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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

IN the case of quotations | have endeavoured to cite the best scholarly texts available. In most instances this has meant
that the spellings have not been brought into line with modern usage, though where | have quoted from the plays and
certain poems of Shakespeare and his contemporaries | have followed the common editoria practice of accepting a
modernized spelling. | apologize if these anomalies offend certain readers. | hope that the quotations in the text give
some sense of the development of the English language and English usage over the centuries.

INTRODUCTION

Poets' Corners. The Development of a Canon of English Literature

Soon after his death in October 1400 the body of Geoffrey Chaucer was placed in a modest tomb in the eastern aisle of
the north transept of Westminster Abbey, the coronation church of the English kings. He was so honoured not because
he was the author of The Canterbury Tales, but because he had formerly held the post of Clerk of the King's Works
and because he had been living in the precincts of the Abbey at the time of his death. He was, moreover, distantly
connected to the royal family through his wife Philippa. When John Gower died some eight years later he was interred
in the Priory Church of St Mary Overie in Southwark (now Southwark Cathedral). Gower, who had retired to the
Priory in his old age, received a far more elaborate tomb, one which proclaimed him to be Anglorum Poeta
celeberrimus (‘the most famous poet of the English nation’) and one which showed him in effigy somewhat
uncomfortably resting his head on his three great works, the Vox Clamantis, the Speculum Meditantis, and the
Confessio Amantis.

The respective fortunes of the buria sites of these two ‘dead, white, male poets is to a significant degree
indicative of how a distinct canon of English literature has emerged over the centuries. Although St Mary Overi€'s,
renamed St Saviour’s in the sixteenth century, later housed the tombs of the playwrights John Fletcher (d. 1625) and
Philip Massinger (d. 1640) and of Bishop Lancelot Andrewes (who died at the nearby Winchester House in 1626), it
never proved as prestigious a church as the distinctly aristocratic Westminster Abbey. Nor did the body of Gower
prove to be as powerful an object of poetic veneration as that of Chaucer. In 1556 Nicholas Brigham, a government
official with antiquarian tastes, erected a new, but conservatively Gothic, monument over Chaucer’s bones. His act of
national piety was a tribute to Chaucer’s acknowledged status as, to use Edmund Spenser’s term, the ‘ pure well head
of Poesi€'. It was within feet of Chaucer’s grave that Spenser himself was buried in 1599, his mural monument,
erected some twenty years later, pronouncing him to be ‘the Prince of Poetsin his Tyme'. Thus specially consecrated
to the Muses, this corner of a royal church later contained the ashes of Michael Drayton, who ‘exchanged his Laurell
for a Crowne of Glorye' in 1631, of ‘rare’ Ben Jonson
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who died in 1637, and of Abraham Cowley who died in 1667. Its prestige was firmly established with the burial of
John Dryden in 1700 and by the subsequent construction of an elegant funerary monument which seems to guard the
entrance to the aisle.

Writing in The Spectator in 1711, Joseph Addison referred to this already celebrated part of the Abbey as ‘the
poetical Quarter’. Its name was gradually transmogrified into the familiar ‘Poets' Corner’. The seal was set on its
function as a place where English poets might, and indeed ought, to be commemorated, regardless of their actua
place of interment, in the middle years of the eighteenth century. Here, in what was rapidly becoming less like an
exclusively royal church and more like a national pantheon, was an area largely devoted to the posthumous
celebration of writers. Here distinguished citizens, and not the state, decreed that, with the Dean of Westminster's
permission, men of letters might rest or be sculpturally remembered in the ancient Roman manner. In 1721 the
architect James Gibbs designed a fine mural tablet in memory of Matthew Prior. In 1737 William Benson, a
connoisseur of literature and the Surveyer-General of Works, paid for the setting-up of Rysbrack’s posthumous bust of
John Milton (d. 1674) and, three years later, a spectacular mural cenotaph, carved by Peter Scheemakers, was erected



to the honour of William Shakespeare (who had been buried in provincial Stratford 124 years earlier). The
monument, proudly inscribed with the words Amor Publicus Posuit (‘The public's love placed it here’), was the
outcome of an appeal for funds made by a committee which included Lord Burlington and Alexander Pope. Although
Pope himself contributed notably to the Abbey’s expanding collection of poetic epitaphs, he never received even the
most modest of memorials in Poets' Corner. The honour was, however, accorded to James Thomson in 1762, to
Thomas Gray in 1771, and to Oliver Goldsmith in 1774. In 1784, to affirm the Abbey’ s status as a national pantheon,
the much respected Samuel Johnson was interred in the floor of the south transept at the foot of the monument to
Shakespeare.

Edmund Spenser’ s conscious construction of aliterary tradition, in which he was associated in life and death with
the poetic example of Chaucer, had therefore been instrumental in establishing the significance of Poets' Corner in
the minds of those who sought to define a line of succession in national literature. In common with many other self
appointed arbiters of public taste, however, the Abbey authorities were singularly behindhand in recognizing the
marked shift in literary fashions in the first two decades of the nineteenth century. While relatively minor poets such
as William Mason (d. 1797) and the author of the once celebrated New Bath Guide, Christopher Anstey (d. 1805),
were commemorated in wall-tablets, the new generation of poets, many of whom died young, were initially
conspicuous for their absence. Notorioudly, in 1824 the ‘immora’ Lord Byron was refused a tomb by the Dean of
Westminster, a refusal compounded seven years later by the rejection of Thorvaldsen's marble statue of the pensive
poet specialy commissioned by a group of Byron's
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friends. A memoria dlab to Byron was somewhat shamefacedly installed only in 1969. Keats and Shelley, both buried
in Rome, equally had to wait until the mid-twentieth century for an Abbey monument. By the early Victorian period,
however, both public and ecclesiastical opinion deemed it proper to erect posthumous busts of Coleridge (d. 1834) and
Southey (d. 1843) and a statue of the seated Wordsworth (d. 1850), all of them significantly clustered in the protective
shadow of Shakespeare.

The enlightened Victorian Dean of Westminster, Arthur Stanley (1815-81), a former pupil of Dr Arnold's at
Rugby, was instrumental in allotting the already over-occupied south transept its most visited grave, that of Charles
Dickens (d. 1870). Stanley’s decision to bury Dickens in the Abbey is notable for two reasons: he overrode Dickens's
express desire to be buried in Rochester, and he also, for the first time, included a novelist amongst its eminent
literary dead. The privilege had aready been denied to Thackeray (d. 1863) and Elizabeth Gaskell (d. 1865) and was
not extended to the agnostic George Eliot (d. 1880) (though it had been suggested to Stanley that she was ‘a woman
whose achievements were without parallel in the previous history of womankind') or to the singularly ‘churchy’
Anthony Trollope (d. 1882). After Stanley’s time, however, the niceties of religious belief and unbelief were largely
set aside as the graves of Browning, Tennyson, Hardy, and Kipling virtualy filled the available space and gave the
entire transept its popular, if narrow, character as a Who was Who of English letters. When one says ‘English’ |etters,
it should be remembered that Victorian inclusiveness insisted on the addition of busts of Sir Walter Scott and Robert
Burns, on the commemoration of the American Longfellow and of Adam Lindsay Gordon, the ‘Poet of Austraia.
Since the nineteenth century, literary societies and informal pressure groups have systematically brought about the
canonization by tablet of the particular objects of their admiration. Thus women writers (Jane Austen, the Brontés,
and George Eliot) have received belated notice. The once overlooked or notably absent now have their busts
(Thackeray by Marochetti, Blake by Epstein), their mural tablets (Ruskin, Matthew Arnold, Clare), or their engraved
floor dabs (Caedmon, Hopkins, Edward Lear, Lewis Carroll, Anthony Trollope, Henry James, D. H. Lawrence, Dylan
Thomas, John Masefield, T. S. Eliot, W. H. Auden, and an omnium gatherum of poets who served in the First World
War).

Poets' Corner has always commemorated a surprisingly arbitrary selection of writers and, like any parallel attempt
to draw up a canon or a list, generally represents the opinions of what a certain group of influential people have
wanted to believe mattered to them and to their times. What the memorials in Poets Corner represent is aloose series
of decisions, all of them, in their time, considered decisions, which have subsequently been interpreted as categorical
and canonical. This is how most canons come into being. The trouble with canons is that they not only become
hallowed by tradition, they also enforce tradition.

[p. 4]

Initsorigina sense, the idea of a canon included not just the biblical books approved as a source of doctrine by the
Church, but aso the list of saints whose names could be invoked in prayer and to whom a degree of devotion could be
directed. There have always been writers who have sought to associate themselves with a secular canon and a secular
apostolic succession as earnestly as the Christian Church hallowed its Scriptures and looked to its history in order to



justify its continued existence. Chaucer was anxious to prove his credentials as an innovative English poet by
appealing to ancient authority and by displaying his knowledge of modern French and Italian writers. Some 150 years
later, Spenser insisted not only that he had drunk deeply at the well of Italian poetry, but also that he was nourished
by a vernacular tradition that he dated back to Chaucer. Milton, in his turn, claimed to be the heir to the ‘sage and
serious Spenser. In the nineteenth century such invocations of a tradition were supplemented by a reverence only
marginally this side of idolatry. In the third book of The Prelude, William Wordsworth described his sense of
intimacy as a Cambridge undergraduate, with the spirits of Chaucer, Spenser, and Milton, and the dizzy ‘libations
drunk to the memory of the sober Milton in the poet’s former ‘lodge and oratory’. Later in life Wordsworth insisted to
his nephew that he had always seen himself as standing in an apostolic line: ‘“When | began to give myself up to the
profession of a poet for life, | was impressed with a conviction, that there were four English poets whom | must have
continually before me as examples - Chaucer, Shakespeare, Spenser and Milton.” These four poets he claimed to have
systematically studied and attempted to equa ‘if | could’. John Keats treasured an engraving of Shakespeare and
fancied that the Bard was a ‘good Genius' presiding over his work. He posed in front of the Shakespeare for his own
portrait, and, when composing, was apt to imagine ‘in what position Shakespeare sat when he began “To be or not to
be’’. Sir Walter Scott had a cast of Shakespeare's Stratford monument placed in aniche in his library at Abbotsford
and hung an engraving of Thomas Stothard's painting of Chaucer’s Canterbury Pilgrims over the fireplace in his
study. In 1844 Charles Dickens had a copy of the same engraving hung in the entrance hall at 1 Devonshire Terrace
and gilt-framed portraits of hisfriends, Carlyle and Tennyson, prominently displayed in hislibrary. When he acquired
Gad's Hill Place in Kent in 1856 he was so proud of its loose Shakespearian connection that he had a framed
inscription proclaiming the fact placed in his hallway. Before the privations of his career as a Jesuit began, the
undergraduate Gerard Manley Hopkins asked for portraits of Tennyson, Shelley, Keats, Shakespeare, Milton, and
Dante to decorate his rooms at Oxford. The grace of the literary tradition stretched even to the death-bed. Tennyson,
who had been rereading Shakespeare’s playsin his last illness, was buried clasping a copy of Cymbeline and crowned
with a wreath of laurel plucked from Virgil’s tomb. Even in the anti-heroic twentieth century this yearning to be
associated with an established tradition seems not to have diminished. Amidst the plethora of his own images which
decorate George Bernard Shaw’s house at Ayot St Lawrenceisa

[p. 5]

Staffordshire pottery figure of Shakespeare; behind Vita SackvilleeWest's writing table in her sitting-room at
Sissinghurst hang portraits of the Bronté sisters and Virginia Woolf; according to one of his recent biographers, T. S.
Eliot acquired a photograph of Poets Corner, with Dryden’s monument prominent in the foreground, soon after his
arrival in England.

An awareness of the significance, as well as the decorative value, of the English literary tradition was by no means
confined to literary aspirants to that tradition. By the mid-eighteenth century English porcelain manufacturers were
marketing paired statuettes of Shakespeare and Milton, designed to stand like household gods on refined middle-class
chimney-pieces. The Shakespeare was modelled on the Scheemakers statue in Westminster Abbey, the Milton being
given asimilar half column on which to rest a pile of books and his elegant left elbow. These models, with variations,
remained current until well into the Victorian era, being imitated in cheap Staffordshire pottery (such as seems later
to have appealed to Shaw) and in more up-market biscuit and Parian ware. The phenomenal popularity of high-
quality Parian china in the mid-nineteenth century meant that there were at least 11 different versions of busts or
statuettes of Shakespeare on sale to a mass public from various manufacturers. There were also some 6 distinct models
available of Milton, 7 of Scott, 6 of Burns, 5 of Byron, 4 of Dickens, 3 of Tennyson, and one each of Bunyan,
Johnson, Wordsworth, Shelley, Browning, Thackeray, and Ruskin. The pairing of Shakespeare and Milton as
chimney-ornaments, in Parian china and in other cheaper materials, was reflected for Scots and Scotophiles by
paralel figures representing Scott and Burns. It is interesting to note, despite political arguments to the contrary, how
easily a popular view of the literary tradition seems to have assimilated both establishment and anti-establishment
figures. Much as it balanced the ‘classica’ Milton against that ‘Gothic’ warbler of native woodnotes wild,
Shakespeare, so it seems to have accepted the counterpoise of the (we assume) royalist Shakespeare and the republican
Milton. So too, it balanced the Tory Scott and the radical Burns. Although this decorative art may have sprung from a
hero-worshipping impulse, it was scarcely confrontational. The idea of possessing representations of famous writers
(or, still nowadays, of composers) may have been stimulated by a desire to show off an aspiration to, or an acquisition
of, an ‘élite’ culture, but it cannot properly be seen as a fashion imposed exclusively from above.

The desire to commemorate a line of development and to dignify certain representative writers did; however, have
adistinctly gentlemanly precedent, one that went with the possession of alibrary, or rather with the luxury of aroom
set aside for books and private study. One of the most remarkable collections of English literary portraits to survive
outside the National Portrait Gallery is that assembled in the 1740s by the fourth Earl of Chesterfield (1694-1773) and



now in the possession of the University of London Library. Chesterfield bought pictures from the sales of two earlier
collectors and patrons of
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literature-Edward Harley, second Earl of Oxford and Charles Montagu, Earl of Halifax-and also commissioned new
images of his own. The paintings were installed in the library of his grand house in Mayfair in 1750 with the portrait
of Shakespeare (now in Stratford-upon-Avon) in pride of place over the mantelpiece. Chesterfield's selection of
authors may have largely depended on what painted images were available to him, but the series of portraits still
represents a sound guide to what his contemporaries would have regarded as the major figures in English writing up
to their own day. Apart from Shakespeare, the collection included images of Chaucer, Sidney, Spenser, Jonson,
Denham, Prior, Cowley, Butler, Otway, Dryden, Wycherley, Rowe, Congreve, Swift, Addison, and Pope (the last two
painted expressly for his library). Chesterfield also owned two portraits once mistakenly assumed to be of Milton (one
is now believed to show Edmund Waller, the other the minor dramatist, William Cartwright). Chesterfield’'s
canonical selection would probably not coincide exactly with a list drawn up by a classically-minded modern scholar
of pre-eighteenth-century literature. Given its exclusion of most medieval poets, most Elizabethan and Jacobean
dramatists, and all the disciples of Donne, it would almost certainly clash with how most other twentieth-century
readers would choose to view the literary history of the same period.

The drawing up of canons and the making of listsis aways a fraught business, one conditioned not only by private
tastes and transient public fashions but also by what successors are likely to see as ancestral myopia. But then, the
present is always inclined to read the past proleptically as a means of justifying its own prejudices and emphases. The
late twentieth century has not proved able to liberate itself from an inherited inclination to catalogue, calibrate, and
categorize, let alone from an insistently progressivist view of history. When modern publishers periodically draw up
lists of the ‘ Twenty Best Y oung British Novelists', or of the ‘ Ten Best Modern Writers', or when newspapers absurdly
attempt to determine who have been the ‘Thousand Makers of the Twentieth Century’, they are only following
pseudo-scientific habits of mind formed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. We are more conditioned by
Linnaean systems of thought than we often choose to recognize. The nineteenth-century European habit of inscribing
famous names on public buildings, of placing busts in architectural niches, and of enhancing cornices with the statues
of the great is a case in point. The habit followed from the idea that buildings could be read and it represented an
attempt to petrify a particular view of cultural history. It was probably killed not by a wholesale revision of cultural
history but by a reaction against representation and symbolic art in the 1920s and by the virtual abolition of
architectural sculpture in the 1950s. If the names of half forgotten composers still decorate the facades of opera-
houses and the walls of concert-halls throughout Europe, certain prominent British buildings also proclaim the
significance of ‘national’ literature. When, for example, a Royal Commission was established in 1841 to oversee the
decorative scheme of the new Houses of Parliament, they
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determined that the subjects for frescos for the interiors should be drawn exclusively from British history and from the
works of three English poets. Spenser, Shakespeare, and Milton. None of the designs originally proposed came to
fruition, though, in the early 1850s, a series of literary frescos was executed in the Upper Waiting Hall, the subjects
being taken from the works of eight writers. Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, Dryden, Pope, Byron, and Scott.
This stress on national poetry in a building ostensibly dedicated to the workings of Victorian democracy is hot really
surprising. Literature was seen not only as an identifiable achievement of the British nation, but also as an expression
of the unity and of the continuity of the institutions of that same nation (the inclusion of Scott amongst these eight
poets was, in part, an acknowledgement of Scotland’s place in the union; an Irish equivaent was evidently difficult to
find). Only three English writers, Chaucer, Shakespeare and Milton, appeared on the south front of the plinth of the
Albert Memorial, finished in 1867, but then they had to jostle for eminence in the select company of thirty-six other
European poets and musicians. Where one might have expected international, or at least European reference, in the
domed Reading-Room of the British Museum, a list of names of exclusively British writers was chosen in 1907 to be
inscribed in the empty panels above the cornice. Having faded, they were obliterated in 1952. Here in temporary gilt
splendour the names of Chaucer, Caxton, Tyndale, Spenser, Shakespeare, Bacon, Milton, Locke, Addison, Swift,
Pope, Gibbon, Wordsworth, Scott, Byron, Carlyle, Macaulay, Tennyson, and Browning overshadowed the labours of
the latter-day readers and scribblers below. The fact that the names were not replaced is a further illustration, if one
were needed, of the very contentiousness of all attempts to formulate a canon.

Several distinguished modern commentators have argued that the most important attempt to fix a canon of English
literature was that made in the late nineteenth century by those who introduced English as a university subject. As D.
J. Pamer, Chris Baldick, Terry Eagleton, Brian Doyle, Peter Brooker, and Peter Widdowson have variously



suggested, in England, at least, ‘ English’ arrived belatedly and with an ulterior motive." This, as Robert Crawford has
recently observed, was England’s anomaly.? In Scotland, it seems things had been ordered differently, or at least
ordered so as to direct the attention of aspirant Scots to their proper place within a United Kingdom and a
substantially united literature. The tradition of teaching rhetoric and belles-lettres, established at the universities of
Edinburgh and Glasgow in the mid-eighteenth century, was
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designed to introduce students to the supposed refinements of the classics and to the superior felicities of modern
English stylists as a means of weaning them away from narrowly provincial preoccupations. The teaching of English
began, therefore, with some clear ideological intent. In attempting to suppress a certain * Scottishness' this programme
remained distinctively Scottish by the very fact of its aim of shaping Scottish intellectuals in an enlightened European
mould. Contemporary Edinburgh was reconstructed as an Athens, and not a London, of the North.

The English language as used by British, and not exclusively English, stylists, was seen in Scotland as an
essentially unifying and progressivist force. When the teaching of English literature and history was introduced to the
colleges of the new University of London in the 1830s it had a distinctly Scottish bias. Although the first Professor of
English at both University and King's College, the Reverend Thomas Dale, was a Cambridge graduate, the pattern of
lectures and undergraduate study that he devised bore a marked resemblance to the courses in rhetoric already
established in Scotland. By the late 1850s, when the first part of the London BA examinations included an obligatory
paper in English language, literature, and history, the teaching of English had evidently become a moral aswell as an
ideological exercise. Asthe emphatically Christian Handbook of English Literature published in 1865 by Joseph
Angus, MA DD, ‘Examiner in English Language, Literature and History to the University of London’, stresses,
however, the grandly imperial idea of England and its culture had come to embrace al aspects of the written literature
of the island of Britain. English literature, Angus writes, was ‘the reflection of the national life, an exhibition of the
principles to which we owe our freedom and progress: a voice of experience speaking for all time, to any who are
willing to hear’. ‘No nation’, he adds, somewhat chauvinisticaly, ‘could have originated it but in circumstances like
those of England, and no nation can receive and welcome it without reproducing in its life the image of our own.’
Although Angus warns his readers of the dangers of much modern prose fiction (‘ mentally, habitual novel reading is
destructive of real vigour; and morally, it is destructive of real kindness'), his book is generally thorough, broad-
minded, and wide-ranging. He deals with early literature, with poetry, drama, and prose from the mid-fourteenth to
the mid-nineteenth century, and he includes subsections on historical, philosophical, theological and, somewhat more
warily, rationalist writing. His main fault liesin his largely unrelieved dullness, a dullness which very probably
derived from his and his university’s strictly factual and chronological approach to the new subject. Angus defines no
restrictive canons, no patterns of saving literary grace, and no theories of literature. All he can do at the end of his
Handbook is draw the lame conclusions that study broadens the mind, that a student’s style could be improved with
reference to established models, that history has a tendency to repeat itself, and that literature ideally ought to be
‘studied under the guidance of Christian truth’.
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A more restrictive and prescriptive line of argument is evident in Thomas Arnold junior’'s Manual of English
Literature (1862, expanded and reprinted in 1868 as Chaucer to Wordsworth: A Short History of English Literature,
From the Earliest Times to the Present Day). Arnold (1823-1900) had been appointed Professor of English Literature
at Newman’'s Catholic University in Dublin in 1862; he later held the chair at its successor institution, University
College, Dublin. His Manual manages to proclaim both the liberally progressivist virtues insisted on by his firmly
Protestant father and, to a lesser degree, the Catholic sensibility that he himself had espoused (and which his
university embodied). Nevertheless, Arnold’s study is both lively and engaging. He sees Elizabethan England, with its
imposed Protestantism, as still managing to enjoy ‘a joyous, sanguine, bustling time’; it was an age ‘in which the
movement was all forward, and the cold shade of reaction had not as yet appeared’. He finds the late eighteenth
century, by contrast, a period of ‘dim and dismal twilight’, a twilight relieved only by the blazing lights of the
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emergent Romantic poets, ‘young men full of hope and trust, and fresh untried vigour, whose hearts and imaginations
were most powerfully acted upon by the great moral and political eruption in France'. Although Arnold ends his
survey with these same poets, and athough he warnsin his Preface of the dangers of ‘ confounding the perishable with
the enduring’ in judging all modern writing, he firmly believesin the future potential of both English literature and of
the study of English literature. The last sentence of his Short History refers propheticaly back to Oxford, his own
Alma Mater: ‘A century hence, Englishmen will scarcely believe that England’s most ancient and important
university was still without a chair devoted to the systematic study of the national literature, in the year of grace
1868’

If the tendency to view English literature as if it were a historical progression of worthy authors determined the
University of London syllabus until well into the twentieth century, the ancient English universities, once they got
round to establishing chairs and then courses of study, felt obliged to make English acceptable by rendering it dry,
demanding, and difficult. The problem began with the idea that English was a parvenu subject largely suited to social
and intellectual upstarts (a category which it was assumed included women). In order to appear ‘respectable’ in the
company of gentlemanly disciplines such as classics and history, it had to require hard labour of its students. In the
University of Oxford in particular, the axis of what was taken to be the received body of English literature was shifted
drasticaly backwards. The popular perception of a loose canon, like Arnold’s, which stretched from Chaucer to
Wordsworth (or later Tennyson), was countered by a new, and far less arbitrary, choice of texts with adominant stress
on the close study of Old and Middle English literature. Beyond this insistence on a grasp of the earliest written forms
of the English language, the Oxford syllabus virtually dragooned its students into a systematic consideration of a
series of monumental poetic texts, all of which were written before the start of the Victorian age. In the heyday of the
unreformed syllabus, in the 1940s, the undergraduate Philip Larkin was,
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according to his friend Kingsley Amis, driven to the kind of protest unbecoming to a future university librarian. Amis
recalls working his own way resentfully through Spenser’s Faerie Queene in an edition owned by his college library.
At the foot of the last page he discovered an unsigned pencil note in Larkin’s hand which read: ‘First | thought
Troilus and Criseyde was the most boring poem in English. Then | thought Beowulf was. Then | thought Paradise
Lost was. Now | know that The Faerie Queene is the dullest thing out. Blast it.’

It was in reaction against syllabuses such as those devised by the universities of London and Oxford, and against
the well-bred vacuousness of the first King Edward VIl Professor of English Literature at Cambridge, Sir Arthur
Quiller-Couch (1863-1944), that F. R. Leavis (1895-1978) defined his own ideas and his own canon. Although
Quiller-Couch had defended the study of English against charge of ‘easiness’ and against the narrow oppressions of a
strict and particular sect of medievalists, his published lectures suggest the extent to which he merely cited favourite
books rather than interrogated or scrutinized them. Amid his classical tags and his elegant blandness he attempted to
offer candidates for the new English degree (introduced in 1917) a grand overview of the subject, suggesting at one
point that students might ‘fasten on the great authors' whom he listsin select little groups (Shakespeare; Chaucer and
Henryson; Spenser, Marlowe, Donne; Bacon, Milton, Dryden, Pope; Samuel Johnson, Burke; Coleridge, Wordsworth,
Keats, Byron, Shelley; Dickens, Browning, Carlyle). With the reform of the Cambridge English Tripos in 1926, and
with the appointment of Leavis as a probationary lecturer a year later, a far more rigorous approach to the study of
English began to emerge. In his own lectures, Leavis took a malicious delight in citing examples of what he
considered ‘bad’ poetry, extracted from Quiller-Couch’s once standard anthology, The Oxford Book of English Verse
(1900), expatiating on them as reflections of the anthologizer’s standards and taste.

Leavis' s influence was not, however, confined to Cambridge lecture halls or to his intense tutoria interaction with
his personal students. In 1932 he founded the journal Scrutiny as a vehicle for the wider dissemination of his ideas
and it was through Scrutiny that he and his disciples systematically explored a series of provocative critical
judgements based on what he deemed to be life-enhancing principles. From this moral basis, established by Leavis
and his approved contributors, there evolved a new canon of writers who were seen as part of a tradition that was
‘alivein so far asit isalive to us'. Out went the non-critical, annalist, historical approach that Leavis associated with
the Victorian critic, George Saintsbury (1845-1933); in came a dogmatically defined series of ‘lines of development’.
In Revaluation: Tradition and Development in English Poetry (1936), derived from essays first published in Scrutiny,
the influence of T. S. Eliot’sradical protest against Milton’s style led Leavis to an aternative stress on a ‘line of wit’
stretching from Donne to Marvell. Shelley too was to be disparaged as one who handed poetry over to ‘a sensibility
that has no more dealings with intelligence than it can help’. The Great Tradition
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(1948, adso derived from Scrutiny essays) opens with the unequivocal statement: ‘ The great English novelists are Jane
Austen, George Eliot, Henry James and Joseph Conrad ...". It barely pauses to reflect upon the fact that James was an
American novelist or that Conrad's roots were distinctly un-English; it relegates Richardson, the Brontés, and
Dickens to relatively minor roles; it ignores Thackeray, Gaskell, and Trollope; it insists that although Fielding
deserved the place of importance given him in the despised Saintsburian literary histories, ‘he hasn't the kind of
classical distinction we are also invited to credit him with’; and it sees Scott as primarily ‘akind of inspired folklorist,
qualified to have done in fiction something analogous to the ballad-opera. Leavis's new canon was in some
significant ways defined retrospectively. If, as he seems to suggest elsewhere, al ‘lines of development’ culminated in
the work of D. H. Lawrence and Eliot, and not in that of Joyce or Woolf, so, reading back from Lawrence and Eliot, a
new tradition was established, one that included Donne and Bunyan while excluding Spenser and Milton, one that
added James while subtracting Sterne, one that praised Blake while remaining silent about Tennyson. It was only in
1970 that Dickens was alotted his place in a ‘great tradition’ that seemed formerly to have got on well enough
without him (though, as Leavis's apologists were quick to point out, an ‘analytic note’ of 1948 had proclaimed that
the then neglected Hard Times was a masterpiece).

As Lawrence's self appointed mediator and advocate, Leavis made his critical readings of English literature
central to amora mission to redeem England from the consequences of its empty secularism. It was a mission which,
like missions before and since, depended on dividing sheep from goats and distinguishing ‘them’ from ‘us'. ‘They’,
the goats, were confusingly various. ‘ They’ controlled both the popular press and the academic journals; ‘they’ were
upper middle-class dilettantes and Bloomsburyite intellectuas; ‘they’ were the demagogues of the right and the
would-be tribunes of the people; lattery, ‘they’ were the underminers of civilization through television and all those
who had failed to respond to Leavis's prophetic voice. We (his readers were, by contrast, a small éite who recognized
the saving grace of the life-enhancers named in the select canon. To dismiss Leavis for his lack of a theoretical basis
to his criticism, as certain Marxist critics have always done, is to miss the point of his mission. He suspected theory as
much as he disliked historical criticism, because he considered it irrelevant to the real business of critical debate and
irrelevant to the kind of careful textual analysis that he advocated. The narrowness of his insistence on ‘close
readings - hermetically sealing texts from reference to the biographical, historical, social, political, and cultural
circumstances which moulded them - has some parallels to the methods employed by Structuralists. Both now seem
time-locked. More significantly, Leavis's determination to straighten and redefine the canon of English literature in
the name of civilization looks like an attempt to halt both civilization and redefinition in their tracks.
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Leavis and the Scrutineers had a profound impact on the teaching of English literature in Britain and its former
Empire. Their influence waned not simply as a result of the challenges consistently presented to that influence by its
enemies nor as a consequence of the advent of theoretical criticism in the 1970s and 1980s, but because of self evident
changes in the circumstances in which literature is produced and discussed in the late twentieth century. The ideas of
‘tradition and development’ and of a fixed set of values that Leavis sought to establish are no longer acceptable in a
plura culture which encourages multiple ways of thinking, reading, and dissenting. The peremptory reform of an
already restrictive canon matters less than the opening up of that canon. English literature can no longer be seen as
expressive of the values of a self-perpetuating ruling class or as the exclusive inheritance of an educated élite. Nor can
it be seen as some broad, classless social panacea or as a substitute for religion and politics. Alternatively, to dismissit
as inattentive to the class struggle or as a body of work produced by a line of dead, white, middle-class, English men
scarcely helps to move any worthwhile debate forward. The long-established centrality of certain texts and selected
authors, first advocated by eighteenth-century critics, has had to give way to the idea of decentralization, much as
long centralized nations, including the United Kingdom, have been obliged to consider the implications of devolution
and federal association.

In some significant ways the study of ‘English literature’ has had to return to basic historical principles. The long-
standing international success of Emile Legouis's A Short History of English Literature (which this present History is
intended to replace) suggests that in some circles these basic principles remained unchallenged. Legouis published his
larger History of English Literature in 1929, in collaboration with his distinguished colleague Louis Cazamian,
largely to answer the demand for such a text from the students he taught at the Sorbonne. His vastly slimmed-down
Short History first appeared in an English trandation in 1934 and managed to hold its own for nearly sixty years
(despite the fact that its last entries dealt with Galsworthy, Conrad, and Shaw). Legouis's approach is straightforward
and non-theoretical. ‘ Abstraction had to be avoided’, he affirms in his Preface, ‘and concreteness must be aimed at'.
His overall theme stresses that both the language and the literature of the British Isles were expansive and inclusive. If
his closing statements seem bland to some modern readers they cannot be dismissed out of hand. English literature
shows ‘a greater capacity than any other literature for combining a love of concrete statement with a tendency to
dream, a sense of reality with lyrical rapture’. It is also characterized by ‘loving observation of Nature, by a talent for



depicting strongly-marked character, and by a humour that is the amused and sympathetic noting of the contradictions
of human nature and the odd aspects of life'.

Although the tidy-minded Legouis could not quite bring himself to admit it, literature written in English has
consistently been marked by even greater contradictions and contradistinctions: it has always been both multiple and

[p. 13]

polarized, both popular and élite. Decisions taken by certain generations to favour the example of Chaucer over
Langland, Surrey over Skelton, Waller over Donne, Wordsworth over Cowper, or Eliot over Masefield, have had
long-term ramifications, but they have never fully precluded the study and appreciation of the work of Langland,
Skelton, Donne, Cowper, and Masefield. Periodic revivals of interest and reversals of taste have dramatically altered
twentieth-century perceptions of, for example, the poetry and prose of the seventeenth century. Since the eighteenth
century, when the teaching of ‘English’ had its tentative beginnings, the canonical balance of Shakespeare and Milton
has been crucial to how ‘English literature’ was understood by a wide range of readers and critics (though, ironically,
for the Scrutineers the ‘dislodging’ of Milton seemed to offer an expansion, rather than a deprivation of the canon).
Certain readers and critics continue to make up their own canons - political, feminist, internationalist, mystical,
whimsical, or smply (and most happily) for reasons of personal pleasure. Given the fertility of writing in English and
the goodwill and commercial sense of publishers, choices remain multiple. As the huge international sales of
Austen’s, Dickens's, and Hardy’s novels testify, the writing of the past often seems more vivid and satisfying, though
never less disconcerting, than that of the present.

The decentralization of English literature has inevitably had to follow the advance of English as aworld language,
spoken and written by millions of men and women who have no other connection with England. No twentieth-century
commentator could share the imperial presumption of Joseph Angus's sentiment that ‘no nation can receive and
welcome [English literature) without reproducing in its life the image of our own’. Even in Angus's time, Scottish
writing continued to flourish as an alternative tradition to that of England (or, in some cases, of Britain), and the
United States had begun to evolve its own distinctively American expression. If American literature is now generally
accepted as quite independent of that of England, so increasingly is the literature of Scotland. Scotland, long partly
subsumed in the idea of Britain and often confused with England by outsiders who ought to know better, is only
following where the far less willingly ‘British’ Ireland led. Anglo-Scottish literature now has as many claims to be
regarded as distinct from ‘English’ literature as Anglo-Irish literature (the unmilitant shelves of Scottish bookshops at
least suggest that this is the case). The far smaller corpus of Anglo-Welsh literature, which is quite as expressive of
cultural aternatives as parallel writing from Scotland and Ireland, is already acknowledged as a sub-discipline in
most Welsh universities. The distinctive English-language literatures of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Africa,
India, and the Caribbean have equally and inevitably flourished by exploring a mature sense of identity quite separate
from that of what was once fondly referred to as the *‘mother country’.

Perhaps the most significant of the new disciplines that have destabilized and decentralized the old concept of
English literature has been the development of women'’s studies. L ong-overdue scholarship has not merely
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reconsidered the reputations of established women writers, but has also rescued the work of others from near oblivion.
Feminist criticism, feminist history, and broader feminist discourses have also been crucia in changing inherited
assumptions about how the literature of the past and the present can be read. Absences have become presences, some
of them, as in the rewriting of the history of the novel, forceful presences. The long silences, which it was once
patronizingly assumed marked the history of women's poetry, have been filled by the discovery of a neglected
articulacy. The study of the drama, too, has been transformed by a critical insistence that women’s voices should be
heard and that women’s roles, or the fact of the lack of them, should be re-explored. Where Leavis and other critics
looked to a tradition that was ‘alive in so far as it is alive to us', so women's studies have breathed a new life into a
tradition which is at once central and ‘aternative’. The restrictive, largely male ‘canon’, as it was once received, no
longer hasits old validity.

This present History has attempted to look at the range of English literature from the Anglo-Saxon period to the
present day. Its definitions of what is ‘English’ and what is ‘literature’ have remained, as far as is feasible, open. It
will inevitably offend certain readers by what it has included and what it has excluded. It has dealt, for the most part,
with named authors rather than with the body of anonymous work which has existed in al historical periods and
which forms a particularly noteworthy part of what survives of the literature of the Middle Ages. Problems of space,
and the non-existence of standard anthologies of such anonymous work, have precluded all but the most cursory and
unsatisfactory reference to it. The History has, however, included a good deal of reference to what other critics and
historians might automatically take to be Anglo-Irish, Anglo-Scottish, and Anglo-Welsh literature and as



inappropriate to a history of ‘English’ literature. | have included Irish, Scottish, and Welsh writers not out of imperial
arrogance or ignorance but because certain Irish, Scottish, and Welsh writers cannot easily be separated from the
English tradition or from the broad sense of an English literature which once embraced regional, provincial, and other
national traditions within the British Isles. It is proper, for example, to see Y eats as an Anglo-Irish poet, but to what
extent can we see Shaw exclusively as an Anglo-Irish dramatist? Joyce and Beckett, it is true, deliberately avoided
England as a place of exile from Ireland, but how readily can Burke, Goldsmith, Wilde, George Moore, Bram Stoker,
or Louis MacNeice be taken out of the English contexts they chose for themselves? And how could the history of
English literature in the eighteenth century be written without due reference to Swift? It is right to abandon the term
‘Scottish Chaucerian’ to describe Henryson and Dunbar and to allow that both should be seen as distinctive Scots
poets working in Scotland in a loose Chaucerian tradition. But how far can we take the idea that James Thomson is a
distinctively Scottish poet who happened to work in England in aloose Miltonic tradition? It is essential to recognize
the Welshness of Dylan Thomas, but it is rather harder to put one’s finger on the Welshness of Henry Vaughan. This
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History has also included certain English writers who wrote in Latin and others whose origins were not English, let
alone British or Irish, whose work seems to have been primarily intended to associate them with a British market and
with an English literary tradition. Conrad and T. S. Eliot, who are included, took British citizenship in mid-career
and accepted that their writing was ‘English’ in the narrow sense of the term. On the other hand, Henry James, who is
excluded, took British citizenship only at the close of his life and when his writing career was effectively over. Both
Auden and Isherwood, who became citizens of the United States in the 1940s, have been included simply because it
seems impossible to separate their most distinctive work from the British context in which it was written. The
situations of Conrad, Eliot, James, Auden, and Isherwood are in certain ways exemplary of what has happened to
English literature in the twentieth century. It is both English and it is not. It is both British and it is not. What really
matters is that English literature, rather than being confined to an insular Poets' Corner, now belongs in and to a
wider world.

[Andrew SANDERS: The Short Oxford History of English Literature, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1994]
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Old English Literature

THE term ‘Old English’ was invented as a patriotic and philological convenience. The more familiar term ‘Anglo-
Saxon’ has afar older pedigree. ‘Old English’ implied that there was a cultural continuity between the England of the
sixth century and the England of the nineteenth century (when German, and later British, philologists determined that
there had been phases in the development of the English language which they described as ‘Old’, ‘Middle’, and
‘Modern’). ‘Anglo-Saxon’ had, on the other hand, come to suggest a culture distinct from that of modern England,
one which might be pejoratively linked to the overtones of ‘ Sassenach’ (Saxon), a word long thrown back by angry
Celts at English invaders and English cultural imperialists. In 1871 Henry Sweet, the pioneer Oxford phonetician and
Anglicist, insisted in his edition of one of King Alfred’s trandations that he was going to use ‘Old English’ to denote
‘the unmixed, inflectional state of the English language, commonly known by the barbarous and unmeaning title of
“Anglo-Saxon”’. A thousand years earlier, King Alfred himself had referred to the tongue which he spoke and in
which he wrote as ‘englisc’. It was the language of the people he ruled, the inhabitants of Wessex who formed part of
alarger English nation. That nation, which occupied most of the ferale arable land in the southern part of the island
of Britain, was united by its Christian religion, by its traditions, and by a form of speech which, despite wide regional
varieties of diaect, was aready distinct from the *Saxon’ of the continental Germans. From the thirteenth century
onwards, however, Alfred’'s ‘English’ gradually became incomprehensible to the vast mgjority of the English-
speaking descendants of those same Anglo-Saxons. Scholars and divines of the Renaissance period may have revived
interest in the study of Old English texts in the hope of proving that England had traditions in Church and State
which distinguished it from the rest of Europe. Nineteenth-century philologists, like Sweet, may have helped to lay
the foundations of all modern textual and linguistic research, and most British students of English literature may have
been obliged, until relatively recently, to acquire some kind of mastery of the earliest written form of their language,
but
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there remains a general and almost ineradicable prejudice that the culture of early England was severed from all that
came after it by the Norman Conquest of 1066. 1066 is till the most familiar date in the history of the island of
Britain, and, despite Henry Sweet’'s Victorian protest, many latter-day ‘barbarians' have persisted in seeing pre-
Conquest England, and its wide and complex civilization, as somehow that of alost tribe of * Anglo-Saxons'.

The Germanic peoples known as the Angles, the Saxons, and the Jutes, who had successfully invaded the former
Roman colony of Britain in the fifth and sixth centuries, brought with them their language, their paganism, and their
distinctive warrior traditions. They had also driven the Christianized Celtic inhabitants of Britain westwards to the
confines of Wales and Cornwall and northwards into the Highlands of Scotland. The radical success of their
colonization is evident in the new place-names that they imposed on their areas of settlement, emphatically English
place-names which proclaim their ownership of homesteads and cultivated land (the main exceptions to this
nomenclature generally pertain to the residually Celtic names of rivers, hills, and forests or to the remains of fortified
Roman towns which were delineated by the Latin-derived suffixes -chester and -cester). The fate of the old Celtic
inhabitants who were not able to remove themselves is announced in the English word Wealh (from which the term
‘Welsh' is derived), a word once applied both to a native Briton and to a slave. The old Roman order had utterly
disintegrated under pressure from the new invaders, though stories of determined Celtic resistance to the Saxons in
the sixth century, a resistance directed by a prince claiming imperial authority, were later associated with the largely
mythological exploits of the fabled King Arthur.

The process of re-Christianization began in the late sixth century. The missionary work was undertaken in the
north and in Scotland by Celtic monks, but in the south the mission was entrusted to a group of Benedictines sent
from Rome in AD 596 by Pope Gregory the Great. This mission, led by Augustine, the first Archbishop of
Canterbury, was of incalculable importance to the future development of English culture. The organizational zeal of
the Benedictines and the chain of monasteries eventually established by them served to link Britain both to the Latin
civilization of the Roman Church and to the newly germinating Christian national cultures of Western Europe. By the
end of the seventh century al the kingdoms of Anglo-Saxon England had accepted the discipline and order of Roman
Christianity. A century after Augustine' s arrival from Rome, the English Church had confidently begun to send out its
own missionaries in order to convert its pagan kinsmen on the Continent. The most spectacularly successful of these
missionaries were the Northumbrian priest, Willibrord (658-739), the founder of the Dutch see of Utrecht and of the
great abbey at Echternach, and Boniface (680-754), the so-called ‘ Apostle of Germany’, who famousdly felled the oak
tree sacred to the god Thor at Geismar, who was consecrated as the first Archbishop of Mainz in 747 and who, having
enthusiastically returned to the mission field, met a martyr’s death in Frisia.
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According to Bede (673-735), the first great English historian, Augustine's mission to England was reinforced,
four years after his arrival, by new clergy from Rome bringing with them ‘everything necessary for the worship and
service of the Church’. Bede stresses that these pastoral requisites included ‘many books'. The written word was of
crucia importance to the Church, for its services depended upon the reading of the Holy Scriptures and its spirituality
steadily drew on glosses on those Scriptures, on sermons, and on meditations. This emphasis on the written and read
word must, however, have been a considerable novelty to the generally unlettered new converts. The old runic
alphabet of the Germanic tribes, which seems to have been used largely for inscriptions, was gradually replaced by
Roman letters (though, as certain distinctly Christian artefacts show, both alphabets coexisted until well into the
eighth century, and in some parts of the country runes were used for inscriptions until the twelfth century). All this
newly imposed written literature was in Latin, the language that the Roman Church had directly inherited from the
defunct Roman imperium. England was thus brought into the mainstream of Western European culture, a Christian
culture which tenaciously clung to its roots in the fragmented ancient civilizations of Greece, Rome, and Israel, while
proclaiming the advent of its own new age. It was through the medium of Latin that a highly distinguished pattern of
teaching and scholarship was steadily developed at English monastic and cathedral schools, an intellectual discipline
which fostered the achievements of such men as Aldhelm, Bishop of Sherborne (c. 639-709) (the master of an ornate,
and once much admired, Latin style in both verse and prose) and Alcuin (c. 735-804), the most respected and widely
accomplished scholar at the influential court of Charlemagne. It wasin Latin, and for an international audience, that
Bede wrote his great Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum (The Ecclesiastical History of the English People,
completed in 731). Bede's History, of which more than 150 medieval manuscripts survive, remains an indispensable
record of the advance of Christianity in England. It is also a work which bears the imprint of the distinctive
intellectual energy, the scholarly coherence, and the wide-ranging sympathies of its author.

Literacy in early England may well have been limited to those in holy orders, but literature in a broader, oral form



appears to have remained a more general possession. In this, the first of the Germanic lands to have been brought into
the sphere of the Western Church, Latin never seems to have precluded the survival and development of a vigorous,
vernacular literary tradition. Certain aspects of religious instruction, notably those based on the sermon and the
homily, naturally used English. The most important of the surviving sermons date from late in the Anglo-Saxon era.
The great monastery of Winchester in the royal capital of Wessex (and later of all England) is credited with a series of
educational reforms in the late tenth century which may have influenced the lucid, aliterative prose written for the
benefit of the faithful by clerics such as Wulfstan (d. 1023), Bishop of Worcester and Archbishop of York (the author
of the Sermo Lupi ad Anglos, ‘Wolf’s Sermon to the English’), and A fric €. 955-
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c. 1010), formerly a monk at Winchester and later Abbot of Eynsham (whose two series Catholic Homilies and Lives
of the Saints suggest a familiarity with the idioms of Old English poetry). The Scriptures, generally available only in
St Jerome' s fourth-century Latin trandation (the so-called Vulgate version), were also subject to determined attempts
to render them into English for the benefit of those who were deficient in Latin. Bede was engaged on an English
translation of the Gospel of St John at the time of his death and a vernacular gloss in Northumbrian English was
added in the tenth century to the superbly illuminated seventh-century manuscript known as the Lindisfarne Gospels.
A West Saxon version of the four Gospels has survived in six manuscripts, the formal, expressive, liturgical rhythms
of which found a muted echo in every subsequent translation until superseded by the flat, functional English of the
mid-twentieth century.

The religious and cultural life of the great, and increasingly well-endowed, Anglo-Saxon abbeys did not remain
settled. In 793 - some sixty-two years after Bede had concluded his History at the monastery at Jarrow with the
optimistic sentiment that ‘ peace and prosperity’ blessed the English Church and people - the neighbouring abbey at
Lindisfarne was sacked and devastated by Viking searraiders. A similar fate befell Jarrow in the following year. For a
century the ordered and influential culture fostered by the English monasteries was severely disrupted, even
extinguished. Libraries were scattered or destroyed and monastic schools deserted. It was not until the reign of the
determined and cultured Alfred, King of Wessex (848-99), that English learning was again purposefully encouraged.
A thorough revival of the monasteries took place in the tenth century under the aegis of Dunstan, Archbishop of
Canterbury (c. 910-88), Athelwold, Bishop of Winchester (790884), and Oswald, Bishop of Worcester (d. 992). From
this period date the four most significant surviving volumes of Old English verse, the so-called Junius manuscript, the
Beowulf manuscript, the Vercelli Book, and the Exeter Book. These collections were aimost certainly the products of
monastic scriptoria (writing-rooms) athough the anonymous authors of the poems may not necessarily have been
monks themselves. Many of the poems are presumed to date from a much earlier period, but their presence in these
tenth-century anthologies indicates not just the survival, acceptability, and consistency of an older tradition; it also
amply suggests how wide-ranging, complex, and sophisticated the poetry of the Anglo-Saxon period was. While
allowing that the surviving poems are representative of the tradition, many modern scholars none the less allow that
what has survived was probably subject to two distinct processes of selection: one an arbitrary selection imposed by
time, by casual destruction, or by the natural decay of written records; the other a process of editing, exclusion,
excision, or suppression by monastic scribes. This latter process of anonymous censorship has left us with a generally
elevated, elevating, and male-centred literature, one which lays a stress on the virtues of atribal community, on the
ties of loyalty between lord and liegeman, on the significance of individual heroism, and on the powerful sway of
wyrd, or fate. The
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earliest dated poem that we have is ascribed by Bede to a writer named Caadmon an unskilled servant employed at the
monastery at Whitby in the late seventh century. Caedmon, who had once been afraid to take the harp and sing to its
accompaniment at secular feasts, as divinely granted the gift of poetry in a dream and, on waking, composed a short
hymn to God the Creator. Such was the quality of his divine inspiration that the new poet was admitted to the
monastic community and is said to have written a series of now lost poems on Scriptural subjects, including accounts
of Christ’s Incarnation, Passion, and Resurrection. Bede's mention of Casdmon’s early fear of being a guest ‘invited to
sing and entertain the company’ at a feast suggests something of the extent to which poetry was a public and
communal art. It also suggests that a specifically religious poetry both derived from, and could be distinct from,
established secular modes of composition. Bede's story clearly indicates that the poetry of his day followed rules of
diction and versification which were readily recognized by its audience. That audience, it is also implied, accepted
that poetry was designed for public repetition, recitation and, indeed, artful improvisation. The elaborate,
conventional language of Old English poetry probably derived from a Germanic bardic tradition which also accepted
the vital initiatory role of a professional poet, or scop, the original improviser ofa song on heroic themes. This scop,



drawing from a ‘word-hoard’ of elevated language and terminology, would be expected to perform his verses at
celebratory gatherings in the royal, lordly, and even monastic halls which figure so prominently in the literature of the
period. The writer of Beowulf speaks, for example, of ‘the clear song of the scop’ (' swutol sang scopes’) (1. 90) and of
a poet, ‘a thane of the king's ... who remembered many traditional stories and improvised new verses' (Il. 867-71).
The vitality of the relationship of a scop to his lord, and the dire social misfortune attendant on the loss of such
patronage, also feature in the elegiac poem known as Deor, a poem which dwells purposefully, and somewhat
mournfully, on the importance of the poet’s memorializing. The scop’s inherited pattern of poetry-making derived
from an art which was essentially oral in its origins and development. Old English verse uses a complex pattern of
aliteration as the basis of its form. Elaborately constructed sentences, and interweaving words and phrases are shaped
into two-stressed half lines of a varying number of syllables; the half lines are then linked into full-lines by means of
alliteration borne on the first stress of the second haf line. The dying speech of Beowulf, commanding the
construction ofa barrow to his memory, suggests something of the steady majesty this verse can carry:

HataD heaDomagre hlaav gewyrcean

beorhtne adter bade & brimes nosan;
se scel to gemyndum minum leodum
heah hlifian on Hronesnaesse,

paa hit sadiend syDDan hatan
Biowulfes biorh, Da De brentingas
ofer floda genipu feorran drifaD.
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(Command the warriors famed in battle build a bright mound after my burning at the sea headland. It shall tower high
on Whale Ness, a reminder to my people, so that seafarers may afterwards call it Beowulf’s barrow when they drive
their ships from afar over the dark waves.)

Beowulf

It was long held that the most substantial surviving Old English poem, Beowulf, was a pre-Christian composition
which had somehow been tampered with by monastic scribes in order to give it an acceptably Christian frame of
reference. This argument is no longer tenable, though some scholars hold that the tenth-century manuscript of the
poem may postdate its composition by as much as three or even four hundred years. The anonymous poet-narrator
recognizes that his story is a pagan one and that his characters hold to pagan virtues and to a pre-Christian world-
view, but he is aso aware that older concepts of heroism and heroic action can be viewed as compatible with his own
religious and moral values. Beowulf refers back to an age of monster slayings in Scandinavia, but it interprets them as
struggles between good and evil, between humanity and the destructive forces which undo human order. Grendel, the
first monster of the poem, is seen as ‘ Godes andsaca’, the enemy of God (I. 1682) and as a descendant of the biblical
Cain, the first murderer (1. 107). The poem’s original audience must have shared this mixed culture, one which
readily responded to references to an ancestral world and one which aso recognized the relevance of primitive
heroism to a Christian society. As other surviving Old English poems suggest, Christ’s acts in redeeming the world,
and the missions and martyrdoms of his saints, could be interpreted according to supra-biblical concepts of the hero.
In a sense, a poem like Beowulf mediates between a settled and an unsettled culture, between one which enjoys the
benefits of a stable, ordered, agricultural society and one which relished the restlessness of the wandering warrior
hero. Despite the fact that the bards of the royal hall at Heorot sing of God’s Creation much as Caedmon sang of it,
Beowulf springs from a religious culture which saw infinite mystery in the natural world, and the world itself as if
hidden by a veil. It saw in nature a mass of confused signs, portents, and meanings. Marvels and horrors, such as
Grendel, his kin, and the dragon, suggested that there was a multiplicity in divine purposes. By properly
understanding God's marvels, his will could also be understood; by battling against manifestations of evil, his
purposes could be realized.

Beowulf can properly be called an ‘epic’ poem in the sense that it celebrates the achievements of a hero in
narrative verse. Although it may strike some readers as casualy episodic when compared to the ostensibly tighter
narrative structures of Homer or Virgil, the poem is in fact constructed around three encounters with the other-
worldly, with monsters who seem to interrupt the narrative by literally intruding themselves into accounts of human
celebration
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and community. Around these stories others are woven, stories which serve to broaden the context to a larger
civilization and tradition. While the humans gather in the warmth and comradeship of the mead-hall, the monsters
come from a bleak and unfriendly outside, contrasts which suggest starkly alternating phases of the social and the
alien. Human society is seen as being bound together by ties of loyalty-the lord providing protection, nourishment, and
aplacein an accepted hierarchy for which his warriors return service. The lord is the bountiful ‘ring-giver’, the ‘gold-
friend’, the rewarder of Beowulf’s bravery, and the founder of feasts. Beyond this predominantly masculine hierarchy
of acknowledged ties and obligations, centred at the beginning of the poem on King Hrothgar’s court at Heorot, there
lies another order, or rather disorder, of creatures intent on destroying both king and court. Grendel the predator
stalks at night, dwelling apart from men and from faith. It is Beowulf who challenges the intruder, who drives the
wounded monster back to his lair in the wilderness and kills him. When Grendel’s enraged mother mounts a new
attack on Heorot, and Beowulf and his companions pursue her to her watery retreat, there follows a further evocation
of uninhabitable deserts, of empty fens and bleak sea-cliffs. It is in such passages that the poet suggests the gulf still
fixed between the social world of humankind and the insecure, cold, untamed world of the beasts, the inheritance of
the outcast, the exile, and the outsider.

Beowulf’s victory over Grendel in the wastes of Denmark is compared by King Hrothgar's scop to those of the
great dragon-slayer of Teutonic legend, Sigemund. To the poem’s origina audience such a comparison would
probably have suggested that Beowulf's heroic progress would lead, just as inexorably as Sigemund's, to new
encounters with monsters and, ultimately, to his undoing by death. The parallel carried with it a grand and tragic
irony appropriate to epic. When Beowulf enters what will prove to be hisfinal struggle with a dragon, he seems to be
a more troubled man, one haunted by an awareness of fate, the looming sense of destiny that the Anglo-Saxons
referred to as wyrd. He who has lived by his determining ancestral inheritance, the sword, must now die by it.
Beowulf, betrayed by those of his liegemen who have feared the fight, leaves a realm threatened by neighbouring
princes anxious to exploit the political vacuum left by the death of so effective a hero. The poem ends in mourning
and with the hero’s ashes paganly interred in a barrow surrounded by splendidly wrought treasures of the kind that
were discovered at Sutton Hoo in Suffolk in 1939. The last lines of Beowulf evoke a pre-Christian spectacle, but the
poem’s insistent stress on mortality and on the determining nature of wyrd might equally have conveyed to a
Christian audience a message of heroic submission to the just commands of a benevolent but almighty God.
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The Battle of Maldon and the Elegies

The system of social and military loyalties evoked throughout Beowulf is reflected elsewherein Old English literature.
In the fragmentary poem known as The Battle of Maldon (written c. 1000) a fatal skirmish between the Essex
nobleman, Byrhtnoth, and a raiding party of Vikings is celebrated. The ‘battle’ which took place in 991, seems to
have stirred its latter-day poet, possibly a monastic one, into echoing an older heroic style and into exploring the
tensions inherent in the heroic code of action. Byrhtnoth is seen as something more than a brave, if rash, warrior. In
some senses he is a martyr, generoudly throwing away his life, and those of his loyal vassals, for the sake of his liege-
lord (King Ethelred) and for his nation (‘folc and foldan'). Yet his ‘martyrdom’ is ambiguous. His rashness in
allowing the Danes to cross the river which should have formed his best line of defence, and his consequent defeat at
their hands, may be viewed by the poet as a sacrifice for Christian culture against a pagan enemy, but there are also
suggestions that the spirit of loyalty and fraternity amongst Byrhtnoth’'s men particularly matters because God is
potentialy indifferent to their fate. Deor offers a complete contrast, albeit one which illuminates a similarly pervasive
stress on loyalty and on the mutual relationship of a lordly patron and his vassal. The poem, spoken in the first
person, purports to be the lament of a scop who has been supplanted by arival. Deor’s self-consolation takes the form
of a meditation on five instances of misfortune, al of them drawn from Germanic legend and history; in each case, he
assures himself, the sorrow passed away, so likewise may the pain of his rejection pass. Each meditation ends with an
echoed refrain, with its concluding section moving beyond a broadly pagan endurance of the rule of fate into a
Christian assertion of faith in divine providence.

Widsith also takes the form of a soliloquy spoken by an imaginary scop, here a ‘far-wanderer’ who ‘unlocks his
word-hoard’ in order to describe the peoples and princes amongst whom he has journeyed. His catalogue of nationsis
predominantly Teutonic, but the peripatetic poet, proudly manifesting his knowledge of the Bible, also includes the
Jaws, the Egyptians, the Assyrians, the Medes, and the Persians. He also carefully emphasizes the rewards given to
him by discerning patrons, both a reference to past generosity and to the traditiona interdependence of poet and



patron, and a public reminder of present obligations. The scop ‘Widsith® has prospered in his journeyings; the
narrator of the poem known as The Wanderer, who is not necessarily a minstrel, claims to have lost his lord and
patron and is now confronted with a bitterly alienating vision of frozen waves, sea-birds, and winter cold. Hisis a
wasteland of exile evoked through the use of precise metaphors and carefully placed adjectives. Here the sea, so
significant to the ancestral history of settlers on an island, has become the disconnecter; its emptiness and its winter
violence are rendered as the embodiment of the failure of human relationships, of loneliness, of
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severance and exile. The ‘wanderer’, like other Old English narrators, comforts himself with a wisdom which has
been shaped by patience in the face of a divine fate. In The Seafarer the contrast between the comforts of a settled life
on land and the hardships and dangers of the seais at once more poignant and more ambiguous. The narrator tells us
that he has endured ‘bitre breostceare’ (‘bitter breast-sorrow’), that he has laboured and has heard nothing but ‘the
pounding of the sea and the ice-cold wave' (‘hlimman szg | iscaldne wagg'), but his experiences seem to thrill him. His
exileis self imposed, not forced upon him by rejection, by loss of patronage, or by fate. Somewhat disconcertingly, the
poem gradually establishes that though the Seafarer delights in the security of life on shore, he also distrusts it. For
him, the cuckoo, the harbinger of summer on land, merely reminds him of the passage of the seasons, while the cry of
a sea-bird urges a return to the exhilaration of the waves. At the end of the poem the narrator establishes a new
opposition towards which his whole argument has been moving: the shore comes to represent the transitory and
uncertain nature of the world against which heaven, the truly secure home of the peregrinatory soul, can properly be
defined.

The insecure nature of earth’s joys and achievements, and an implied longing for heavenly resolution, also figure
in the short fragmentary poem known as The Ruin. The poem muses over the crumbling stones of a ruined city
(probably the wreck of the Roman city of Aquae Sulis, the modern Bath), ruins which cause its narrator to wonder
that there could ever have been arace of such mighty builders (most ambitious Anglo-Saxon structures were of wood,
not stone, and the earliest English colonizers seem, perhaps superstitiously, to have avoided old Roman settlements).
The narrator of TheRuin does not, however, seek to evoke a sense of aienation; rather, he speaks of an exile from
vanished wonders, an awareness reinforced by the ravages of time and wyrd. The Wife's Lament, which, along with
The Wanderer, The Seafarer, Deor, Widsith, and The Ruin, has survived in the great anthology known as the Exeter
Book, offers a further, but quite distinct, variation on the common themes of banishment, displacement, and social
disgrace. In The Wife's Lament arare woman' s voice is heard mourning the absence of her banished husband, though
the precise situation is left unclear and many of the alusions are cryptic. The poem has sometimes been linked to the
verses known as The Husband's Message. They may also be associated with the short poetic Riddles (also preserved
in the Exeter Book), dense little poems which suggest the degree to which Anglo-Saxon audiences indulged a
fascination with the operations of metaphor. Given the clear ecclesiastical pedigree of the Exeter anthology, The
Wife's Complaint has sometimes been explained as a paraphrase of the Song of Songs, a book traditionally interpreted
by the Christian Church as the soul’s yearning for its heavenly lover. All these elegiac poems, with their stress on
loss, estrangement, and exile, also recall the potency of the famous image of the transience of earthly pleasure
employed by Bede in his History. When, according to Bede's narrative, King Edwin of Northumbria summoned a
council in

[p. 25]

627 to discuss whether or not to accept Christianity, one of the King's chief courtiers compares human life to the
flight of a sparrow through a warm, thronged, royal hall, a short period of security compared to the winter storms
raging outside the hall. The sparrow’s origins and his destination are as mysterious as are the destinies of humankind.
Only areligious perspective, the counsellor insists, allows the Christian to understand the surrounding darkness and
to cope with the emptiness of aworld where companionship, loyalty, and order falter and decay.

The Biblical Poems and The Dream of the Rood

A substantial body of Old English religious poetry is based directly on Scriptural sources and on Latin saints’ lives.
We know from Bede's History that Caadmon is supposed to have written verses with subjects drawn from Genesis,
Exodus, and the Gospels, but none of the surviving poems on these subjects can now be safely ascribed to a named
poet. The verses known as Genesis, Exodus, Daniel, and Judith are much more than straightforward paraphrases of
Scripture. Genesis, for example, opens with a grand justification of the propriety of praising the Lord of Hosts and



moves to a lengthy, and non-Scriptural, account of the fall of the angels. Much of the poem is framed around the idea
of a vast struggle between the principles of good and evil. The most effective sections of the interpolation (known
awkwardly as Genesis B) treat the fall of Adam as a betraya of the trust of his Almighty liege-lord, a betrayal
punished by exile from the benevolent protection of his Creator. Military metaphors aso run through Exodus which
treats the struggle of the Jews and the Egyptians as an armed conflict in which the departing Jews triumph. Its
apparent poetic sequel, Daniel, emphasizes the force of divine intervention in human affairs and perhaps reflects the
prominent use of Old Testament stories of deliverance in the ceremonies and liturgies of Holy Week and Easter.
Christ himself is portrayed as a warrior battling against the forces of darkness in Christ and Satan, a poem which
ranges from a further rehearsal of the story of the fall of the angels, through a description of the Harrowing of Hell, to
the Saviour’'s Resurrection and Ascension (though the story of the gradual victory over Satan reaches its climax in an
account of the temptation in the wilderness). Judith, a fragmentary poem which survives in the Beowulf manuscript,
has a valiant female warrior as its protagonist. Judith, the chaste defender of Israel, struggles as much against a
monster of depravity (in the form of the invader, Holofernes) as does Beowulf against Grendel and his kin. The poems
based on apocryphal saints' lives also suggest the degree to which the modes, metaphors, and language of secular
heroic verse could be adapted to the purposes of Christian epic. In Andreas, a decidedly militant St Andrew journeys
across the sea to rescue his fellow apostle St Matthew from imprisonment and, somewhat more extraordinarily, from
the threat of being eaten by the anthropophagi of
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Mermedonia. The Fates of the Apostles, which is signed at the end in runic fashion by a poet known as Cynewulf,
recounts the missionary journeys and martyrdoms of the ‘twelve men of noble heart’, Christ’s disciples being cast in
the roles of hardy Nordic heroes. This same Cynewulf is also credited with the authorship of Elene, the story of St
Helena s discovery of the True Cross, and of Juliana, the history of a Roman virgin martyr.

Much Old English religious poetry commands more respect (albeit, sometimes grudging) than it does affection
and admiration. To many modern readers, unaccustomed to the stately piety of the saints' life tradition, by far the
most profound, moving, and intellectually sophisticated of the specifically Christian poems is The Dream of the Rood.
The shape of the poem, which describes a vision of Christ’s cross (the Rood), has a fluid daring which is, at times,
almost surreal in its play with paradox and its fascination with metamorphosis. What appears to be a quotation from it
in a runic inscription on the margins of the eighth-century Ruthwell cross (a stone monument sited just over the
present Scottish border) suggests a relatively early date for the poem. Its subject, for which several earlier analogues
exist (most notable amongst them being the familiar Passiontide Office hymns Pange Lingua and Vexilla Regis by the
sixth-century French bishop Venantius Fortunatus), concerns the shift in the narrator’s perceptions of Christ’s cross.
The Dream of the Rood opens with a dreamer’s vision of a gilded and bejewelled cross of victory (‘sige beam’),
worshipped by the angels. Its supernatural effulgence seems, none the less, to inspire a deep sense of unworthiness
and sin in the earthbound beholder, and the troubled narrator begins to understand that the outward appearance of the
crossis paradoxical. The Rood is both glorious and moist with blood:

Hwabre ic purh pagt gold ongytan meahte
earmra aggewin, pa hit axest ongan
swadan on pa swiran healfe. Eall ic waes mid sorgum gedrefed.

(Yet through that gold | could perceive the former strife of wretched men, that it had once bled on the right side. | was
grestly troubled with sorrows.)

The cross itself then begins to speak, describing how a tree was felled and fashioned into a gallows which a ‘young
hero’ embraced. Both cross and hero have been pierced by the same nails, both have been scorned and both bloodied.
Having thus been obliged to be a partaker in the Passion of Christ, the crossis discarded, buried, and later discovered
by the ‘Lord's thanes who recognize it as the instrument of salvation. At one with its Lord, the Rood has been
miraculously transformed by his Resurrection and Ascension, and it is now glorified in Heaven as ‘the best of signs
(‘beacna selest’). When the rood ceases to speak and the dreamer resumes, his words are transfused with a sense of
joy, worship, and wonder. Like the narrators of The Wanderer and The Seafarer he is torn between the contemplation
of heavenly serenity and his attachment to the uncertainties and limitations of life on earth. The dreamer longs for
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the heaven which he glimpses as a glorified royal mead-hall, the focus of Lordly bounty and the fitting setting for the
eternal communion of saints. The Dream of the Rood plays with the great paradoxes of the Christian religion, but its



play is more profound and more concrete than that of the elusive quizzicality of ariddle. It presents its readers with an
icon, a paradoxical sign which requires interpretation and which is finally merged with the meaning that it signifies.
There are few more impressive religious poemsin English.

[end of Chapter 1]
[Andrew SANDERS: The Short Oxford History of English Literature, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1994]
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2

Medieval Literature 1066-1510

STRICTLY speaking, the Bayeux Tapestry, which provides the most vivid pictorial record of the events leading up to
the conquest of England by the Normans, is not a tapestry at al. The 70-metre long embroidery, known in the
Norman cathedral city of Bayeux as ‘the tapestry of Queen Matilda , is equally unlikely to be the painstaking work of
the wife of William the Conqueror. Long before the Conquest, and long after it, England was famed for the intricacy
and brilliance of its needlework. The great narrative hanging was probably the result of a celebratory, and possibly
enforced, commission to English needle-women to mark both the Norman victory of 106 and the consecration of the
cathedral at Bayeux in 1077 by its bishop, William’s half brother Odo. After the conquest Odo had been rewarded by
William with large estates in England and with the title Earl of Kent. He later acted, with some ruthlessness, as the
King's viceroy in the north of England. Odo’'s periodic and prominent appearances on the tapestry as William's
counsellor, as the blesser of food at a banquet on English soil before the battle of Hastings, and as the armed wielder
of a great wooden staff in the battle itself (clerics were forbidden to carry swords), suggest that he at least would not
have found it inappropriate to decorate his new cathedral with an embroidered commemoration of his brother’s
famous victory.

As so often in medieval art, the Bayeux Tapestry interconnects the sacred and the secular, the military and the
miraculous, the humanly determined and the divinely destined. The embroidery is an ideological statement which is
both narrative and didactic; it would have proved a propagandist point to those already acquainted with events and it
would have enforced a distinctly Norman interpretation of the justice of Duke William’s campaign to the ignorant and
the unlettered. It shows the English Earl Harold, as William's companion in arms and as his guest, swearing an oath
of fealty to him by emphatically placing outspread hands on a pair of reliquaries; when the saintly King Edward the
Confessor is buried in his hew abbey at Westminster, the hand of God appearsin a cloud in order to reinforce the idea
of divine blessing and of a heavenly
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control of human affairs; when Harold, having broken his oath, is crowned as Edward’'s successor by the
excommunicated Archbishop Stigand, his perturbed subjects are seen marvelling at the appearance of a blazing star
(in fact Halley’s comet). William’s involvement in English affairs is presented as part of a providential scheme by
which a holy English king is rightfully succeeded by an appointed Norman heir, one who has perforce to claim his
rights in the face of afaithless and perjured usurper. The tapestry represents the major characters and their supporters
in action. It complements this narrative with a terse running commentary in Latin and with figures of winged beasts
and with working men and women in the upper and lower borders. The now damaged end of the embroidery shows
bloody scenes of the battle of Hastings and the disorder of the English army in defeat. In the lower border there are
vivid pictures of severed limbs and dishonoured corpses while the Latin text baldly reports. HIC HAROLD REX
INTERFECTUSEST, ‘Here King Harold is Killed'.

The Bayeux Tapestry does more than show how and why William the Bastard, Duke of Normandy, succeeded to
the royal dignity of King of England. It suggests a continuity of the kingdom of England and of English kingship
under a new monarch (one from whom all subsequent sovereigns have claimed descent and due rights of succession).
This continuity may well have been more evident to the conquerors who commissioned the embroidery than to the
newly conquered needlewomen who made it. William found England a feudal land, ruled by a native aristocracy and
ordered by a rich and influential Church. When he died in 1087 he left his new kingdom with an ordered feudal
system reinforced by a powerful Norman aristocracy and a zealous Norman episcopate. He conquered an England



where king, nobleman, and peasant spoke English and where an educated English clergy employed Latin in both their
worship and their study. He left England trilingual, with a literate clergy till refined by Latin, but with Norman
French defining the new ruling class and with English now largely confined to the ruled. Although William, at the
age of 43, endeavoured to learn the language of his new subjects he did not persevere. No English king would speak
English as his native language for some three hundred years and although the Norman aristocracy and administration
were gradually, and of necessity, obliged to become bilingual, it was only in the mid-fourteenth century that English
was permitted to be used in petitions to Parliament, in legal procedure, and in legal documents such as wills and
deeds.

The Conquest resulted in the supplanting of an English-speaking upper class by a French-speaking one. It
otherwise did little to alter the existing social structure of the kingdom. Old place-names were retained, if occasionally
distorted by French tongues and L atinate scribes, and the only Norman names to take permanent hold were those of
newly built castles and newly founded abbeys (Belvoir, Richmond, and Montgomery; Rievaulx, Fountains, Jervaulx
and, above al, Battle) or of estates that passed into Norman hands and took the
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family names of their owners. The new King was generally inclined to respect established English institutions and
customs and his French knights were conspicuously elevated to the title of earl rather than to the continental dignity
of ‘count’. Although senior churchmen of European extraction and European education had been prominent in
Edward the Confessor’s reign, William accelerated the introduction of a new clerical élite into England. Within ten
years of the Conquest only one English bishop, Wulfstan of Worcester, remained in his see and only two major
monasteries, Bath and Ramsey, remained under the control of English abbots. The errant Stigand was deprived and
replaced as Archbishop of Canterbury in 1070 by Lanfranc (c. 1015-89), the Italian-born scholar-prior of the great
Norman abbey of Bec. When a vacancy occurred in York in 1069 on the death of Archbishop Ealdred a further
eminent Norman, Thomas of Bayeux, was appointed to the see. The temporal wealth of the Church which these
imported prelates now controlled was recorded in Domesday Book, the great survey of English landownership
commissioned by the King in 1086. This same Domesday Book also exactly catalogued the material and territorial
possessions of a newly imported secular aristocracy. Immediately after the Conquest the Norman, French, and
Flemish adventurers who had brought about the success of William’s invasion were rewarded with estates confiscated
from those English landowners who had taken up arms against the new King or who had refused to acknowledge his
suzerainty. The process of confiscation and acquisition continued as all gestures of armed English resistance to the
new order were vigorously suppressed.

In terms of its long-term effect on English culture, William's achievement was fourfold. He and his Norman,
Angevin, and Plantagenet successors forced the English language into a subservient position from which it only
gradually re-emerged as a tongue simplified in structure and with its spelling, vocabulary, and literary expression
strongly influenced by the impact of Norman French. The political, economic, and geographical importance of
London, and not Winchester, as the administrative centre of the kingdom also helped to determine the future written
and spoken forms of ‘standard’ English. Thirdly, an exclusive aristocratic taste for the forms, tropes, and subjects of
contemporary French literature shifted the subjects of writing in English away from its old Germanic insularity
towards a broader, shared Western European pattern. Fourthly, there is a somewhat more tendentious claim,
periodically voiced by those wedded to a conspiratorial theory of cultural history, that the Norman Conquest fixed a
social and cultural gulf between a privileged ruling caste and the alienated mass of the population. The theory,
sometimes linked to the idea of a ‘Norman Yoke or to popular stories of Robin Hood's merry outlaws, had a
particular impact in subsequent periods of socia change or upheaval (notably during the Peasants' Revolt of 1381, in
the years following the trial and execution of Charles | in 1648/9 and, with the help of Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe, in
the period of the Industrial Revolution in the late eighteenth and early nine-
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teenth centuries). Reinterpreted in terms of class-consciousness, this eleventh-century gulf between ‘them’ and ‘us
has been seen as beginning the process by which an imported, feudal nobility, which spoke a different language and
which responded to alien literary forms, steadily transformed itself into a self perpetuating ruling class which
continued to use elitist cultural values as a means of enforcing its influence. Whatever the truth of such claims, it can
be demonstrated that the Conquest effectively eliminated upper-class patronage of Old English secular poetry and
prose and gradually supplanted it with a new literary culture, responsive to wider influences, international in outlook,
and truly European in its authority.

The invasion of England by the Normans forced the island of Britain into the orbit of an aggressive, confident,
militaristic culture, one which controlled a loose empire which stretched from Sicily and Apulia in the south to the



Scottish Lowlands in the north. The conquered English scarcely needed reminding either of their own ‘colonia’
advances into Britain or of the more recent Viking settlements in the north and east of the island. Nor had their
francophone conqguerors forgotten their own origins as restlessly ambitious Scandinavian ‘Northmen’ intent on
settling richer lands in France. As the Bayeux Tapestry serves to suggest, these Christianized Normans chose to see
their arrival in Britain as part of a civilizing mission and as a proper extension of their superior cultural achievement.
Although they defiantly bore Norman-French names and athough they might not have mastered the language of the
natives that they ruled, those who settled permanently in England would soon be calling themselves English. When in
the early twelfth century the Norman hegemony was extended westwards to include Ireland, the Lordship of the
western island was, with papal blessing, exercised in the name of the King of England. It was an act of imperia
expansion for which the ‘English’ have not been readily pardoned.

The Church, Church Building, and Clerical Historians

When the Conqueror died in Normandy in September 1087 he was buried, in the midst of a conflagration, in the
abbey he had founded at Caen. The version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, to which the monks at Peterborough long
continued to add entries in English, recorded his passing with a mixture of apprehension and adulation. The
anonymous chronicler, who claimed to have spent time at court, recognized that William had been a king of ‘great
wisdom and power’ who ‘surpassed in honour and in strength al those who had gone before him’; though ‘stern
beyond measure to those who opposed hiswill’, he was kind ‘to those good men who loved God'. As the chronicler is
at pains to point out, William was no saint but he was a strong, just, and rightful sovereign who loved the Church and
honoured the monastic life in particular. Not only had he endowed a new abbey at Battle in Sussex on the site of his
victory over the
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usurping Harold, but ‘such was the state of religion in histime that every man that wished to, whatever considerations
there might be with regard to his rank, could follow the profession of a monk’. William and his clerical appointees
may have forced the English Church into line with an essentially Norman view of administrative efficiency, piety, and
scholarship, but they also opened it up to full participation in the French-centred renaissance of Christian discipline,
learning, and design which marked Western Europe in the twelfth century.

The prelates promoted by the Norman and Angevin sovereigns of England were not merely seen as intellectual
ornaments to the English Church; they were also useful administrative servants of the feudal state into which they
were incorporated as Lords Spiritual. When Lanfranc (‘the venerable father and consolation of monks as the
Peterborough Chronicle described him) died in 1089, he was succeeded as Archbishop of Canterbury by a yet greater
Italian-born scholar and administrator, Anselm (1033-1109, informally canonized after his death and declared a
Doctor of the Church in 1720). Anselm, the author of a celebrated Latin treatise on the Atonement (Cur Deus Homo,
‘“Why did God become Man?), offered a defence of the Christian faith which insisted on the exercise of God-given
human reason rather than merely on appeals to Scriptural or inherited theological authority. Despite the royal
patronage which had brought him to Canterbury, Anselm did not have an easy political relationship with the kings he
served and his particularly fraught relationship with the scholarly King Henry | (reigned 1100-35) in many ways
prefigures the yet more tempestuous conflict between the claims of the supranational Catholic Church and the
insistent demands of a feudal kingship in the reign of Henry Il (1154-89), a conflict which culminated in the murder
of Archbishop Thomas Becket (?71118-70). Becket, the son of Norman settlers in England and a former student at
Paris and Bologna, was appointed to the see of Canterbury at the instigation of his former friend and political aly, the
King, in 1162. The interests of sovereign and primate were subsequently diametrically opposed. When the Archbishop
provocatively returned to England from exile in France in the winter of 1170 he was assassinated by four of the
King's knights as he prepared to say mass at an altar in his cathedral. The event provoked indignation throughout
Europe, miracles were reported at Becket’stomb, and in February 1173 he was formally canonized by Pope Alexander
Il (who recognized the spiritual and political value of martyrs like Becket to the independent temporal influence of
the Church). Eighteen months later the humbled King was obliged to do public penance before the new saint’s shrine.

Becket's murder and the subsequent stream of pilgrims to his tomb at Canterbury did more than enhance the
aready considerable status of the Church militant; both gave a further boost to the creation of an architecturally
splendid setting for worship and for pilgrimage. In the years following the conquest the advent of senior clerics from
Normandy had provided an incentive for the rebuilding of English cathedra and abbey churches on a previously
unrivalled scale. These vast Romanesqgue buildings, notably the new
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cathedrals at Canterbury (begun 1070), Ely (begun 1083), London (begun 1087) and, most spectacularly, Durham
(begun 1093) and the abbeys at St Albans (begun 1077) and Peterborough (begun 1118), were rendered somewhat
old-fashioned by the emergence of the new Gothic style in the Tle de France in the 1140s.

When the eastern arm of the cathedral at Canterbury was gutted by fire in 1174 the monks of the priory readily
seized the opportunity of rebuilding the church in the innovative French Gothic style. The new choir was a direct
tribute to St Thomas Becket and a reflection of the wealth that his cult was aready bringing to Canterbury. The work
was entrusted to a French architect, William of Sens, but on his retirement, the rebuilding was completed by a second
designer, William the Englishman. The choir and the Trinity Chapel, its spectacularly raised eastward extension built
to contain Becket's sumptuous shrine, proved to be influential over the subsequent development of ecclesiastical
architecture in England. They reveal a sophisticated adaptation of the most advanced French Gothic to the particular
needs of a monastic cathedral, and they mark the point from which a distinctive English architectural style separated
itself and began to go its own, sometimes highly innovative, way.

Becket's gilded and bejewelled shrine, raised above the high atar and above the heads of pilgrims aike,
dominated the interior of Canterbury Cathedral much as the Cathedral itself dominated the medieval city of
Canterbury. Both were beacons, irradiating spiritual light and drawing the faithful towards them for the healing of
mind and body. In c. 1188 a monk of Canterbury, Gervase, was commissioned by his brethren to write a history of his
monastery in which was offered a particularly careful account of the rebuilding and furnishing of the choir and the
martyr’'s chapel. Gervase's pride in this achievement is very evident. If he does not attempt to offer a symbolic
interpretation of the architecture, he is well aware of the impact of the new work on any pious observer and of how a
gradual, ascending progress through the building towards the saint’s relics accentuated a pilgrim’s sense of awe.
Gervase's history, written in part to assert the dignity of his monastery in the face of archiepiscopal interference, was
not a unique literary enterprise. It is one of several surviving contemporary Latin histories which served to draw
attention to the historic origins of a particular community or which stressed the cultural influence of that community
in national and international life. The Shrewsbury-born Anglo-Norman monk, Ordericus Vitalis (1075-?71142), a
member of a Benedictine house in Normandy, gave over a good deal of his voluminous, moralizing Ecclesiastical
History to a history of his own abbey, though the majority of his latter-day readers are more likely to be drawn to his
lengthy digressions concerning the conquest of England, the motives and personality of the Conqueror, and the
subsequent relationship of Normandy and England. Ordericus, who proudly insisted on his English origins, reveals
himself to be considerably indebted to the precedent, method, and example of Bede (whose History he had copied out
as a novice monk). William of Malmesbury (c. 1090-c. 1143), the librarian of Mamesbury
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Abbey in Wiltshire, produced two complementary histories of England, the secular Gesta Regum Anglorum (1120)
and the ecclesiastical Gesta Pontificum Anglorum (1125). Both deal with events from the fifth and sixth centuries
down to the author’s present, placing particular emphasis on the western part of England and, incidentally, on the
figure of King Arthur (on whose fabled prowess William casts historical doubts). Y et more partisan is the Chronicle
of Bury St Edmunds Abbey in Suffolk written by the abbey’s hospitaller, Jocelin de Brakelond (fl. 1200). Jocelin's
history deals with the vigorous reform of the monastic community, its lands, and its buildings in the years 1173-1202
under the determined leadership of Abbot Samson, a man Jocelin begins by admiring, though his admiration is
tempered when Samson brazenly promotes a protégé to the dignity of Prior (on which occasion Jocelin expresses
‘stupefaction’). Equally lively is Matthew Paris's Chronica Maiora produced at the Abbey of St Albans between 1235
and 1259. Matthew (c. 1199-1259), an expert scribe, illuminator, and biographer of the abbots of St Albans,
attempted in his Chronica to describe the history of the world from the Creation to his own times. His most distinctive
passages deal not with what he pioudly imagines but with events that he has witnessed. He is, for example,
particularly critical of papal venality and comments sourly on King Henry 111's tendency to promote foreigners over
native Englishmen (though neither king nor chronicler would necessarily have spoken English).

For Ordericus, William of Malmesbury, Jocelin de Brakelond, and their equally remarkable contemporary, Henry,
Archdeacon of Huntingdon (?1084-1155), history was manifestly a moral process in which the mysterious purposes of
God were revedled to humankind. When each of these historians stands back from merely recording, he tends to
reflect on the wondrous way in which God has imprinted his will on his creature, nature, on how tempests,
shipwrecks, and disasters testify to his wrath, and how miraculous cessations of disease or fire exemplify his mercy.
God's saints express their displeasure in dreams and visions and show their benediction in miraculous acts of healing
wrought at their intercession. However scrupulous the early medieval historian was in sifting through his sources,
human records were generally interpreted as a temporal manifestation of an eternal verity and as a monument to
human aspiration in an uncertain and mysterious world.



For one particularly popular and hugely influential historian, however, history was more than a providentia or
moral process, it was a magical and imaginative one. For Geoffrey of Monmouth (c. 1100-55), a Welsh monk latterly
promoted to the bishopric of St Asaph, the Welsh nation still held the key to the future destinies of Britain. Geoffrey
claimed that his Historia Regum Britanniae (The History of the Kings of Britain, c. 1130-8) had been transated from
‘avery old book in the British tongue'. It is more likely that he adapted ora traditions, amplifying them with a great
deal of material from his own singularly fertile imagination (a notable factor in his fanciful expositions of the origins
of place-names). Geoffrey’s History, of which some 190 manuscripts survive
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scattered over Europe, is not only the prime written source for many of the legends of King Arthur and his Round
Table; it also served to popularize the fond notion that the British had derived their ancestry from the Trojan prince
Brutus, the son of Sylvius and great-grandson of Aeneas. This Brutus, having fled from Troy, had supposedly landed
at Totnes in Devon, had vanquished a breed of giants (including the 12-foot-high Gogmagog), and had gone on to
found Troynovant (the future London). From Brutus had stemmed the ancient line of British kings whose stories
(including those of Gorboduc, Lear, and Cymbeline) so fascinated Elizabethan writers. Geoffrey’ s assertively ‘British’
narrative, which reveals a venomous antipathy to the Saxon invaders, also repeats the story of Vortigern, the British
king who had enlisted the help of the Saxon mercenaries, Hengist and Horsa, in his struggles against the Picts, though
it is embroidered with the addition of an unfortunate marriage between Vortigern and Hengist's daughter Rowena,
and an insistent sense of the subsequent doom of Romano-Celtic Britain. Untrustworthy and chronologically
incredible Geoffrey’s narrative may have seemed to more serious historians, both ancient and modern, but it long
continued to serve as arich quarry for generations of poets, story-tellers, and national propagandists.

Early Middle English Literature

Amongst the writers who first recognized the political and literary potential of material quarried from Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae were the Anglo-Norman poets Geoffrey Gaimar (fl. 1140) and Wace (c.
1100-after 1171) and Wace's English-speaking imitator, LaZzamon (fl. 1200). Geoffrey Gaimar's poem, the Estorie
des Engles (the ‘history of the English’), began with a (now lost) reiteration of the mythical origins of the Britons
before describing the Saxon invasions and the more recent exploits of the Conqueror and his son William Rufus. The
Jersey-born Wace, an equally ready apologist for the Norman hegemony in England, celebrated the achievements and
conquests of the dukes of Normandy in his Roman de Rou (or the Geste des Normands). He also translated and
transformed a good deal of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Latin history into French octosyllabics as the verse chronicle the
Roman de Brut. Although LaZamon, a Worcestershire parish priest nourished in Old English rather than Norman-
French literary traditions, based much of his own voluminous poem Brut on Wace's Roman de Brut, he was writing
not for a cosmopolitan court but for an obscurer, if scarcely less discriminating, audience in the English provinces.
The 16,000 lines of Brut open with a patriotic statement of intent. Writing in the third person, LaZzamon declares that
his mind and his imagination were stimulated by the idea of writing of ‘the noble origins of the English, what they
were called and whence those who first possessed England came'. Here, and throughout his poem, the words
‘English’ and ‘British’, ‘England’ and ‘Britain’, are interchangeable. The destinies of the
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island of which LaZzamon writes are seen as having been historically forged by invasions and conflicts and even the
Britain once guarded by the glorious Arthur had finally succumbed to Saxon conquest. With his inherited alertness to
the Anglo-Saxon concept of wyrd, LaZamon seems to recognize that Britain, first colonized by refugees from a
devastated Troy, continues to derive a certain moral authority from its acceptance of the processes of change and
decay. Its future, like its past, will reflect the uncertainties, reversals, and restorations which mark al human
experience, but a providentialy inspired continuity will determine its survival. Stories of Arthur are central to the text
both physically and morally. Despite the fact that his greatest battles are fought against invading, pagan Saxons,
Lazamon’s Arthur is the kind of generous, splendidly nonchalant and unswervingly mighty warrior familiar to the
audiences of Old English poetry. The poem’s imagery, unlike that of LaZzamon’s more circumspect sources, equally
hearkens back to awilder heroic world. In the most famous of Lazamon’s similes, Arthur comes down on his foes like
a swift wolf of the woods, his fur hung with snow (‘ bihonged mid snawe’), intent on devouring whatever animals he
chooses (* swule deor swa him likeD’). His enemy, Childric, is hunted through a forest like a fox driven to ground and
in the culminating battle at Bath the fleeing, armed Saxons lie drowned in the river Avon like steel fish girt with



swords, their scales gleaming like gold-plated shields, their fins floating as if they were spears (“heore scalen wleoteD
swulc gold-faZe sceldes | Per fleoteD heore spiten swulc hit spaeren weoren’).

One version of LaZzamon’s Brut survives in a manuscript compendium with a very different poem, the anonymous
The Owl and the Nightingale (probably written in the opening years of the thirteenth century). Where Brut takes the
broad sweep of national history as its subject, The Owl and the Nightingale takes the form of an overheard debate
between two birds. Where LaZamon seems to hanker for the syllabically irregular, aliterative verse of his ancestors,
the author of The Owl and the Nightingale writes spirited, even jocular, four-stressed rhyming couplets. Despite his
debts to a Latin tradition of debate poetry, to vernacular beast fables, and to the kind of popular bestiary which drew
out a moral significatio from the description of an animal, his poem is more of an intellectual jeu d’esprit than a
moral or didactic exercise. The Owl and the Nightingale presents the birds as birds, while endowing them with a
human intelligence and a human articulacy. The fastidious nightingale opens the debate by insulting the owl’s
deficient personal hygiene and by suggesting that her song is distinctly miserable. The owl, stung into response,
insists that her voice is bold and musical and likely to be misunderstood by one who merely chatters ‘like an Irish
priest’. As they argue, personal abuse gives way to more subtle charges and countercharges; they score intellectual
points off one another and they twist in and out of complex issues, capped aspersions, and temporary advantages.
Both birds establish themselves in irreconcilable philosophical opposition to one another. The nightingale sees the
owl as dirty, dismal, pompous, perverse, and life-denying; the owl looks down on the nigh-
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tingale as flighty, frivolous, libidinous, and self-indulgent. The arguments, like the kind of contemporary legal,
philosophical, or theological debates on which the poem may be based, need an arbiter, and it is solely on the choice
of this human arbiter that the birds agree. They finally resolve to fly off to Portisham in Dorset to submit themselves
to the judgement of an underpaid clerk, one Master Nicholas of Guildford. Such is the emphasis placed by the birds
on this provincia priest’s wisdom and discrimination that some commentators have claimed that the poem must be
the work of the otherwise unknown Nicholas (and, moreover, a covert plea for his professional advancement).
Whether or not The Owl and the Nightingale bears Master Nicholas's personal imprint, it conspicuously ends with his
distinguished arbitration unrealized. The disputants wing their way to Dorset while the narrator abruptly resorts to
silence: ‘As to how their case went, | can tell you nothing more. There is no more to this tale’ (‘Her nis na more of
bis spell€).

It has been suggested that The Owl and the Nightingale may have been written for the edification and amusement
of a literate, but not necessarily highly Latinate, community of English nuns. Such communities, and their stricter
aternatives - women recluses who had chosen the solitary life - were of considerable importance to the intense
religious culture of twelfth- and thirteenth-century England. The prose-texts in the so-called Katherine-group - which
concentrate on the lives of heroic virgin saints (Katherine, Margaret, and Juliana), on the person of Christ, and on his
mystical relationship with his contemplative and chaste brides-seem to have been written specifically for a group of
women in Herefordshire who did not possess the command of Latin expected of their male equivaents. The same
would seem to be true of the most substantial devotional text of the early thirteenth century, the Ancrene Riwle (‘the
Anchoress's Rule or Guide'). The work was originally composed in English by a male confessor for the instruction
and comfort of three young sisters of good family who had elected to withdraw into a life of solitary prayer, penance,
and contemplation (it was reworked, for more general devotiona use, as the Ancrene Wisse). The Ancrene Riwle is
divided into eight books which give detailed, practical, persona advice to the solitaries and recommend regular
reading and meditation as well as formal spiritual discipline and religious observance (such as the increasingly
popular practices of self examination, private confession, and penance). While the writer does not shy away from the
spiritual benefits of humiliation and mortification, he offers counsel against the dangers inherent in excessive
introspection. Although the women are separated from the world and obliged to explore their inner resources of
spiritual strength, they are recommended to see Christ as a mystical wooer, as a knight, and as a king and to respond
actively and exuberantly to his proffered love and honour. God comes in love to those who pine for him with a pure
heart and Love is his chamberlain, his counsellor, and his wife from whom he can hide nothing. The first and last
sections of the Ancrene Riwle govern the outer life while its middle sections explore the promised joys of the inner
life. At the end, the writer returns to
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more mundane affairs, offering advice on diet, dress, and hygiene and on how to cope with iliness. The sisters are
advised to keep a cat rather than a cow (they are likely to become too concerned for the cow and be tempted into
worldliness) and, in order that they should be well provided for without having to shop and cook, to confine
themselves to two maidservants each. The writer ends with the hope that his book will be profitably read and then,



somewhat disarmingly, adds the thought that he would rather take the arduous journey to Rome than have to write it
all over again.

Chivalry and ‘Courtly’ Love

As the word ‘chevalier’ suggests, a medieval knight was in origin a soldier rich enough to possess a horse and to be
able to equip himself with the armour and weapons appropriate to a mounted warrior. That England insistently clung
to the term ‘knight’ (from the Old English cniht, a youth and, by extension, a military servant) rather than to the
French word, offers further evidence of the fact that the Conquest merely developed an existing kind of feudal service
prevalent amongst the ruling classes. By the beginning of the twelfth century the ancient Germanic military system
which entailed the apprenticeship of a young warrior to an older man had been refined and formalized by a complex
pattern of rituals blessed by the Church. These rituals and the code of conduct developed from them employed a
vocabulary which was largely French in origin. According to the chivalric code observed throughout Western Europe,
a squire, who had served his term of apprenticeship to a knight, was himself able to rise by degrees to the formal
dignity of knighthood. The new knight, after a ritual bath, a night's vigil, and sacramental confession, was
ceremonially dubbed by his liege-lord (most often his king). The knight swore a binding oath of loyalty to hislord and
pledged himself to protect the weak (a group deemed to include all women), to right wrongs (a category usualy
defined by his liege), and to defend the Christian faith (especially against the advances of Muslim infidels). At its
most elevated level this system of aristocratic male bonding inspired the creation of the three great European
crusading Military Orders, the Order of the Hospital of St John of Jerusalem or the Hospitallers (founded c. 1099), the
Order of the Poor Knights of Christ and the Temple of Solomon or the Templars (founded c. 1119), and the Teutonic
Knights of St Mary’s Hospital at Jerusalem (founded c. 1143). These tightly knit bodies of celibate gentlemen soldiers
were originally formed to protect the pilgrim routes to Jerusalem following the brutal European capture of the Holy
City from the Saracens in 1099. Although gradually forced into an inglorious westward retreat by the resurgence of
the Saracens, the great wealth and prestige acquired by these international Military Orders allowed them to continue
to exercise considerable authority throughout Western Christendom.
Despite the zealous suppression of the Templars by the kings of France and
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England in the early fourteenth century, the idea of knighthood, if not exactly its crusading enterprise, continued to
flourish under new royal patronage. Looking back nostalgically to the reign of the largely mythical Arthur rather than
to the days of the First Crusade, King Edward |11 of England founded the Order of the Garter in c. 1344. This new
military confraternity, which dispensed with the arcane lore and the semi-monastic vows of bodies like the Templars,
was restricted to twenty-five members including the monarch himself. Edward presided as a pseudo-Arthur at a mock
Round Table, genialy participating in ceremonials and festivities and watching over tournaments designed to show
off the valour of his knights. Ornamental pageantry had triumphed over organized pugnacity. The motto Edward
chose for his new Order none the less threw down a challenge to anyone who might oppose either his chivalric ideal
or his assertive claim to the throne of France: Honi soit gui mal y pense - * Shame to him who thinks evil of it’.

King Edward |11’ s fascination with the idea of Arthur was no mere whim. His new order of chivalry was a belated
realization of long cherished military ideals and long fostered literary images. Since the time of the inventive Geoffrey
of Monmouth, Arthur had emerged as the type and mirror of al Christian kings. Arthur’s fabled court became not
merely the focus of chivaric enterprise; it was consistently reinvented as a fixed point to which a whole variety of
legends, Celtic myths, and religious, literary, and moral concepts could be loosely attached. The knights of the Round
Table acquired names, ancestries, coats of arms, and quests from extraordinarily diverse sources. They aso became
the literary beneficiaries of a new-found concern with amatory relationships. Aided by the cosmopolitan influence of
Eleanor of Aquitaine, in succession the Queen first of Louis VIl of France and then of Henry 11 of England in the mid-
to late twelfth century, the culture of the troubadours of Provence had spread north to two relatively sober, French-
speaking courts. Eleanor, the granddaughter of the first troubadour poet and the dedicatee of Wace's Brut, exercised
her patronage in favour of a new kind of poetry which linked the elevated view of sexual love first cultivated by the
troubadours with stories associated with the exploits of Arthurian knights. This new concern with fin’amors
(sometimes described as ‘courtly love') recognized a parallel between the feudal service of a knight to his liege-lord
and the service of alover to an adored and honoured lady. Whether or not this cultivated literary pattern was based on
a courtly reality is much disputed; what is certain is that the culture of the twelfth century began to place a new
emphasis on the dignity and distinctiveness of women in what remained a male-dominated, clerical, and military
civilization. In the Latin treatise De Amore written c. 1184-6 by Andreas Capellanus, the chaplain to Eleanor’'s



daughter Marie de Champagne, woman emerges as the dominant partner in a love-affair, and sexua love itself as
integral to the composition and practice of a chivalric court (as they were, Andreas insists, in Arthur’'s day). Andreas,
in common with the poetic celebrators of fin’amors, saw the true vassalage of lover to lady as an ideal
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which functioned beyond or outside marriage; despite the precepts of the Church, few writers seem to have assumed
that such relationships were chaste, but the shared passion of the often adulterous lovers was recognized as ennobling
and semi-religious in itsintensity, if ultimately unfulfilled and unfulfilling.

Two influential French poets, both of whom are likely to have worked in England - Marie de France (fl. 1160-90)
and Chrétien de Troyes (fl. 1170-90) - made particularly effective literary capital out of such fin'amors. Mari€'s
twelve brief Lais, adapted, she claims, from Breton stories, draw on a wide range of settings and geographic
references (Norway, Brabant, Ireland, Normandy, Britain). Only one, Lanval, refersto Arthur by name but most of the
other stories deal with the amatory encounters of knights and ladies in aworld informed by both chivalrous action and
supernatural influence. Like Marie, Chrétien wrote a (now lost) version of the Tristan legend, but his five surviving
romances reveal a more deliberate interest in stories centred on Camelot. His Yvain, his Chevalier de la Charrette (or
Lancelot), and his incomplete Perceval or Le Conte du Graal all treat legends which were later considered central to
the Arthurian canon. The works of both poets seem to have circulated both widely and over along period in England,
Yvain being translated, and somewhat simplified, as Ywain and Gawain (c. 1400) and Marie’'s Lanval providing the
base for several late fourteenth-century versions of the same story (Sr Landeval, Sr Lambewell, Sr Lamwell, and
Thomas Chestre’s Sr Launfal). Equally significantly, the forms perfected in French by Marie and Chrétien were to
exercise a considerable influence over later English poets either as trandlators or as confident vernacular practitioners.
Marie's short rhymed ‘Breton’ lais provided models for Chaucer's Franklin's Tale and for Gower's ‘Tale of
Rosiphilee, while the romances of Chrétien and his contemporaries (essentially courtly stories concerned with
classical or knightly heroes and written in ‘romance’ or the modern French vernacular) helped determine the subjects
and style of anonymous Middle English poems such as Sr Orfeo and Sr Gawain and the Green Knight.

The shift in thirteenth-century French poetry away from exclusively military or heroic subjects is especially
evident in the compendious Roman de la rose begun by Guillaume de Lorris (d. 1237) and completed ¢. 1275 by a
digtinctively different poet, Jean de Meun (d. 1305). The very title of the poem, ‘ The Romance of the Rose’, suggests
the degree to which fashionable romance had swung away from a concentration on knightly prowess to an alegorical
and philosophical treatment of fin’amors centred on a richly symbolic flower. In a dream or vision the courtly poet-
narrator discovers a delicately planted, walled garden on a bright May morning. In the midst of the garden a well
reflects the image of a rose, a rose which at first can neither be plucked nor embraced but which serves to represent
the perfection of his love. The body of the poem is concerned with the dreamer’s quest to achieve the rose, a quest
which isvariously assisted or opposed by allegorical figures who embody aspects of his
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beloved. It proved a vastly popular poem. A manuscript copy is listed amongst the books in King Richard I1’s library
in 1384-5; Chaucer, clearly steeped in the poem, trandated a long section of it into English as The Romaunt of the
Rose (a trandation which earned him the fulsome praise of his French contemporary, Eustache Deschamps); above
all, it proved profoundly influential over a succession of English fourteenth-century poems which employ the device of
a dream-allegory, whether as a modified love-vision such as Chaucer’'s own Book of the Duchess, or as a religious
revealing such as Pearl, a poem generally ascribed to the so-called Gawain-poet.

English Romances and the Gawain-Poet

Although most French and English romances tend to be secular in subject-matter, most express a pious confidence in
the values of an explicitly Christian society (as opposed to a pagan or Muslim one). Most tend to present their heroes
as knights pursuing a lonely quest, but they also stress the importance of the shared, communal values of a chivalric
world. The romance genre nevertheless remains a defined one. In general, English translations, naturalizations,
imitations, and reflections of French romances tend to be simpler in form and more direct in address than their
originals. King Horn, the earliest surviving English poem to have been categorized as a romance by latter-day
scholars, dates from c. 1225. It tells the story of a prince who, driven out of his homeland by invading Saracens, takes
refuge in the kingdom of Westernesse where he falls in love with the King’s daughter, the high-spirited Rymenhild.
When the lovers are betrayed, Horn is banished to Ireland where he proves the quality of his knightly heroism by



performing spectacular deeds of valour. Having recovered his kingdom, he finally claims Rymenhild as his queen.
King Horn presents its protagonist as matured both by adventure and by love and happily matched by a woman equal
to him in fidelity, wit, and courage. The pattern of exile and return is followed in The Lay of Havelok the Dane
(written in Lincolnshire c. 1300). The poem traces the fortunes of the dispossessed Prince Havelok who seeks refuge
in England. He is at first obliged to eek out a humble existence at Grimsby but his noble origins are twice reveded by
amystical light that shines over his head. Havel ok returns to Denmark with his bride, Princess Goldborough, kills his
usurping guardian and regains his rightful throne. Although the story stresses Havelok’ s inborn royalty, it also dwells
on details of ordinary life and labour and shows a hero who is prepared to defend himself with his fists and a wooden
club as much as with his sword.

The subjects of English romances can, like their French models, be broadly categorized as dealing with three types
of historical material: the ‘matter’ of Rome (that is, classical legend); the ‘matter’ of France (often tales of
Charlemagne and his knights, or stories concerned with the struggle against the advancing Saracens); and the
‘matter’ of Britain (Arthurian stories, or tales
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dealing with later knightly heroes). Sr Orfeo (written in the early fourteenth century) proclaims itself to be a story of
Breton origin, though it is in fact an embroidered retelling of the legend of Orpheus and Eurydice (with a Celtic
fairyland supplanting Hades and with a happy denouement replacing the tragic ending of the Greek story). Florisand
Blancheflour (written in the first half of the thirteenth century) deals with the adventures of two precocious children
at the court of a Saracen Emir, one of them a magically endowed Muslim prince, the other the daughter of a Christian
lady. The conventionally Christian ending somewhat incongruously requires the Emir to overcome his religious
scruples and to bless their union. Saracens are shown in a less benign light in Otuel and Roland (c. 1330) which
traces the knightly career of a formerly Muslim knight at the court of Charlemagne who is miraculously converted
when the Holy Ghost alights on his helmet in the form of a dove, and in The Sege of Melayne (c. 1400) which deals
with the defence of Christianity in Lombardy. In two particularly popular late thirteenth-century English romances,
both of them designed to celebrate the putative ancestors of prominent aristocratic families, the eponymous heroes
face a series of dire challenges during their respective quests to prove themselves and the quality of their love.
However, where the hero of Bevis of Hampton is finally content to accept the rewards of his international labours, Sir
Guy in Guy of Warwick feels compelled to atone for his worldly pride by embarking on a new series of exploits solely
for the glory of God. He ends hislife as a hermit unrecognized by his wife who brings food to his obscure retreat.
Despite the verve and the variety of subject, setting, and treatment of many earlier English romances, none
seriously challenges the sustained energy, the effective patterning, and the superb detailing of Sr Gawain and the
Green Knight. Although the poem’s author is anonymous-like many other medieval writers, painters, and architects-
his language indicates that he was born in the north-west Midlands of England and that he was writing in the second
half of the fourteenth century. He is known as ‘the Gawain-poet’ after the longest of four poems preserved in asingle,
crudely illustrated manuscript in the British Library. None of the poems has a title in the manuscript, but it is
generally assumed that they share a common author if not a common subject, theme, or line of development. Pearl,
Cleanness (or Purity), Patience, and Sr Gawain and the Green Knight are also central to what has been seen as an
‘aliterative revival’ which took place in the literature produced in northern and north-western England from c. 1350
(though it may be that this ‘revival’ is more of a survival of a pre-Conquest interest in aliterative verse made newly
manifest by the patronage of English-speaking noblemen). Sr Gawain and the Green Knight and its companion
poems cannot properly be seen as the written climax of alargely provincial, oral, and unrecorded tradition. They are
the work of a highly sophisticated narrative artist, well-versed in the Holy Scriptures and in devotional literature and
possessed of an easy familiarity with the French and English romances which continued to divert his contemporaries.
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Gawain opens with reference to the line of British kings, sprung from Brutus, which has culminated in the
glorious reign of Arthur. Into Arthur’s festive court on New Y ear’s Day rides an armed challenger (Arthur, it appears,
always relishes some kind of adventure before he feasts at New Year), but this challenger is highly distinctive: rider,
armour, and horse are al bright green in hue. The knight's real ambivalence is, however, signified by his bearing
both of a holly branch and an axe ‘ huge and monstrous’ (‘hoge and unmete’). Whereas the green branch betokens life,
an appropriate and familiar enough aspiration for the northern Christmas season, the axe threatens death. The pagan,
Cdltic origins of this Green Knight become obvious in the ‘beheading game’ he proposes to the King, a challenge
taken up by Arthur’s champion, his nephew Gawain. Rolling his eyes, knitting his green brows, and waving his green
beard, the mysterious challenger suggests that a knight may cut off his head provided that the knight agrees to submit
to the same bloody rite in a year’'s time. When Gawain cleanly severs the neck bone, the unabashed Green Knight



strides up to his missing head, picksit up, bows to the King, disembodiedly repesats his dire condition, and rides out of
Camelot with fire sparking from his horse's hooves (*his hed in his handes | at be fyr of be flint flaze for fole
houes'). The Gawain-poet has not only fused a Celtic beheading myth with an Arthurian adventure; he goes on to
interpret Gawain’s subsequent quest to find the Green Knight and his Green Chapel, and his resistance to temptation,
in terms of Christian knighthood.

Gawain sets out on his mission on All Saints' Day (1 November) when the optimism of new beginnings at New
Year seems to have melted into the unease of the season of dying. Nevertheless, he prepares himself ceremonioudly
and splendidly:

He dowellez per al pat day, and dressez on pe morn,
Askez erly hys armez, and alle were pey brat.
Fyrst atulé tapit tyZt over peflet,

And miche watz pe gyld gere pat glent peral ofte;
Pe stif mon steppez peron, and pe stel hondelez,
Dubbed in adublet of adere tars,

And sypen acrafty capados, closed aloft,

bat with a bryZt blaunner was bounden withinne.
Penne set pay pe sabatounz upon pe segge fotez,
His legez lapped in stel with Iuflych grevez,

With polaynez piched perto, policed ful clene,
Aboute his knez knaged wyth knotez of golde;
Queme quyssewes pen, p coyntlych closed

His thik prawen pyez, with pwonges to tachched;
And syp p brawden bryné of bryt stel ryngez
Unbeweved b wyZ upon wlonk stuffe,

And wel bornyst brace upon his bop armes,

With gode cowterz and gay, and glovez of plate,
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And alle pgodlych gere pat hym gayn schulde patyde:
Wyth ryche cote-armure,
His gold sporez spend with pryde,
Gurde wyth abront ful sure
With silk sayn unmbe his syde.

(He stays there al that day, and dresses in the morning, asks for his arms early and they were al brought. First a carpet of red silk
[tulé] was spread over the floor, and much gilded armour gleamed upon it. The strong man steps on it, and takes hold of the steel,
clad in a doublet made of costly oriental silk [tars), and then in a skilfully made hood [capados], fastened at the neck and trimmed
with ermine [blaunner]. Then they put steel shoes [sabatounz] on the knight's feet, his legs were wrapped in steel with handsome
greaves, with knee-pieces [polaynez] attached to them, polished clean, fastened to his knees with knots of gold; then fine thigh-
pieces [quyssewes], which cunningly enclosed his thick muscular thighs, were secured with thongs; and then the linked coat of
mail [bryné] of bright steel rings enveloped the warrior, over a tunic made of glorious material; and well-burnished arm-pieces
[brace] upon both his arms, with good, fair elbow-pieces [cowterz) and gloves of steel-plate, and all the goodly gear that should be
an advantage to him at that time; with rich coat armour, his gold spurs splendidly fastened, girt with a stout sword and a silk girdle
at hisside.)

Thus accoutred, and with an image of the Virgin Mary on the inside of his shield and mystical pentangle on the
outside (the symbol of the virtues central to his pure knighthood), Gawain rides out into filthy weather and empty
landscapes. The rain freezes as it falls, the waterfals are ice-bound, and the nights are bitter. He fights, the narrator
tells us almost offhandedly, with dragons, wolves, and wild men of the woods, but his spirits are kept up by prayers to
Christ and to his holy mother. Gawain’'s real test comes when neither he nor the reader expects it. Having come
across a castle in the wilderness (it appears by happy accident) he is warmly received for yet another round of
Christmas rituals and festivities. He is as strict in his religious observance as he is warm in his responses to his host’s
courtesy, readily agreeing to exchange ‘winnings with him. On the third day, however, he fails to give up a girdle
presented to him by his hostess (it is supposed to protect its wearer from death). When Gawain is finaly directed to
the Green Chapel he honourably kneels to receive three blows from the beheading axe; two are feints, aborted by the
seeming skill of the Green Knight; the third lightly cuts his neck. The Knight then reveals himself as the lord of the



castle and explains that Gawain has received an exact punishment for his failure to render the girdle up to his host.
The whole affair has been a plot against Arthur and the Round Table magically contrived by Morgan le Fay. Despite
such explanations, Gawain is distraught at the exposure of his fallibility and condemns his lapse in a torrent of self
disgust. It is only in the generous, knightly world of Camelot that his imperfection can finally be excused as human
folly, not condemned as a crime against chivalry.

Sr Gawain and the Green Knight identifies Gawain’'s quest as atrial not of his valour (which remains undoubted)
but of his chastity. But the morality
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explored throughout the poem is not merely sexual. In his poem the Gawain-poet offers a series of contrasts which
help to call into question not just the value of knighthood but the idea of value itself. He allows an aready old-
fashioned chivalric, gentlemanly ideal, in which personal integrity is linked to feudal and communal loyalties, to co-
exist with what can be seen as a mercantile notion of barter and exchange (merchants, and Lord Mayors of London in
particular, were already beginning to rise to the dignity of knighthood). He suggests that the codes of Christian
chivalry can help define the true path of human advance towards spiritual integrity. Gawain is required to attempt to
live up to the symbolic pentangle that he bears on his shield, a mysterious Solomonic emblem of perfection. It is
drawn as one unending line, an ‘endless knot’ of five intersecting points which are interpreted within the narrative as
standing for the five wits, the five fingers, the five wounds of Chrigt, the five joys of Mary, and the fivefold practice of
generosity, fellowship, cleanness, courtesy, and pity. When Gawain dlips, his fault lies in accepting a girdle, a broken
line but one that can be joined end to end to make a circle. It is the token of his fear and of his loss of fidelity to the
codes he holds most dear. It is, however, in this act of failure that Gawain discovers his fullest humanity and the truest
test of his knightly integrity. When he is ultimately received back into the fellowship of another emblem of perfection,
the Round Table, his fellow-knights join him in wearing the green girdle not simply as a sign of shame, but as a
public avowal of the ‘renoun of be Rounde Table'. In the manuscript the poem triumphantly ends with a statement of
the motto of the new Order of the Garter: ‘ Shame to him who thinks evil of it’. The humble garter, we recall, like the
practical girdle, can be fastened into the shape of a circle and both can be elevated by the knights that wear them into
asign of honour.

The high ideals of Christian knighthood, human lapses from uprightness, and the suggestive power of numbers are
all to some degree reflected in the other poems ascribed to the Gawain-poet. Patience is largely taken up with a
somewhat idiosyncratic retelling of the story of Jonah, the prophet himself being associated not with the divine virtue
of patience but with its contrary, human impatience. Jonah accepts nothing with equanimity, neither God’ s checks nor
signs of God’'s mercy. When the Almighty forgives the people of Nineveh, his chosen prophet is vexed enough to
reproach him for his excess of ‘cortaysy€’, the tolerant generosity which the fourteenth century would most readily
have associated with Arthurian ideals of knightly conduct. The poet takes a decidedly different view of divine
providence in Cleanness, an exploration of three defective societies described in the Old Testament as having justly
provoked the wrath and indignation of God. Where Jonah bemoans the proffered chance of repentance at Nineveh, the
narrator of Cleanness sees punishment as the proper reward for the sacrilegious and ‘unnatural’ defilement of God’'s
image evident in the time of Noah, at Sodom, and in Belshazzar’ s Babylon.
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Pearl is at once a more delicate, compassionate and, to many twentieth-century readers, sympathetic work of art. It
purports to describe the dream of a distraught father, bereaved of his 2-year-old daughter, who seeks for her in the
image of a pearl. The poem’s subject may well be gently shaped around a punning reference to the common medieval
name Margaret (Latin, margarita, a pearl); it certainly makes play with Christ’s parable of the pearl of great price,
itself a cipher for the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 13: 46). At the opening of the poem, the narrator seeks for his lost
gem (‘so smal, so smobe’) in an arbour (perhaps at the site of her grave) in the ‘high season’ of August (the month in
which the feast of the heavenly Assumption of the Virgin Mary is celebrated). He falls adeep on the mound and is
granted a dream of aland bright with imperishable jewels, a land recognizably that of the vision of St John (who saw
each of the twelve gates of the heavenly Jerusalem as formed from a pearl). The white-clad maiden the dreamer meets
is barely recognizable; she is glorious but he is struck both by hesitancy and by wonder. The two then engage in a
dialogue in which the pearl-maiden both reproaches the dreamer’s tendency to disbelief and carefully answers his
often dazed questions. She, it emerges, is now a bride of Christ and, like al other saints, is now through God's
‘courtesy’ a monarch in heaven (‘ So fare we al wyth luf and lyste | To kyng and quene by cortaysye'). When asked
why she, who was too young to know even the simplest of the Church’s prayers on earth, can now be a queen, she
replies by repeating Christ’s parable of the vineyard in which all workers are treated equally. With each answer the
dreamer’s own rapture seems to increase and he finally plunges into the stream that separates his transformed



daughter only to awaken in the arbour with his head lying on the mound where he had lost his pearl. Despite the
ostensible simplicity of its subject and its dream structure, Pearl is a theologically profound and psychologically
probing poem. It is also extraordinarily complex in terms of its metrical and numerological form. Its 101 stanzas
perhaps refer to the perfection of God (101 being classed as a ‘perfect’ number). These stanzas are grouped into
twenty sections, and within each section the last line of a stanza is not only repeated, with minor variations as a kind
of refrain, but is also used to provide a link into the next section (by being echoed in the new first ling). The poem’s
alliterative opening line ("Perle, pleasaunte to princes pay€’, ‘Pearl, pleasing to the delight of prince’) is also half
echoed in the very last line (* Ande precious perles unto his pay’, ‘And precious pearls for his delight’). The twelve-
line stanzas, the poem’s 1,212 lines, and the procession of 144,000 virgins all serve as symbolic representations of the
dimensions and structure of the heavenly Jerusalem that the poet describes.
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Fourteenth-Century England: Death, Disruption, and Change

Much has been made recently of a ‘Ricardian’ resurgence in English writing. Though King Richard Il cannot be
personally credited with encouraging this resurgence, his twenty-year reign (1377-99) was to prove remarkable for the
quality, quantity, variety, and energy of its literary enterprise in English. It was equally remarkable for the steady
consolidation of the last stylistic phase of English Gothic architecture, the so-called Perpendicular Style, a
development which a recent architectural historian has described as ‘much the most important phenomenon in
English art.”. However much that architectural judgement might be open to dispute or qualification, the phenomenal
literary achievements of Richard II's reign, and particularly that of Geoffrey Chaucer, have exercised a profound
influence over the subsequent history of British culture. Chaucer and Gower, as influential and well-connected
London-based poets, were aware both of internationally-based court styles and fashions and of one another’s work
(Chaucer dedicated his Troilus and Criseyde to the ‘moral Gower’), but it is probable that both remained largely
unresponsive to the alliterative enterprise of more essentially provincial and insular writers such as the Gawain-poet.
There is equaly no reason to assume that the Gawain-poet or his fellow dliterative poet, Langland, were
unsympathetic to those internationally shaped, metropolitan tastes and styles that determined the nature and subjects
of Gower’s and Chaucer’s poetry. Langland, educated in the west of England but working in London on the fringes of
the ecclesiastical establishment, was almost certainly addressing the urgent social and theological vision of Piers
Plowman not to a provincial aristocratic circle but to a broad national audience which embraced both churchmen and
laity, both connoisseurs of continental poetic mannerisms and admirers of plainer and localized English forms. The
literary resurgence of Richard I1'sreign is aimost certainly related to the emphatic shift towards the use of English as
the pre-eminent medium of communication, government, and entertainment amongst the ruling elite. Whereas Gower
elected to write his Mirour de I’Omme (the Speculum Meditantis, c. 1376-8) in French, his Vox Clamantis (c. 1379-
81) in Latin, and his Confessio Amantis (c. 1390) in English, Chaucer was notable in helping to raise the literary
status of English by writing exclusively in his native tongue. Richard 1I's equally bilingual successor, Henry 1V
(reigned 1399-1413), conducted all his government business in English. Henry’s son Henry V, who was intent on
pressing home his claim to the throne of France throughout his reign (1413-22), went further by making a
conspicuous point of preferring the use of English to French both at court and in all his official transactions.

This notable shift in favour of the English language accompanied more gradual but equally noteworthy changesin
English society. For John Gower, society was still constituted of ‘ three estates of men’. According to this
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commonly held medieval political theory, the clergy fostered the spiritual well-being of the state, a warrior-aristocracy
defended both Church and people, and the third estate supported the other two by the fruits of its labour. This
traditional tripartite division of society was sanctioned by theological speculation and political theory alike. By the
early fourteenth century the theory was, however, becoming somewhat divorced from socia reality. If England
remained an overwhelmingly rural society, it was none the less a society in which, as elsewhere in northern Europe,
cities exercised an increasing influence as centres both of population and of economic power. By c. 1370 London
probably had a population of around 40,000, Y ork and Bristol each contained over 10,000 people, and six other cities
(Coventry, Norwich, Lincoln, Salisbury, King's Lynn, and Colchester) are estimated to have held upwards of 6,000.
In York during Richard I1’s reign, poll-tax returns suggest that there were over one thousand men with identifiable
occupations, some 850 of them working as their own masters in close on a hundred defined crafts. The growth of
literacy, and of vernacular literacy in particular, had also substantially diminished the old clerical monopoly of



administrative posts and consequently of administrative power. These changes are evident enough in Chaucer's
Canterbury Tales where the diversity of occupation, outlook, culture, profession, and class of his Canterbury pilgrims
suggests a real difficulty in exactly assigning characters such as the Man of Law, the Franklin, the Host, the Reeve,
the Shipman, and the Wife of Bath to his or her ‘estate’. Chaucer’s prosperous London guildsmen - the Haberdasher,
the Carpenter, the Weaver, the Dyer, and the Tapicer - are deemed to be ‘ech of hem afair burgeys and sufficiently
distinguished, at least in their own eyes, for their wives to be addressed as ‘ madame'.

The most dramatic change was, however, demographic. The most devastating of the great fourteenth-century
plagues, the Black Death, first appeared in Dorset in 1348 and reached its height in the summer of 1349 (killing some
two hundred people a day in London). If the precise medical analysis of the causes and consequences of this European
pandemic remains indeterminate, and if contemporary estimates of the death-toll were wildly exaggerated, even sober-
minded modern historians concede that England may have lost as much as one-third of its population. The effects of
this devastation were long term. The parish clergy, professionally intimate with the circumstances of the dead and
dying, were particularly affected. Not only were their numbers severely depleted, so were their financial resources.
Nearly forty years later in the Prologue to The Vision of Piers Plowman Langland reports that ‘ Persons [parsons] and
parisshe prestes pleyned [complained] hem to the bisshop | That hire parisshes weren povere sith the pestilence tyme'.
In one manor owned by the Bishop of Winchester it has been estimated that some 66 per cent of tenants died of the
plague in 1348 alone. The Black Degath placed a very considerable strain on both the rural labour-market and on the
towns. As late as the mid-fifteenth century the citizens of Lincoln and Y ork were still complaining of the consequent
declinein their cities' trade, population, and
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manufactures. At the time, the pestilence seemed like a visitation from a wrathful God-sudden, inexplicable,
unstoppable and, to the survivors, profoundly shocking. Reason preaches the message that ‘thise pestilences were for
pure synne' in Passus V of Piers Plowman, while the chronicler of Louth Park Abbey in Lincolnshire mournfully
records that ‘so great a multitude was not swept away, it was believed, even by the flood in the days of Noah’. Into the
soft stone of the tower of the parish church at Ashwell in Hertfordshire in 1350 some despairing, unknown hand
scratched the Latin words: ‘Penta miseranda ferox violenta pestis superest plebs pessima testis' (‘Wretched, wild,
distracted, the dregs of the common people aone survive to tell the tale’).

The Black Death and the labour shortages that followed it served to exacerbate the long-standing socia tensions
between those who profited from the land and those who actually worked it. When in the revision of his Latin poem
Vox Clamantis Gower introduced an allegorical description of a wild peasant rabble rampaging through the land in
the guise of beasts, his socialy privileged first readers would readily have recognized his pointed and anti-pathetic
reference to the traumatic Peasants’ Revolt of the summer of 1381. This, the most concerted and disruptive popular
revolt in English medieval history, had insistently and disconcertingly pressed home the question first raised by
popular preachers. ‘When Adam dalf [delved) and Eve span | Who was then a gentilman? The imposition of a vastly
unpopular poll-tax on the labouring classes may have been the immediate provocation for the revolt, but its often
articulate leaders were aso able to identify misgovernment and exploitation as its deeper causes. Unpopular senior
representatives of Church and State were dragged from the Tower and summarily executed when the rebels briefly
held London in June, and the radical priest, John Ball, preached to the assembled crowd at Blackheath on the socia
justice of laying aside ‘the yoke of serfdom’. This same John Ball saw support for his arguments not simply in the
primitive communism practised by early Christians but also in the teachings of modern clerical dissidents and even in
the speculative social theology of Langland’s Piers Plowman. When the Peasants Revolt collapsed at the end of June
its ordinary adherents dispersed and its leaders, including Ball, were pursued by royal justice, tried and executed. The
poll-tax, however, was not revived nor were the commons of England (unlike the commons of France) ever again
made the objects of the kind of direct taxation that left the first and second estates unburdened. It has also been argued
that the decimation of the population through the plague, coupled with the fear of a repetition of the great fourteenth-
century revolt, brought about a longer-term political consequence: the gradual introduction of a greater social
mobility. As the century developed, the English nobility, unlike their continental equivalents, increasingly proved to
be unwilling to define themselves as a closed, separate, and uniquely privileged order. England did not hereafter lack
a distinct ruling class, but it was a class open to new recruitment from below and relatively responsive to social and
ideological change.
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The Church was also deeply affected by the unstable nature of society and its beliefs in the late fourteenth century.
The parish clergy, thinned out by the Black Desth, seems to have suffered from a decline not only in numbers but also
in quality. The moral and intellectual shortcomings of the clergy, though scarcely novel as causes for literary



complaint, struck certain English observers with particular force. If the worldliness of monks, friars, and religious
hangers-on was a butt of Chaucer’s satire, the more worrying inadequacy of the parish clergy proved a recurrent
theme in Langland’s poetry. Relatively few educated Englishmen and women expressed doubts concerning the basic
truths of Christianity as they were defined by the Church, but many more were prepared to question the standing,
authority, and behaviour of the Church’s ordained representatives. Central to the questioning of religious institutions,
practices, and hierarchies in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries are the writings of the theologian and
would-be reformer, John Wyclif (or Wycliffe, c. 1330-84). Wyclif's attacks on the misuse of papal powers and
revenues, and his criticism of the sale of indulgences and of the parasitism of monks and friars, seem to have struck a
sympathetic chord in many otherwise orthodox believers. His questioning of more basic theological assumptions (such
as the status, authority, and specia dignity of the Catholic Church and its ministers), however, brought him into
direct conflict with the Pope and the English ecclesiastical hierarchy. Wyclif’s later forthright denunciation of the
doctrine of transubstantiation as both philosophically unsound and likely to encourage superstition revealed him to be
skating on the thinnest possible theological ice. At the Blackfriars Council of 1382, he and his followers were
formally abominated and it was only the vigorous protection offered by King Richard's uncle, John of Gaunt, that
shielded him from the dire secular consequences of religious displeasure. Although he died peacefully in retirement at
his rectory at Lutterworth in Leicestershire, in 1415 Wyclif's remains were exhumed, burned, and sprinkled in the
river Swift after the Council of Constance had declared his teachings heretical. However, his English disciples,
popularly known as Lollards, continued to propagate his emphatic belief that the Holy Scriptures were the sole
authority in religion, despite powerful attempts to eliminate their teachingsin the fifteenth century.

Although he was once popularly (if mistakenly) viewed by his contemporaries as an inspirer of the Peasants
Revolt, and although he has often been subsequently lauded as the most important English precursor of the sixteenth-
century Reformation, Wyclif himself was no real popularist. His surviving writings, virtualy all of which arein Latin,
convey the impression of a dissident academic, not of a man intent on stirring up a premature reformation or
mounting a concerted popular attack on received notions of religious orthodoxy. In one significant area, however, he
did exercise a profound and long-term influence over national life. This was his call (in Latin) for a translation of the
Scriptures into English. The trandation of the (corrupt) text of the Latin Vulgate was undertaken in the 1380s by
Wyclif's disciples, Nicholas of
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Hereford (d. ¢. 1420) and John Purvey (c. 1353-c. 1428). Though this considerable enterprise was sufficient to win the
wholehearted praise of the great Czech reformer, Jan Hus (who could not speak English), and of one contemporary
English chronicler (who recognized the significance of opening the Bible ‘to the laity, and even to those women who
know how to read’), the tranglation none the less awkwardly echoed both the inaccuracies and the L atinate rhythms of
the Vulgate. Despite its historical significance, the ‘Wycliffite' tranglation has justly been criticized as ‘a version of a
version'. Its rea importance lay not simply in itsimplicit assertion of the status of the English language as the proper
medium for Holy Scripture but also in the incentive it provided to the equally determined, but more scholarly,
tranglators of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.

Langland and Piers Plowman

William Langland (c. 1330-c. 1386), an unbeneficed clerk in minor orders, knew his Vulgate Bible well; as his poem
suggests, he used it, and the Book of Psalmsin particular, exactly and receptively. As a man intimate with the private
and public offices of the Church that he served he might properly have been expected to have read, marked, learned,
and expounded the Scriptures. For Langland the writer, however, these same Scriptures provided both a theological
framework within which to work out the implications of his poetic allegory and a series of moral ideas with which his
poem makes profound and sometimes radical play. If he was neither a professional scholar nor the kind of over-nice
academic exegete who for the most part dominated the teaching of medieval universities, he was none the less an
advanced, adept, and devout theological explorer. The Vision of Piers Plowman, on which he worked from the 1360s
to the early 1380s, is one of the most searching Christian narratives in the English language.

In common with his educated contemporaries, Langland would have read the Christian Scriptures both literally
and speculatively. While recognizing that the Old and New Testaments told a divinely inspired historical truth, he
would also have accepted that human readers could discern other layers of meaning-notably anaogical, moral,
typological, and alegorical ones-which co-existed, intertwined, and overlapped one with another. Much as the Old
Testament was read as a grandly patterned parallel to the New, with the events of Christ’s birth, mission, and passion
variously prefigured in the historic and prophetic annals of the Jews, so Langland’s Piers Plowman would have been



readily recognized by its first readers as variously exploring and demonstrating the active involvement of God in his
physical Creation. Where the Christian Scriptures were interpreted as revealing the incarnation of God in human
form as the fulfilment of ancient prophecy and as the enactment of a new covenant, and where the medieval Church
had come to view the Mass as a symbolic
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acting out of the life and death of Christ in which Christ’s body and blood became physically present on the altar, so
Langland’s poem represents a continuing, covenanted incarnation in which God involves himself with humankind.
Throughout the poem there is a sense of expectation and latter-day fulfilment as if God's ultimate purposes were
being imminently realized. At certain crucia points readers are bidden to recognize Christ himself in the
representative human figure of Piers (or Peter), the humble ploughman and the bearer of a familiar form of the name
of the greatest of Christ's Apostles, the rock on which the Church was built. In Passus XIlI, for example, Dowel
insists that ‘Petrus, id est, Christus' (‘Peter, that is, Christ’) and at the opening of the climactic Passus XVIII the
dreaming narrator sees the meek Christ who enters Jerusalem in triumph on Pam Sunday as 'semblable to the
Samaritan, and somdeel to Piers the Plowman™. The Son of God humbles himself by taking the form of a country
workman, but this same workman is in turn elevated through his association with a glorious, ineffable, and eternal
God. In Passus XX Piers is seen ploughing with ‘foure grete oxen’ given him by Grace, oxen named after the four
evangelists (‘oon was Luk, a large beest and a lowe chered [meek-looking], ( And Mark, and Matthew the thridde -
myghty beestes bothe; | And joyned to hem oon Johan, moost gentil of alle’). Piers's ploughing is further assisted by
harrows (formed by the Old and New Testaments), by four more sturdy beasts (named for the great Latin Fathers,
Augustine, Ambrose, Gregory, and Jerome), and by seeds which are the cardina virtues (Prudence, Temperance,
Fortitude, Justice). Piers is thus the supereffective earthly ploughman, one supernaturally endowed by Grace, but he is
also, and at the same time, the enactor of one of Christ’s agricultural parables, and an actual embodiment of Christ
and his Apostles, speeding the advance of the kingdom of heaven.

Langland appears to have developed the shape of his poem gradually. Not only does each section open up new and
enigmatic vistas into what is to follow, in an appropriately dreamlike manner, but the three distinct surviving versions
of the narrative (traditionally known as the A-, B-, and C-texts) also suggest shifting approaches to an expanding and
would-be universal subject. The unfinished A-text, dating from the 1360s, contains only twelve sections, or as
Langland styles them, passus (Latin, ‘steps’). The so-called B-text, probably of the late 1370s, offers a complete
revision of the earlier work, adding to it a further eight passus. The C-text, which may or may not represent
Langland’s final version, suggests a date of composition in the early 1380s, and offers a further scrupulous verbal
revision and a new rearrangement of the narrative (now into a Prologue and twenty-two passus). Langland’s central
figure, the dreamer/narrator of all three versions, is neither a courtly lover contained in the cultivated world of a
walled garden, nor an entranced Dantesque wanderer caught up in the affairs of worlds beyond worlds. His vision
presents readers with the open, working landscape of England ‘in a somer seson’, but a landscape variously shot
through with human confusion and divine wonder. From a
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broad point of vantage on the Malvern Hills in Worcestershire there opens up to him an animated vision of a ‘fair
feeld ful of folk ... ale manere of men, the meene and the riche'.

The early passus of the poem seem to represent an attempt to come to terms with the confusions, corruptions, and
innate contradictions within the religious and social life of contemporary England. Throughout the narrative,
however, Langland deliberately intermixes genres and adds an element of ambiguity to what might otherwise have
emerged as conventionally monitory figures (such as the personified female representations of Holy Church, Truth,
Repentance and, above al, Lady Meed - in part fair reward, in part financial corruption). Unlike the distressed
dreamer of a poem such as Pearl, Langland's visionary is offered little direct or transcendental consolation for the
evident ills of the world; instead, he passes through a succession of dreams interspersed with periods of waking and
contemplation. He is variously preached at, prophesied to, and illuminated by theological, moral, or ritual
demonstration. In Passus V, for example, the Seven Deadly Sins lumberingly attempt to make their confessions at the
bidding of Lady Repentance in scenes rendered particularly immediate by satirical observation (Sloth, ‘with two slymy
eighen [eyes]’, fals asleep in mid-shrift, while Gluttony is waylaid into an ale-house and stays there until he ‘had y-
glubbed [swallowed] a galon and a gille’). Perhaps the most ambiguous figure of all is that of the dreamer himself, at
once detached from the author and intimately associated with him. Like the writer, he is called Will, a name which
can be taken both literally and (as Shakespeare was later to do in his Sonnets) as an abstract quality or allegorical
name. The name of ‘William Langland’ can be played with in Passus XV when Will cryptically announces: ‘| have
lyved in londe ... my name is Longe Wille' (B-text,1. 152). Alternatively, some sixty lines later we are told by the



figure of Anima (the soul) that Piers Plowman * parceyveth moore depper | What is the wille, and wherefore that many
wight suffreth’ and only 'thorugh wil alone’ can we recognize the associative fusion of the figure of Christ with that
of Piers. ‘“Will" is moral will, the will to act well, and the less admirable human quality of wilfulness. Langland is
both the judge and the penitent, at times exhibiting the significance of discriminating perception, at others offering
passages of autobiographical self examination (such as the opening of Passus VI in the C-text).

In the B- and C-texts the poem takes on a climactic and visionary resolution in the description of Christ’s passion
and his descent into hell in order to redeem the virtuous who had died before him. These sections show Langland’s
narrative, lexical, and imaginative fusion at its most powerful. In Passus XVIII in the B-text the poet’s imaginative
recall, the Church’'s ceremonia enactments of Holy Week, the literal and historical representation, and the moral
allegory are al inextricably bound up. The section opens on Palm Sunday as the world-weary narrator dreams of
children bearing palm branches into church and of the people singing their Hosannas as a ceremonial remembrance of
Christ’sride into Jerusalem. The historical Jesus who rides the ass may be vitally
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glimpsed as the humble servant (the Samaritan and the Plowman), but he is also a timeless representative of humanity
and, in particularly significant terms for fourteenth-century readers, a knightly champion who, armed in human flesh,
is ready to joust ‘in his helm and his haubergeon [coat of mail] - human natura’. Throughout the passus Langland
also plays with the potential implications of a verse from Psalm 84 (Psalm 85 in the Anglican tradition) in which
‘Mercy and truth are met together; righteousness and peace have kissed each other’. Once Christ achieves his hard-
fought victory over the realm of darkness, the verse is used to suggest that the four daughters of God, the
embodiments of complimentary virtues, have found a proper cause for their joyous embrace:

‘ After sharpest shoures,” quod Pees [Peace], ‘most shene is the sonne;
Is no weder warmer than after watry cloudes;
Ne no love levere [more precious], ne lever [dearer] frendes
Than after werre [war] and wo, whan love and pees ben maistres.
Was nevere werre in this world, ne wikkednesse so kene,
That Love, and hym liste, to laughynge ne broughte,
And Pees, thorough pacience, alle perils stoppede.’
‘Trewes!” [Truce] quod Truthe; ‘thow tellest us sooth, by Jesus!
Clippe we in covenaunt, and ech of us kisse oother.’
‘And lete no peple,’ quod Pees, ‘ parceyve that we chidde [argued];
For inpossible is no thyng to Hym that is amighty.’
‘Thow seist sooth,” seide Rightwisnesse, and reverentliche hire kiste,
Pees, and Pees hire [her], per secula seculorum.
Misericordia et Veritas obviaverunt sibi; Justicia et Pax osculate sunt.
Truthe trumpede tho and song Te Deum laudamus;
And thanne lutede [sang to the lute] Love in aloude note,
‘ Ecce guam bonum et quam iocundum &¢'.

The build-up to a second citation of the Latin Psalter (here Psalm 132 (133): ‘Behold, how good and how pleasant it is
for brethren to dwell together in unity!”) alows the Latin words to emerge as aritual affirmation. Rarely have the two
languages, the one largely sacred in its usage, the other largely secular, been juxtaposed so tellingly as the animated
English narrative line coincides with three, more static, quotations from the Latin ceremonial of the Church.
Speculative vernacular poetry meets and embraces the ritually dignified fixed point on its own terms, as if in
demonstration of the contextual and sacramental confluence of the human and the divine, the quotidian and the
numinous, the world and the Church. Rather than confusing matters, the specific resonance of the Latin phrases
serves to amplify and condition a reading of the English. The fourteenth-century poet’s device, readily acceptable to
those of his educated contemporaries who were attuned to a bilingual religious culture, indirectly looks forward to the
verbal games and surprises of the far more secular and rootless poetry of early twentieth-century Modernism. In
Langland’ s case, a poet self evidently steeped in the Church’s doctrine, one familiar

[p. 55]

with the methods of its preachers and teachers, and one perhaps influenced by Wyclif’s insistence on the centrality of
the Scriptures in the development of the Christian life, may be attempting to demonstrate the creative power of the
Logos, the Word of God which has become the instrument of salvation for all nations.



Geoffrey Chaucer

Despite the manifest political and social disruptions of his age, Geoffrey Chaucer’'s poetry both expresses and
embodies a firm sense of order. Thisis true as much of his twin masterpieces, Troilus and Criseyde (probably written
in the mid-1380s) and The Canterbury Tales (planned c. 1387), as of his more modestly conceived ‘minor’ poems and
surviving prose works. This sense of order is evident not simply in his reflections on the nature and workings of the
cosmos (such as his prose treatise on the use of the astrolabe, written to instruct his little son Lewis) and in his
frequent alusions to Boethius's highly esteemed disquisition De consolatione philosophiae (which Chaucer himself
tranglated into English prose in c. 1380) but also in his steady affirmations of an orthodox Christian belief in divine
involvement in human affairs. In Troilus and Criseyde, at the end of his evocation of incidents supposed to have taken
place at the time of the Trojan War, Chaucer turns from his account of ‘payens corsed olde rytes’ (‘the accursed old
rites of the pagans’) to a vision of Troilus trandated from this world to the next and able to laugh serenely at the woe
of those who mourn his death. If tragedy is here transformed into a divine comedy, so the ‘olde rytes' are effectively
blotted out in the pious concluding address to the Holy Trinity. This exultant prayer, in part derived from Dante, sees
the Triune God as reigning eternally over all things and setting his mystical seal on human aspiration.

Chaucer (c. 1343-1400), in common with most of his European contemporaries, also recognized that the natural
and the human worlds could be seen as interrelated in the divine scheme of things, and, like the kingdom of heaven,
ordered in hierarchies. In the witty, elegantly formed The Parlement of Foulys, written, it has been argued, to
compliment the marriage of King Richard Il to Anne of Bohemiain 1382, he presents a vision of birds assembled on
St Valentine's Day in order to choose their proper mates. The birds have gathered before the goddess of Nature, and,
in accordance with ‘natural’ law, they pay court, dispute, and pair off in a strictly stratified way. The roya eagles,
seated in the highest places, take precedence, followed in descending order by other birds of prey until we reach the
humblest and smallest seed-eaters. The debate in this avian parliament about how properly to secure a mate may
remain unresolved, but it is clear that the nobler the bird the more formal are the rituals of courtship accorded to it.
Ducks may prove pragmatic when snubbed by particular drakes (* “Y e quek [quack]!” yit seyde the doke, ful well and
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| “There been mo sterres [stars], God wot, than apayre!” ') but eagles seek for higher things in defining and exploring
love and look down on such churlish common sense (* “Thy kynde is of so low a wrechednesse | That what love is,
thow canst nat seen ne gesse” ).

The question of degree, and of the socia perceptions conditioned by rank, also determines the human world that
Chaucer variously delineates in The Canterbury Tales. The Genera Prologue, which sets out the circumstances which
bring the pilgrims together at the Tabard Inn before they set off for Canterbury to pray at the tomb of the martyred St
Thomas Becket, also presents them to us, as far asit is feasible, according to their estate (' Me thynketh it accordaunt
to resoun | To telle yow a the condicioun | Of ech of hem, so as it semed me, | And whiche they weren, and of what
degree’). The Knight is naturally placed first, followed by his son the Squire, and by his attendant Yeoman. The
Knight is duly succeeded by representatives of the Church: the fastidious Prioress with an accompanying Nun,
personal chaplain, and three other priests; the Monk who holds the oflice of outrider in his monastery (and who
therefore appears to enjoy extra-mural luxuries more than the disciplined life of his order); and the equally worldly
and mercenary Friar. The third estate is represented by a greater variety of figures, rich, middling, and poor,
beginning with a somewhat shifty Merchant, a bookish Oxford Clerk, a Sergeant of the Law, and a Franklin. We
move downwards socially to the urban guildsmen (Haberdasher, Carpenter, Weaver, Dyer, and Tapicer), to the skilled
tradesmen (Cook, Shipman, Doctor of Physic), and to a well-off widow with a trade of her own (the Wife of Bath).
Chaucer relegates his Parson, his Ploughman, his Manciple, and his reprobates (the Reeve, the Miller, the Summoner,
and the Pardoner) to the end of his troupe (though he a'so modestly includes himself, a high-ranking royal official, at
the end of the list). It is with this last group that he seems to want to surprise his readers by contrasting paragons of
virtue with those whose very calling prompts periodic falls from grace (the Reeve strikes fear into his master’ s tenants
while feathering his own nest; the Miller steals corn and overcharges his clients; the lecherous Summoner makes a
parade of his limited learning; and the Pardoner trades profitably in patently false relics). Where the Manciple's
native wit and acquired administrative skills seem to render him worthy of better things, Chaucer’s stress on the due
humility of the Parson and the Ploughman proclaims their exemplary fitness for their modest but essential social
roles. If the Knight at the top of the social scale had seemed ‘a worthy man’, loyal to his knightly vows and



embodying the spirit of chivalry, so, in their respective callings, the Parson stands for the true mission of the Church
to the poor, and the Ploughman for the blessedness of holy poverty. When Chaucer describes the two as brothers, it is
likely that he sees their fraternity as rooted in Christian meekness and closeness to God. Both, in the manner of
Langland's Piers, act out the gospel: the Parson by offering a ‘noble ensample to his sheep’ and the Ploughman by
‘lyvynge in pees and parfit charitee’.
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Although it has been suggested that the Knight's professional career has been marked by a series of military
disasters and that both his portrait and his tale can be read ironically, it would seem likely that the overall scheme of
The Canterbury Tales, had it ever been completed, would have served to enhance his dignity rather than to undermine
it. The Host of the Tabard proposes that each of the pilgrims should tell two tales on the way to Canterbury and two
on the return journey. Even in the fragmentary and unfinished form in which the poem has come down to us (only
twenty-four tales are told), it is clear that the Knight's taking precedence as the first story-teller is not merely a matter
of chance. The narrator comments that although he cannot tell whether it was a matter of ‘aventure, or sort, or cas
[chance]’ that the luck of the draw fell to such a natural leader, the fact that it did so both pleases the other pilgrims
and satisfies the demands of social decorum. The Knight's Tale, an abbreviated version of Boccaccio’'s Teseida, is an
appropriately high-minded history of the rivalry of two noble cousins for the love of a princess, a history elegantly
complemented by accounts of supernatural intervention in human affairs and equally elegant and decisive human
ceremonial. If the Ploughman is not allotted a tale, the Parson’s, with which The Canterbury Tales concludes, is a
long prose treatise on the seven deadly sins, less atale than a careful sermon expressive of devout gravitas and earnest
learning. Sandwiched between these two tales Chaucer arranges stories loosely fitted to their tellers' tastes and
professions and tailored to fit into the overarching narrative shape by prologues, interjections, or disputes between
characters. The Parson’s singularly worthy discourse is complemented by that of the otherwise shadowy Nun's Priest
who offers a lively story of awily cock caught by a fox, a story which he rounds off with the clerical insistence that
listeners grasp ‘the moralite’. The Pardoner too tells a tidy moral tae, though its carefully shaped warning of the
mortal dangers of covetousness can be seen reflecting back on the personal avarice to which its teller spiritedly and
frankly confessesin his prologue: ‘I preche of no thyng but for coveityse | ... Thus kan | preche agayn that same vice |
Which that | use, and that is avarice. | But though myself be gilty in that synne, | Yet kan | maken oother folk to
twynne [turn] | From avarice, and soore to repente.” The Prioress also tells a short, devotional tale of a pious Christian
child whose throat is cut by Jews but who miraculously manages to continue singing a Marian hymn after his death.
Its pathos, if not to the taste of more moraly sgueamish ages, is evidently well received by its devout fourteenth-
century hearers.

Elsewhere in The Canterbury Tales tellers seem to have far less inclination to wear their hearts and consciences on
their sleeves. The Merchant, prompted by the Clerk’s adaptation of Boccaccio’'s story of the trials of patient Griselda,
offers the salutary tale of an old husband (January) and his ‘fresshe’ young bride (May), an impatiently frisky wife
who, exploiting her husband’s sudden blindness, is seduced in a pear tree by her lover. When January’s sight is
mischievoudy restored by the god Pluto, Proserpine equally mischievously
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inspires May to claim that she was acting in her husband' s best interests: ‘Up peril of my soule, | shal not lyen, | As
me was taught, to heele with youre eyen, | Was no thyng bet, to make yow see, | Than strugle with a man upon atree. |
God woot, | dide it in ful good entente.” At the lower end of the social, and perhaps moral, scale Chaucer alots still
earthier stories to the Miller, the Reeve, the Friar, and the Summoner. When the Host proposes that the Knight's
‘noble storie’ should be succeeded by something equally decorous from the Monk, the Miller drunkenly intrudes
himself and, somewhat improbably, tells the beautifully plotted tale of a dull-witted carpenter, his tricksy wife, and
her two suitors. The Miller’'s Tale presents a diametrically opposed view of courtship to that offered by the Knight. It
also serves to provoke the Reeve (who is a carpenter by profession) into recounting an anecdote about a cuckolded
miller. In like manner, the Friar tells a story about an extortionate summoner who is carried off to hell by the Devil,
and the enraged Summoner (‘lyk an aspen leef he quoke for ire’) responds with the history of an ingenious friar
obliged to share out the unexpected legacy of ‘the rumblynge of afart’ amongst his brethren.

The Chaucer who so modestly placed himself last in the list of the pilgrims also casts himself in the role of an
incompetent story-teller. His irony is nowhere more pointed than in this cleverly extended and self deprecatory ruse
which opens with a direct challenge to his assumed shyness from the Host. ‘What man artow [art thou]?, ‘ Chaucer’
is asked, ‘ Thou lookest as thou woldest find an hare, | For evere on the ground | see thee stare’. The response is the
tale of Sir Thopas, a parody of contemporary romance told in awkward, singsong, six-line stanzas. The parody may
always have served to amuse sophisticated readers, but the Host, who rudely interrupts its progress, claims that its



teller’s evident ineptness is boring the company. The pilgrim ‘ Chaucer’ is therefore obliged to begin another tale, this
time a long and weighty prose homily which retells the story of imprudent Melibeus and his wife, the aptly named
Prudence. At its concluson the Host somewhat over-politely compensates for his earlier rudeness by
unenthusiastically confessing that he would have liked his own wife to have heard the tale (‘for she nys no thyng of
swich pacience’). Despite such soothing politeness, Chaucer’s pretence of incompetence in the company of such
accomplished story-tellers as his fellow-pilgrims is a highly effective device. He had indirectly prepared for this device
by insisting on the virtues of ‘truthful’ narrative representation at the end of the General Prologue. He had also
attempted to justify his realism by citing the highest authorities:

Whoso shal telle atale after aman,

He moot reherce as ny as evere he kan
Everich aword, if it bein his charge,

Al speke he never so rudeliche and large,
Or ellis he moot telle his tae untrewe,

Or feyne thyng, or fynde wordes newe.
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He may nat spare, althogh he were his brother;

He moot as wel seye o [one] word as another.

Crist spak hymself ful brode [plainly] in hooly writ,
And wel ye woot no vileynyeisit.

Eek Plato seith, whoso that kan hym rede,

The wordes moote be cosyn [akin] to the dede.
Also | prey yow to foryeve [forgive] it me.

Al have | nat set folk in hir degree

Heere in thistale, as that.they sholde stonde.

My wit is short, ye may wel understonde.

Here is the pretence of modesty and incompetence, but here too is the insistence on frankness and proper
representation, albeit justified with reference to Christ and to Plato (beyond whose authority few medieval readers
would fedl the need to refer). Chaucer neutralizes and diminishes himself as a narrator in orde