


- The Ang!O—Saxon Periéd:
Historical Context

§GAPFXY Britain's early years were dominated by successive
waves of invaders. Among them were the Anglo-Saxons—a people
- wheo gave us the first masterpieces of English literature.

Centuries of Invasion

The Dark Ages, as the Anglo-Saxon period is often called, was a fime B TAKING NOTES

Outlining As you read this
introduction, use an outline .
to record main ideas about
the historical events and

of bloady conflicts, ignorance, violence, and barbarism. Life was difficult,
and the literature of the period reflects that reality. Little imagery of the
brief English summers appears in this literature; winter prevails, and spriag

comes slowly, if at all. The people were serious minded, and the reader finds literature of each period.
scarce humor in their literature. Indeed, many of the stories and poems ~ Youcan use headings,
present heroic struggles in which only the strong survive. And no wonder. beldfaced terms, and

) the information in boxes
EARLY BRITAIN The first person ever to write about England may have like this ane as starting
been the Roman general Julius Caesar, who in 55 b.c. artempred to points, (See page R49 In
conquer the British Isles. Put off by fierce Celtic warriors, Caesar hastily the Research Handbook for

claimed vicrory for Rome and returned to Europe, leaving the Britons mare help with outlining.)

(as the people were known) and their neighbors to the north and west,
the Picts and Gaels, in peace. _

A century later, however, the Roman army returned in force and
made good Caesar’s claim. Britain became a province of the great Roman :
Empire, and the Romans introduced cities, roads, written scholarship, : Z Anglo-Saxens ..
and eventually Christianity to the island. Their rule lasted more than three _ 2 Vikings
hundred years. “Romanized” Britoris adapted to an urban lifestyle, living ~ . -~ B The N"" mas C””?"eﬁ

- invillas and frequenting public baths, and came to depénd on the Roman
military for protection. Then, early in the fifth century; the Romans pulled |
out of Britain; called homie to help defend their beleaguered empire against -
hordes of invaders. With no central government or army, it was not long
before Britain, too, became a target for invasion. . - . LT

| Historical Context
A Centuries of vasion
L Early Britain 0

ANGLO-5AXONS The Angles and Saxons, along with other Germamc tribes,
“began arriving from northern Europe around a.d. 449. The Britons—
“perhaps led by a Celric chieftain named Arthur (likely the genesis of the
legendary King Arthur of myth and folklore)—fought a series of battles
“against the invaders. Eventually, however, the Britons were driven to the : : o
west (Cornwall and Wales), the north (Scodand), and across the Enghsh /@y ADDITIONAL |

BACKGROUND |
Channel to an area of France that became known as Brittany. - :
: e . Lo For more on the Anglo-
..~ Settled by the Anglo-Saxons, the main part of Britain took on a new Saxon and medieval
. name: Angle-land, or England. Anglo-Saxon culture became the basis for periods, visit the

Literature Center at

English culture, and their gutteral, vigorous language became the spoken ClassZone.com.

language of the people, the langnage now known as Old English. ' oo oo

()

: Stéhéhénge, an ancient monument located in Wiltshire, Ehg[and' : . i UNIT INTRODUCTION 19




VIKINGS The 790s brought the next wave of invaders, a fearsome group

of seafaring marauders from the rocky, windswept coasts of Denmark and

Norway: the Vikings. Shrieking wildly and waving giant battle-axes, Viking

raiders looted, killed, and burned down entire villages. At first, they hitand

ran; later, finding England a more pleasant spot to spend the winter than

their icy homeland, the Danish invaders set up camps and gradually gained
- control of much of the north and east of the country.

In the south, the Danes finaily met defeat at the hands of a powerful
Anglo-Saxon king known as Alfred the Great. Alfred unified the English,
and under his rule, learning and culture flourished. The Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle, a record of English history, was initiated at his bidding.

The Norman Conquest

In 1042, a descendant of Alfred’s took the throne, the deeply religious A Voice from the Times
Edward the Confessor. Edward, who had no children, had once sworn
an oath making his French cousin William, duke of Normandy, his
heir—or so William claimed. When Edward died, however, a council
of nobles and church officials chose an English carl named Harold

William returned to Ha;t_i_'ngs,
and waited there to know. . . |
whether the people would mbmzr __

to succeed him. Incensed, William led his Norman army in what was to him. But wém be found _f‘_b‘zt :
to be the last successful invasion of the istand of Britain: the Norman ¢ they would not come.to him, he
Conquest. Harold was killed at the Bartle of Hastings in 1066, and - went up-with all his farce that
on Christmas Day of that year, William the Conqueror was crowned was left and t;ga; came since ta '
king of England. him from over sea; and mmgea.’

The Norman Conques: ended Anglo-Saxon dominance in England.
RSO " : all the muntry
Losing their land to the conquerors, noble families sank into the

peasantry, and a new class of privileged Normans took their place. i o wAngio SﬂXOH Chromde_v_

‘Scale model of the Battie of Hastings

20 UNIT I THE ANGLO-5AXON AND MEDIEVAL PERIODS




Cultural Influences

f3ARTT carly Anglo-Saxon literature reflected a fatalistic
worldview, while later works were influenced by rapidly spreadmg
Christianity.

' The Spread of Christianity

Like all cultures, that of the Anglo-Saxons changed over time. The eatly

invaders were seafaring wanderers whose lives were bleak, violent, and short.

Their pagan religion was marked by a strong belief in wyrd, or fare, and
they saved their admiration for heroic warriors whose fate it was to prevail
in battle. As the Anglo-Saxons setdled into their new
land, however, they became an agricutrural people—
less violent, more secure, more civilized.

The bieak fatalism of the Anglo-Saxons’ early beliefs
may have reflected the reality of their lives, but it offered
little hope. Life was harsh, it raught, and the only certainty
was that it would end in death. Christianity opened up a
bright new possibility: that the suffering of this world was
merely a prelude to the eternal happiness of heaven.

CHRISTIANITY TAKES HOLD - No one knows exactly
when the first Christian missionaries arrived in Britain,
but by a.d. 300 the number of Christians on the island
was significant, Over the next two centuries, Chrisdanity
spread to Ireland and Scotiand, and from Scotland to
the Picts and Angles in the north. In 597, 2 Roman
missionary named Augustine arrived in the kingdom of
Kent, where he established a monastery at Canterbury.
From there, Christianity spread so rapidly that by 690
all of Britain was at least nominally Christian, though

ATLANTIC

QCEAN

many held or to some pagan traditions and beliefs.
Monasteries became centers of intellectual, literary;.

artistic, and social activity. At a time when schicols and - -

libraries were completely unknown, monasteries offered

the only opportunity for education. Monastic scholars imported books from

the Continent, which were then painstakingly copied. In addition, original
works were written, mostly in scholarly Lacin, but later in Old English. The
earliest recorded history of the English people came from the clergy at the
monasteries. The greatest of these monks was the Venerable Bede
(c. 673-735), author of A History of the English Church and People. -
When Vikings invaded in the late eighth and ainth cenfuries, they
plundered monasteries and threarened to oblirerate all traces of cultiral”
refinement. Yer Chnsnamty continued as a domlnant cultural force for
mote than a thousand ycars to come. '
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Literature of the Times

{34778y Anglo-Saxon literature often focused on great heroes such
as Beowulf, though sometimes it addressed everyday concerns.

The Epic Tradition

The early literature of the Anglo-Saxon period mostly took the form of
lengthy epic poems praising the deeds of heroic warriors. These poems
reflected the reality of life at this time, which was often brural. However,
the context in which these poems were delivered was certainly not grim.
In the great mead halls of kings and nobles, Anglo-Saxons would gather
on special occasions to celebrate in style. They feasted on pies and roasted
meats heaped high on platters, warmed themselves before a roaring fire,
and listened to scops—professional poets—bring the epic poems to life.
Strumming a harp, the scop would chant in a clear voice that carried over
the shouts and laughter of the crowd, captivating them for hours on end
with tales of courage, high drama, and tragedy.

To the Anglo-Saxons, these epic poems were far more than simple
entertzinment. The scop’s performance was a history lesson, moral sermon,
and pep talk rolled into one, instilling culeural pride and teaching how a

true hero should behave. At the same time, in true Anglo-Saxon fashion, the
scop reminded his listeners thart they were helpless in the hands of fate and
that all human ambition would end in death. With no hope for an afterlife,

only an epic poem could provide a measure of immortality.

B For Your Outline

THE EPIC TRADITION

» Epic poems praised deeds
of heroic warriors.

- Poems were recited by
scaps in mead halls.

- Poems instilled cultural
pride.
COMMONM LIFE

« Lyric poems reflected
everyday reality.

Exeter Book contains
surviving lyrics.

Writing moved from
Latin to English.
Medieval literature

also explored everyday
concerns.

Cover and illustration from a confemporary graphic work
by Gareth Hinds, based on the epic poem Beawulf

b
T
3
hs
b
2
3




These epic poems were an oral art form: memorized and

“performed, not written dowr. Later, as Christianity spread
through Britain, literacy spread too, and poems were more likely
to be recorded. In this age before printing presses, however,
manuscripts had ro be written out by hand, copied slowly and
laboriously by scribes. Thus, only a fraction of Anglo-Saxon poetry
has survived, in manuseripss produced centuries after the poems
were originally composed. The most famnous surviver is the epic
Beownlf, about a legendaty hero of the northern European
past. In more than 3,000 lines, Beowu/f relates the tale of a heroic
warrior who battles monsters and dragons to prorect the people.
Yet Beowulf, while performing superhuman deeds, is not immeortal.
His death comes from wounds incurred in his final, great fight.

Reflections of Common Life

While epics such as Beowulf gave Anglo-Saxons a taste of glory,
scops also sang shorter, lyric poems, such as “The Seafarer,” that
reflected a more everyday reality: the wretchedness of a cold, wet
sailor clinging to his storm-tossed boat; the misery and resentment
of his wife, left alone for months or years, not knowing if het
husband would ever return.

Some of these poems mourn loss and death in the mood of |
grim fatalism typical of early Anglo-Saxon times; others, written
after the advent of Christianity, express religious faith or offer
moral instruction. A manuscript known as the Exeter Book
contains many of the surviving Anglo-Saxon lyrics, including
more than 90 riddles, such as this one: Wonder was on the wave,
w/oen water became bone. Answer: an zceéerg

EARLY AUTHORS Most Old Engl;sh poenis are anonymous One

of the few pof:ts kaown by name was a mionk called Caedmon, o

described by the Venerable Bede in his famous history of

England. Like most scholars of his day, Bedé wrote in Latin; the - i

language of the church. It was not until the reigh of Alfred the .
Great that writing in Enghsh began to be Wldespread it addition .

to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle; which was written in the Eanguage _

of the people, Alfred encouraged Enghsh translatlons of the Blble
and other Latin works.:

As England moved i into the dedle Ages, its hterature contmucd 0,

Old English

Just as Britain’s fifth-century invaders
eventually united into a nation called
England, their closely related Germanic
dialects evolved over timeinto a
distinct language cailed English—
teday called Old English to distinguish

it from later forms of the language.

A Different Language Old English

was very different from the language

we know today. Though about half
of our basic vocabulary comes from.
the Anglo-Saxon language, a modern
Enghsh speaker would find the harsh
saunds impossible to understand.’
Some words can still be recognized
in writing, though the spelling is a little
unfamiliar: for instance, scah (shoe),
hunig (honey), milc (milk), and faeder
{father). Other words have disappeared
entirely, such as hatheart (angry) and
gleowian (joke). . '
Grammatlcally,the language was
more complex than modern English;
with words changing formto indicate -
different functions, so that word order -
was more flexible than it is now. '

* The Growth of English" The most
- valuable characteristic of Old English,
L however was its ability to change and-.
s grow to adopt new words as the rieed .
| afose ‘While Chnstlanity brought Latin.
7 Words such'as dioister, priest, and candle

into'the Anglo-Saxon vocabu]ary, S
encournters with the Vi

capture the rhythms of evcryday life: The medieval period was one of soc1ai
rurbulence and unirest, and several warks give modern readers a glimpse of
the individual hopes and fears of people of the time. Margery Kempe, for =

example, describes a crisis of faith brought on by childbirth; the !etters of
Margaret Paston and her family mamly deal Wlth issues of marr;age and

managing the famlly estate
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The Medieval Period:
Historical Context

LEA0ITEY With the Norman Conquest, England entered the
medieval period, a time of innovation in the midst of war.

The Monarchy

After his victory at Hastings, William the Conqueror lost no time taking full
control of England. He was a new kind of king—power{ul, well-organized,
determined to exert his authority down to the smallest derail. Many people
resented innovations such as the Domesday Book, an extraordinary tax
record of every bit of property owned, from fish ponds €6 licters of pigs.
Siill, no one could deny thar William brought law and order to the land,
“so that,” as one scribe wrote shortly after William’s death, “any honest man
could travel over his titwithout injury with his bosom full of gold.”
Power struggles in the decades after William's death left England in a state
of near-anarchy until 1154, when his great-grandson Henry Plantagenet took

View of London with London Bridge in far distance, Royal Manuscript. From The Poems of
Charles, Duke of Orleans, © British Museum/Harper Collins Publishers/The Arc Archive.

B For Your Outline
The Medreval Period
| Historical Context

A The Monarchy

L William the Congueror

ANALYZE VISUALS

This illustration from an
#Huminated manuscript of
his poems depicts Charles,
the French Duke of Orleans,
imprisoned in the Tower of
London. Charles was captured
at the Battle of Agincourt
during the Hundred Years’
War and imprisoned fer -
the next 25 years. Yet like
most captured nobles, .
his confinement was not : :
strict: he was allowed to

live in & style similar to

that which he had known
as a free man. What details
show how Charles lived?
Does the Tower lock as

you imagined it? Explain.




the throne as Henry I}. One of medieval England’s most memorable rulets,
Henry reformed the judicial system by setting up royal courts throughout
the country, establishing a system of juries, and beginning to fbrm English
common law out of a patchwork of centuries-old practices.

Henrys son Richard I, known as Richard the Lion-Hearted, spent most
of his ten-year reign fighting wars abroad. During his absence, his younger
brother, John, plotted against him. The villain of Robin Hood legends,
King John was treacherous and bad-tempered, quarreling with nobles and
raising their raxes until they threatened to rebel. In 1215 he was forced to
sign the Magna Carta {"Great Charter”), which limited royal authority by
granting more power to the barons—an carly step on the road to democracy.

War and Plague

As the medieval period drew ro a close, war was a near-constant factof | A Voice ffblﬁ the Times !
life. The Hundred Years’ War between England and France began in No ﬁ’ eeman shall be taken, or
1337, during the reign of Edward III. As the war continued on and off
for more than a century, England also had to weather several domestic
crises, including a terrible plague known as the Black Death, which : _ A
killed a third of England’s population. - nor will we go upon him nor.

When the war finally ended in 1453, England had lost nearly all of its |~ will we send upon him, except
French possessions. Two rival families claimed the throne—the house of | by the legal Judgment of his -
York, whose symbol was a whire rose, and the house of Lancaster, whose . Pegm 07 @, t/ﬂf laty aftjye land
symbol was a red rose. The fighting that ensued, known as the Wars of | '
the Roses, ended in 1485 when the Lancastrian Henry Tudor killed the  © -
Yorkist king Richard I at Bosworth Field and took the throne as Henry .
VII. This event marked the end of the Middle Ages in England. '

zmpruoned ar autlzzwﬁd or

exiled, or in any w_zzy_ bgrmed,

i ""‘--Magna Carta g

Cultural Influences

§EA0/TEY Medieval literature is best understood in the context
of three powerful influences on medieval society: feudahsm the
church, and a code of conduct called chivalry :

Three Social Forces

THE FEUDAL SYSTEM Feudalism was a political and economic systemn

that William the Conquerer introduced into England after the Norman
Conquest. Based on the premise that the king owng all thé land inthe :
kingdom, William kepr a fourth of the land for himself, granted a fourth to

the church, and parceled out the rest to loyal barons; who, in return, either
paid him or supplied him with warriors called knights. The barons swore
aflegiance to the king, the knights to the barons, and so on down the social
ladder. At the bortom of the ladder were the conquered Anglo-Saxons, many -
of whom were serfs—peasants bound to land they could not own.
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THE POWER OF THE CHURCH There was one grand exception to the
feudal systent’s hierarchy: the church. Led by the pope in Rome, the
medieval church wielded tremendous power—levying taxes, making its
own laws, running its own courts, and keeping kings and noblemen in
line with the threat of ex-communication. The church owned more land
than anyone in Burope, and its soaring stone cathedrals and great abbeys
were as impressive as any castle. The church’s power did lead to conflicts
with the monarchy. When Henry II's archbishop and friend Thomas

3 Becket began favoring church interests over those of the crown, four
knights loyal to the king murdered him. Becket was declared a saint, and
his shrine at Canterbury became a popular destination for pilgrims, such
as those described in Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales.

CHIVALRY AND COURTLY LOVE Medieval literature, including the
famous stories of King Arthur, was influenced by another social force as
well—the ideals of chivalry and courty love made popular during Henry
II’s reign. Henry’s wife, Eleanor of Aquitaine, brought from French
court circles the concept of chivalry, a code of honor intended to govern
knightly behavior. The code encouraged knights to be generous, brave,
honest, pious, and honorable, to defend the weak and to battle evil and
uphold good. It also encouraged knights to go on holy quests such as
the Crusades, the military expeditions in which European Christians
attermnpted to wrest the holy city of Jerusalem from Muslim control.
Eleanor and her daughter Marie applied chivalric ideals ro the
relationships berween men and women as well. They presided over a

. “court of love,” where lords and ladies would come to be entertained

26

by music anid tales of King Arthuir and other romantic heroes and argue

- about the proper conduct of a love affair. Courtly fove and the concept

of chivalry represented ideals rirely met in real life. Yet they served as
inspiration for some of the finest litérature of the time... .

Lo Beile Damé Sans Merci; Walzer Crane, Private .t;,nli'éczio'_' : ©B gEi’r.l:ian Art Library.

- A Voice from the Time_s -

« Marriage is no real excuse
for not loving.

 He who is jealous cantiot :
love. : : {

* When made public, love g
rarely endures, o

* A new love puts an old one
to flight. U

. Epery lover regularly mrm

. p_zzfe in the presence of his
beloved. .

 —*rules” from the 12fh-céntury
. - book The Art of Courtly Love .




Literature of the Times

LAPITYY Medieval works, such as The Canterbury Tales and o & For Your Qutline
Arthurian romances, drew from many sources, historical and THE AGE OF CHAUCER
contemporary, while reflecting the society and ideals of their time. - Geoffrey Chaucer is

_ "the father of English

The Age of Chaucer iterature.”
Chaucer's The Canterbury
Tales reflected his society

.

The most famous writer of medieval times, “the father of English

literarure,” was Geoffrey Chaucer, a poet who demonstrated the potential and led to an appreciation
of English as a literary language. Drawing on sources as diverse as French for English as a literary
poetry, English songs, Greek classics, contemporary Italian tales, and Aesop's language.

fables, Chaucer masterfully blended old with new; all in the natural thythms - Ballads are narrative

of Middle English, the spoken language of the time. songs relating the lives
of common folk.

AN ENGLISH MASTERPIECE The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer’s best-known
work, displays his ability as a storyteller, his keen sense of humeor, and
his sharp eye for detail. A collection of tales ranging from irreverent to
inspirational, it is held rogether by a frame story about a group of pilgrims
who pass time on their journey to the shrine of Thomas 2 Becket by telling
stories. The pilgrims’ characters are revealed through the stories they tell
and their reactions to one another’s tales. Though Chaucer apparently
intended to have each of the 30 pilgrims tell 4 stories apiece,
he died having completed only 24 of the tales.
Chaucer lived during a time of change and
turmoil in England. He was born just a few
years after the outbreak of the Hundred
Years’ War and was still a small child when
the bubonic plague hit Europe. The Black
Death, as it was known, greatly reduced
the population, which led to a shortage
of laborers. In turn, serfs realized their new
value and left the land to work in towns
and on neighboring estates. This shift led to
the decline of feudalism and the growthofa’ -
new middle class, to which Chaucer’s family - -
belonged. In addition, the war with France had
spurred the re-emergence of the English languagc Sl R i’ig; ‘;”; (f;’:'r’;’:g %”;Z’f:gz f};i%)‘ ;’“m
among the ruling class. With its cast of chiaractérs L Thekes, (Rop18.D.11. Folio No: 148).
ranging across British society, from the “perfect gentle nght to 2 common g’;‘s‘c‘j‘r ;‘bl:‘gvi‘;’r’l‘cd"“ © HIP/Are
miller, and its use of everyday English rather than elevated Latm or Prench S R
The Canterbury Thles réflected all of these developments. '

Dera:i of Lydgite and fbe Cdnterbmy

OTHER WORKS Chaucer was notthe onf'y poet of his time to compose in
English or to write about ordinary people; William Langland did both in -
his masterpicce Piers Plowman (see page 120), as did writers of the popular -
ballads of the day---narrarive songs telling of the lives of common folks

CUNIT INTRODUCTION 27



or of characters and events from folklore {see page 136). The

‘combination of Chaucer’s literary gifts and social status, however,

led to a new appreciation of English as a language that, while useful
in everyday life, was elegant and poetic as well. .

CHAUCER'S LEGACY The Canterbury Tales and Chaucer’s other
works were wildly popular in his own time and inspired a
generation of English poets. One admirer sent him a ballad,
addressed to “noble Geoffrey Chaucer,” that described him as the

ancient thinkers Socrates, Seneca, and Ovid all rolled-intoone. . .-

Another poet, John Lydgate, wrote after Chaucer’s death, “We
may try to counterfeit his style, but it will not be; the well is dry.”
Three-quarters of a century later, The Canterbury Tales was still so
widely enjoyed that it was among the eatliest books chosen to be
published by William Caxron, the first English printer.

Medieval Romance

Medieval romances, stories of adventure, gallant love, chivalry, and
heroism, represent for many readers the social order and ideals of
the Middle Ages. Yet tales such as those of the good King Arthar
and his sword Excalibur, Merlin the magician, Queen Guinevere,
and Sir Lancelot and the Knights of the Round Table were set in
an idealized world quite unlike the real medieval England, with its
plagues, political battles, and civil unrest. In fact, while it is true
that chivalry and courtly love were ideals made popular during -
the medieval penod the real Arthur was not of this age.

A LEGENDARY HERO From what litde is known of him, Arthur
was a Briton, a Romanized desceridant of the long-haired, blue--
dyed warriors who fought Caesar’s army. A Latin history written
around A.D. 800, two hundred years or more after Arthur’s death,
first mentions “Artorius” as a leader in the sixth-century bartles
against Anglo-Saxon invaders. '

For centuries, oral poets in Wales celebrated their legendary
hero Arthur just as Anglo-Saxon scops celebrated Beowulf. Then,
about 1135, the mork Geoffrey of Monmouth produced a Latin
“history” based on old Welsh legends. Geoffrey’s book caught
the fancy of French, German, and English writers, who soon
created their own versions of the legends, updating them to reflect
then-current notions of chivalry. While the traditional tales focused
on Arthur himself and on his courage and success in bartle, these
new romances used Arthur and his court as a backdrop for stories
about knights who go through trials and perform great feats—often
(influenced by the idea of courtly love) in the service of a lady.

UNIT 1: THE ANGLO-SAXON AND MEDIEVAL PERIODS

Middle English

Along with potiticat and cultural
upheaval, the Norman Conquest led to
great changes in the English language.
Despite their Viking origins, by 1066
the Normans spoke a dialect of Old
French, which they brought to England.

atus Talk Norman French became
the language of the English court,

of government business, of the new
nobility,_and of the schol_;ia_'s,cooks, and
craftspeople that the Norman barons
brought with them to sefve their more .
“refined” needs, The use of English
became com_‘inéd to the conguered,
mostly peasant population.

Hints of this class division still
survive in modern English, For
instance, Anglo-Saxons tending cattle
inthe field called the animal a ci, or |

cow, while the Norman aristocrats who.. - .
dined on the product of theirlabors -

used the French word buef or beef
Ever adaptable, Engllsh soon

incorporated thousands ofwords and S ;

many grammatlcal conventions from.

.Normai French. These changes led to: .:' :

the development ofMlddIe Eng]lsh a
form much closer thar-(
the language we speak today.;.

English Makes a Comeback During the
fong war with France, it came to seem

" unpatriotic among the upperclass
-to use the language of the nation’s

number-one enemy, espec;aliy since

N Angio-Norman French was ridiculed

by the “real” French speakers across
the English Channel. By the end of the

~Hundred Yeats”War, English had once
* again become the first language of

most of the English nobility.

anOldEnglish to.




Morte d Arthur (1862), John Mulcaster Carrick. Private collection. ® Fine Arr Photographic
Library; London/Art Resource, New York,

TWO FAVORITES About 1375, an anonymous English poet wrote Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight, recounting the marvelous adventures of
a knight of Arthur’s court who faces a series of extraordinary challenges.
Exciting, suspenseful, and peopled by an array of memorable characters,
from the mysterious green giant who survives beheading to the all-roo-

human Sir Gawain, the 2,500-line poem is easy to imagine as a favorite
of troubadors and their audiences.

A century later, in Le Morte d’Arthur, Sir Thomas Malory retold a
number of the French Arthurian tales in Middle English. Despite its title,
which means “The Death of Arthur,” Malory’s book includes many episodes
in the life of the legendary king and is considered 2 precursor to the modem
novel. Oddly enough, it was printed just weeks before the final battle in the
Wars of the Roses, the last English battle ever fought by knights in armor.
Fittingly then, the literary fall of Camelot coincided with the real-life end
of chivalry—and the end of the Middle Ages as well, ’

B For Your Outline
- MEDIEVAL ROMANCE -

Romances are stories of
adventure, love, heroism,
and chivalry.

They are set in an
idealized world unitke
medieval England.
The real Arthur was a
6th-century warrior,
Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight and Le

" Morte dArthur are two

medieval romances.
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Connecting Literature, History, and Culture

Use this timeline and the questions on the next page to gain insight
into the Anglo-Saxon and medieval periods.

The Venerable
673 Bedeis born. -

- 892 Authors begin compiling.
data fot the Anglo-Saxon -
Chronidle; a year-by-year diary -
of important world events.

cirea - The surviving -
750 version of
Beowulfis
likely composed.

area  Anglo-Saxoh verse is :
975  collected in the Exeter Book,

449 The Anglo-Saxen invasion of 664 The Br|t|5h Chnstran Church 871 Alfred the Great becomes kmg
Bntam begms _ unites withtheRoman' -~ = of Wessex {to 8g9).*

597 Christian missionaries CathOI'C Church._ S o BB6 Alfred W|n51mportantwctory
" land in Kent; Christiariity 793 . Vikings begin the first of many. over Danes; Danes accept.,
begins to spread among . raidsonthe Ang[o Saxon Chrlstlan:ty §
Anglo Saxons V _ 0 kingdem..

A mathématician in India’
calculates the value of p:

emperor of the Hoiy

527 .
L - Roman Empire: L

1cin.c.a‘ “The Chmese lnvent
: 800 '_'gunpowder

: S échAH:Mayar_)_cultur_e
600s Block prlntlngdeveloped in 830 begins decline.
. !Chinaand Korea. & - B
630 The prophet Muhammad
- conguers Mecca, which
becomes the holiest city
of Islam.
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MAKING CONNECTIONS

* Though William Caxton established the first Brirish printing press, in what
countries was printing first developed? when?
* Based on what youve'learned in the introductory essay, why are there so feiw
literary milestones recorded for the carly years in Britain?

crea  The surviving version of

1000 geowulf is recorded by monks:

1086 The Drésday Book records
results of a property survey
ordered by William the

Conguerer.

Canute, a Dane, becomes
king of England (to1035).

1066 Inwhat will become known
as the Norman Conquest,
William the Conqueror
defeats Harold and becomes

. - king of England.
1170 : Thomas a Becket is. -
Cmurdered..

N71 Henry I declares himself ©

" lord of Ireland, beginning
& __._centurles of Engllsh Insh
conﬂlct :

into east and west branches.

: : 1095 The first of centuries of “holy
r: ot L wars” called Crusades begins
Lo ' (to 1272).
1192 _'T_h'e Japanese emperor takes
. the title of shogun.

1054 The Chrlstran Church d|V|des .

CIRCA

1375

CIRCA
1387

1215

1282
1295
- assembled ‘under Edwardl

:The Hundred Years’ War Wl‘th‘
: France begms (to 1453):

CIRCA

1300

1347

- Genghis Khan.
" begins Mongol

The Renalssance
“begins in northern 18

AR

Srr Gawain and the Green
Knight is composed.

Chaucer begins
The Canterbury
Tales. &

_K:ngJohn signs the Magna

Carta. &
England conguers Wales.""

Amodel Parlrament is.

conqueést of
much of Asia
{to 1227

italy.

Bubonic pfague reaches
Europe, killing millions.

CIREA

1420

1485

Modern Enghsh develops

- Wiliam Cax_t_on esta_b_lrshe_'s_
first printing préss in Britain;
prints first dated book inthe -
Englrsh Ianguage (14','7)

The earirest survrvrng Paston

ietter is written.:

\Nllllam Caxton prints Sir
Thomas Malory’s Le Morte
dArthur. . .

frorn Middle Engllsh

Joan of Arci rs burned at

the stake.

Ottomans conquer

’ Constantanop!e

In Germany,the Gutenberg
Bible is producedona -
printing press.
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