innocent, if so he may . . .

The summoner then answers this with a comic story of a greedy

friar, again using low humour to mock religious attitudes:

Fat as a whale and waddling like a swan,

They stink of wine like bottles in a bar;

How reverent their supplications are!

When they say prayers for souls their psalm of David

Is just a ‘Burp! Cor menm eructavit!

This gentle mocking of heroic courtly values reveals that Chaucer’s
intention is more than just to describe the world in which he lived. Although
himself conservative, he examines, and wants the reader to see, the changes
that society is undergoing. There is a sense of shifting emphasis as older
values are questioned and new values affirmed. Throughout the Ta/es
there is also a joyful sense of humour, of enjoyment of sensual pleasures,
and of populat, earthy fun. Serious and comic intentions go hand in hand,
and give a new vision of a fast-developing and richly textured world.
Above all, individual self-interest is more important than social, shared

interests. Many of the characters are seen to be set in their ways. They are
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old-fashioned and unwilling to change. But, again, Chaucer does not judge
— it is the reader who must enjoy, evaluate, and decide.

The tales may have the ‘storial thing that toucheth gentleness’
that is, they tell of noble deeds in days gone by, like The Wife of
Bath’s Tale which talks of ‘the old days of the King Arthur’; or they
may be popular stories — ‘churls’ tales’ — which tend to be told by
the tradesmen. These — deriving from a French tradition of fabliaunx,
or comic tales — allow for descriptions of everyday life, rather than
romanticised tales of the past. They also give Chaucer the
opportunity to have his characters speak of areas outside London:
Oxford (the miller); Cambridge (the reeve); Yorkshire (the
summonet). This is the beginning of a provincial voice in London-
based literature.

There are also holy tales of ‘morality and holyness’, as told by the
prioress, the second nun, and the other religious figures. The host, Harry
Bailey, is in charge of this early package tour, and it is he who keeps
harmony among the diverse characters, classes and professions, and who,
incidentally, underlines the need for drink to keep the group from
dissension.

Chaucer’s world in The Canterbury Tales brings together, for the
first time, a diversity of characters, social levels, attitudes, and ways of
life. The tales themselves make use of a similarly wide range of forms
and styles, which show the diversity of cultural influences which the
author had at his disposal. Literature, with Chaucer, has taken on a
new role: as well as affirming a developing language, it is a mirror of
its times — but a mirror which teases as it reveals, which questions
while it narrates, and which opens up a range of issues and questions,
instead of providing simple, easy answers.

It is from Chaucer that later writers began to trace the history of
English poetry, beginning with George Puttenham’s The Arte of English
Poesie, published in 1589. This account, two hundred years after
Chaucer was writing The Canterbury Tales, finds ‘little or nothing
worth commendation’ in poetry before Chaucer. However, it must
be remembered how many manuscripts were destroyed in the
Reformation of the 1530s and how few copies of any earlier writing

remained extant.
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LANGLAND, GOWER AND LYDGATE

On a May morning, on Malvern Hills

(Piers  Plowman)

It is interesting that George Puttenham, the author of the first critical
treatise on English Literature The Arte of English Poesie (1589), describes
the major work of William Langland, Piers Plowman, as a ‘satire’. The
origin of English satire, looking back to the Latin of Juvenal, is usually
credited to Joseph Hall (1574-1656) who, in Virgidemiarum Sex Libris
(Six Books of Rods) (1598), staked his claim to be the first English satirist.
But, if satire is the mocking observation of human behaviour, Langland
can, with Chaucer, be considered a worthy forerunner of what was to
become a notable tradition.

Piers Plowman is an alliterative poem recounting a series of dreams,
with waking interludes to connect them. Long Will, the dreamer, is the
unifying character and main speaker. Piers enters the narrative now
and then as a kind of alfer ¢go of Will; by the end he becomes semi-
divine. The dreams tell of how England might be reformed, and of truth
in justice and behaviour. A credo or ‘Do Well’ leads to a disillusioned
view of human nature, in which the church, which should exemplify
salvation, is shown as corrupt. As in The Canterbury Tales, the friar is
seen as weak and corrupt, and Piers is seen, in his own dream, as the

honest man:

‘Contrition is on his back, asleep and dreaming,” said Peace,
‘and most of the others are in the same state. The Friar has
bewitched them with his cures; his plasters are so mild that they
have lost all fear of sin.’

“Then by Christ!” cried Conscience, ‘I will become a pilgrim, and
walk to the ends of the earth in search of Piers the Ploughman.
For he can destroy Pride, and find an honest livelihood for these
Friars who live by flattery and set themselves against me. Now
may Nature avenge me, and send me His help and healing, until
I have found Piers the Ploughman?’

Then he cried aloud for Grace, and 1 awoke.

(Prose translation of Piers Plowman into modern English)
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Langland gives us a worldview, in which the church and man should
be as one; but the individual is imperfect, and society always lacking.
The poem is allegorical, but does not force a moral, or lead to an
ideal solution. Rather it exposes a problem, which could very roughly
be summed up as human fallibility in relation to religious idealism, a
problem which was to concern writers more and more down the
centuries.

The poem is, at the same time, realistic and transcendent: it rises above
reality but, inevitably, it is the real world which wins. For this was not a time
of social harmony, despite Harry Bailey’s staunch efforts in Southwark! In
1381, Wat Tyler led the Peasants’ Revolt, an uprising of agricultural workers
against excessive taxation and enforced poverty. This was the same period

when John Ball, one of the first social agitators in history, claimed:

. matters cannot go well in England and never will until all
things be in common, and there shall be neither serfs nor

gentlemen, but we shall all be equal.

There are three versions of Langland’s Piers Plowman, of various
dates. Critics tend to place the main text some three or four years eatlier
than the Peasants’ Revolt, and Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde some
four years later. Less than two hundred years after the Magna Carta,
agreed in 1215 between King John and the landowners, the stability of
the nation was threatened. The kind of problems examined in Patience
and Piers Plowman were perhaps rather more intellectual than the
concerns of the peasants, for whom life was cleatly very hard. The
leaders of the Revolt, including John Ball, are known to have cited Piers
Plowman, though they were not necessarily peasants themselves.

A popular voice is heard in the continuing oral tradition of the
ballad. That popular voice is always English. (When King Richard
II spoke to the peasants’ representatives at the time of the Revolt,
it is recorded that he used English.) Ballads almost always told a
story, perhaps of a popular hero like Robin Hood, but usually they
represent a coming to terms with harsh realities of life and death,
in a situation — like Long Will’s — far removed from the centres of

power.
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A lusty life with her he had
(Confessio  Amantis)

There is a remarkable degree of consistency in the way mediaeval
literature affirms humanity. With all its faults, humanity emerges as
more realistic than heavenly ideals. John Gower uses this human
element in Confessio Amantis (A Lover’s Confession).

Sin is a moral offence in the eyes of the church, and confession was
the Roman Catholic church’s way of holding its believers in a moral tie
to the church, which could forgive or absolve sins as long as the believers
paid due penance. An emphasis on the confession of sins, and thus of
the personal responsibility for the naming of sins, is stressed especially
after Pope Innocent III’s Fourth Lateran Council of 1215.

Gower’s ‘confession’ uses the concept with a degree of irony. He
uses stories to recount the seven deadly sins of love (Awans), deriving
considerable inspiration from the Latin poet Ovid, in a mock-religious
dream-vision. At the end, when the speaker has confessed all his sins,
he announces that he will renounce love — but only because he is old,
and nature has overtaken his capacity to love. A farewell to love
rather than a vow of chastity is the ironic outcome.

The most natural of human fears, and the most potent symbol of
the transitory nature of human life, is fear of death. A great deal of
mediaeval and earlier writing — from Beownlf to Chaucer and Gower
— is, in this sense, life-affirming. Gower ends his Confessio Amantis

with one eye on heaven and the everlasting:

Wher resteth love and alle pes

Our joie mai ben endeles.

It is a feature we find less noticeably in Gower’s and Chaucet’s two
main fifteenth-century English successors, John Lydgate (the most
prolific of all pre-Renaissance writers) and Thomas Hoccleve.
Because the mediaeval period is seen from our own times as historically
distant, ‘behind’ the Renaissance with all the changes which that period
brought, it has been undervalued for its own debates, developments and
changes. The fact that mediaeval times have been revisited, re-imagined

and rewritten, especially in the Romantic period, has tended to compound
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the ideas of difference and distance between this age and what came after.
But in many ways the mediaeval period presages the issues and concerns
of the Renaissance period and prepares the way for what was to come.
John Lydgate is a key figure in this connection. He achieved immense
success and influence in his own lifetime and was regarded as just as
important and influential as Chaucer. With the invention of printing in the
late fifteenth century, Caxton and later Wynkyn de Worde turned to Lydgate’s
works for several of their early bestsellers, often reprinting them. His position
is as a man of letters rather than as a major poet. He consolidates rather
than extends the multiplicity of language sources and styles. He does not
push the bounds of literature forward towards the Renaissance. His voice
is, however, central to his times; and his writings touch on a vast range of
themes and interests, from epic to politics, from love to court concerns.
Lydgate’s works are largely historical subjects in translation, the best known
of which was The Fall of Princes (1431-38). This work enjoyed more than a
century of considerable popularity. His Troy Book (1412-20), much longer
than Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde, is seen by many as Lydgate’s main
achievement: a major contribution to the rendering of classical myth into
English. Perhaps his greatest fame lies, ironically, in his praise of Chaucer, to
whom he was among the first to give credit as the first great English poet:

That made firste to distille and rayne
The golde dewe dropes of speche and eloquence

Into our tunge, thurgh his excellence

And fonde the floures first of Retoryke
Our rude speche, only to enlumyne

That in our tunge was never noon hym like.

Hoccleve’s writing is semi-autobiographical, and contains the first
description in literature of a mental breakdown. He also praises
Chaucer, in The Regiment of Princes (1411-12):

O maister deere and fadir reverent

Mi maister Chaucer, flour of eloquence . . .

These two writers, quoted here in the original Middle English, although
usually classed as followers or imitators of Chaucer, have a great deal of

individuality; they are writers of considerable range, and of great
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importance in the fifteenth century. They perhaps lack the breadth of
vision and empathy which gives Chaucer his place in history, but it is
their misfortune that they come between two richly productive petiods in

English literature, and thus have not maintained their original popularity.

THE SCOTTISH CHAUCERIANS

Timor mortis conturbat me
(William Dunbar, Lament for the Makers)

The group known as the Scottish Chaucerians gives us the most memorable
writing between Chaucer’s death in 1400 and the Renaissance, begun in
England about a hundred years later. These Scottish poets are quite different
in style, tone, and subject matter from their English contemporaries.
King James I of Scotland, who reigned from 1394 to 1437, was influenced
by English writing while a prisoner of the English, and his Kingis Quair
(The King’s Book) owes a lot to Chaucer. It is a love poem, one of the first
of what was to become a popular form. The verse form used is called
‘thyme-royal’ because of King James’s use of it, but it was already known,
and had, indeed, been used by Chaucer. English (or Inglis as it was spelled
and pronounced) was by now the language of Scots who lived south of
the Highlands. In the north, the dominant language of the Celts was Gaelic.
One of the earliest Scottish texts in English was a celebration of the
hero, Robert the Bruce. This was The Bruce (1375-76), a chronicle
usually attributed to John Barbour and written in octosyllabic couplets,

intended to keep Bruce’s exploits and memory alive:

To put in writ a steadfast story
That it last aye furth in memorye [aye furth: for ever after]

The Bruce is the first text to celebrate Scottish nationalism, with such
sentiments as ‘Al freedom is a noble thing!’

About a hundred years later, towards the end of the fifteenth century,
Robert Henryson and William Dunbar take mediaeval traditions to
new heights. Henryson’s Testament of Cresseid treats Chaucer’s heroine
most unromantically, indeed violently, as her life of promiscuity leads
to leprosy, beggary, and death. It is almost misogynistic in its tracing

of the fall of the flower of womanhood. The sense of punishment was
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to pervade Scottish writing through the centuries, especially after the
severe and highly influential Protestant theology of the Swiss-based
reformer Jean Calvin (1509-64) took hold. Henryson gives us a neat
early example of this ‘binary’ of joy and pain.

Yit efter joy oftymes cummis cair

And troubill efter grit prosperitie . . .

Henryson’s The Moral Fables of Aesop the Phrygian, from which these
lines come, are moralities in the Aesop vein, but show a great sympathy

for the animals, like this mouse who was dancing for joy:

The sweet season provoked us to dance

And make such mirth as nature to us learned.

Again, as in Chaucer, the reader is left to judge. Human roles are
examined and questioned as the reader recognises and identifies with
the characters of the fable.

William Dunbar’s Lament for the Makers is about poets (‘makers’) —
including Chaucer, Gower, and Henryson — and the fact that they die.
This intimation of his own mortality troubles Dunbar, and he makes it
into a Latin line, one of the most resonant of repeated lines in poetry.

The last line of each stanza goes:

Timor mortis conturbat me. [The fear of death does trouble me.]

This is the first great work which concentrates on death as the ultimate
leveller, which brings ‘all estates’ to the same end. Dunbar, conscious
in his writings of the immortality of his own work, anticipates one of
the major concerns of Renaissance poetry: the transitory nature of

all human achievement.

The stait of man dois change and vary,
Now sound, now seik, now blith, now sary,
Now dansand, mery, now like to dee;

Timor mortis conturbat wme.

We have come a long way from the Anglo-Saxon celebration of
heroic valour, and are heading rapidly towards the new world of the

Renaissance, where Protestant and Humanist values will dominate.
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MEDIAEVAL DRAMA

He playeth Herod on a scaffold high
(Geoffrey Chaucer, The Miller’s Tale)

From classical Greek times, and in many other cultures, theatre has
maintained strong religious connections. The origins of English theatre
are religious too.

Literary representation was, as we have seen, in the hands of
monasteries as the guardians and propagators of the written word.
From Caedmon onwards, the local language appears in literature and
history, although Latin, the language of the English church, whose
base in Rome was accepted in England until the 1530s, was the language
of documentation. Even the source which contains the account of
Caedmon (Bede’s Ecclesiastical History) was written in Latin. King
Alfred encouraged the use of the vernacular in the late ninth century,
but he made it clear that this was very much second best, necessitated
by the deplorably low standards of Latin learning in his kingdom. The
growing use of English may also reflect the church’s constant concern
over several centuries to reach out to people in the vernacular, which
led to a wide number of translations of the Bible, or parts of it.

The earliest and simplest church drama was a similarly motivated
attempt to bring Bible stories to a wider audience, to make liturgical
stories more widely accessible. Initially, the scenes represented were
the miracles performed by Christ, or the ‘mysteries’ of the nativity and
the resurrection, Heaven and Hell. The genre of miracle and mystery
plays evolves during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries from the
representation of these scenes inside the church, and later outside.

The move to bring the mysteries outside the church is highly significant.
It opens up the performance to all the citizens of the growing cities and
allows the festivals at which they were presented to develop into full
holy-days, or holidays. The presentation of the plays became the civic
responsibility of the guilds, the associations of tradesmen. Each guild
would present its play, often on a mobile wagon which would then be

moved to various points around the city. Thus the audience, staying in
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one place, could watch a whole cycle of mystery plays coveting episodes
in the Bible from Genesis to the resurrection, and on to the last judgement.

The best-known cycles of miracle or mystery plays come from York,
Wakefield, and Chester, and a composite manuscript from an
anonymous ‘N-town’. Although these probably date from the fifteenth
century, guild performances were certainly taking place long before
Chaucer’s time. Indeed, Chaucer’s miller tells in his tale of the parish
clerk who, ‘to show his lightness’, played ‘Herod on a scaffold high’.

In the play of The Marshals in the York cycle, Mary and Joseph talk
about the angel’s warning to them to flee Herod:

JOSEPH And for thy dear son’s sake
Will he destroy all here.
May that traitor him take!
MARY Love Joseph, who told you this?
How had you witting of this deed?
JOSEPH An angel bright that came from bliss
This tiding told for sure indeed . . .

All the cycles are anonymous, but some of the episodes in the Wakefield
cycle are of such quality that their putative author has been called
The Wakefield Master.

Where mystery or miracle plays are based on the Bible and religious
stories, morality plays are allegorical representations of human life. However,
they differ from Piers Plowman in that they take their hero to his heavenly
reward, transcending humanity’s limitations and frustrations, to point up
religious values in a way the other literary gentes of the time tended to avoid.

Everyman, dating from the early sixteenth century, is one of the
most lasting of this kind of work, and is found in several other countries,
the English version originally having been adapted from the Dutch.
God (seen as the Holy Trinity with the voice of Jovus) is one of the
first ‘characters’ to speak in the play, but most of the characters are
personifications. The hero, Everyman, towards the end of his life,
meets such personifications as Fellowship, Kindred, Cousin, and Good
Deeds. They cannot accompany him on his final journey; so it is
Good Deeds (neglected until late in the drama) who must be his
strongest support. Knowledge offers to ‘go with thee and be thy guide’,



48 Old and Middle English 600—-1485

but he can only be Everyman’s companion for a limited distance on
his earthly journey. God recognises that mankind has forgotten him:

I could do no mote than I did, truly;
And now I see the people do clean forsake me.

They use the seven deadly sins damnable . . .

But, after his journey through life, Everyman points up the moral: the
word ‘forsake’ takes on new resonances.

EVERYMAN Take example, all ye that this do hear or see,
How they that I loved best do forsake me,
Except my Good Deeds that bideth truly.

GOOD DEEDS All earthly things is but vanity:
Beauty, Strength, and Discretion do man forsake,
Foolish friends and kinsmen, that fair spake —
All fleeth save Good Deeds, and that am 1.

The ecarliest complete morality play is one of a series from the
early fifteenth century, containing such titles as Mankind and Wisdom,
called The Castle of Perseverance. Its title indicates the virtue the play
will extol. Life is seen as a struggle, a series of challenges and
disappointments. Sin and repentance, twice over, are the lot of Humanum
Genus, the main character, as his lifetime relates to historical time and
the everlasting time of mankind’s salvation, as death and judgement are
enacted in a setting which anticipates the modern ‘theatre in the round’.

In the Scottish literary canon, A Satire of the Three Estates (1540) offers a
contribution to late mediaeval drama which exemplifies and goes beyond
the limitations of its English counterparts. Written by Sir David Lindsay, it
presents class conflict between upper, middle a