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remained remarkably uniform throughout the roughly three hundred years
that separate Credrpn's Hymn from The Battle of Maldon. This clinging 16
old forms—grammatical and orthographic as well as literary—by the Aa'jﬂ:
Saxon church and aristocracy conceals from us the enormous changes that
were taking place in the English language and the diversity of its dialects.
ﬂndnmkchnpmouaMMmhwhhdﬂmWw
night or over the course of a single century- The Normans displaced the
English ruling class with their own barons and clerics, whose native lan-
guage was a dialect of Old French that we call Anglo-Norman. Without a
ruling literate class to preserve English traditions, the custom of transcrib-
ingwmmhrmm.nudmfomohlmes-mnMwn-hn—
doned, and both language and literature were allowed to develop unchecked
in new directions.
For examples of Trish medieval literature, see “Ciichulainns Boyhood
Deeds,” an excerpt from the Old Irish epic Tdin B6 Cuailnge (The Cattle
Raid of Cooley), and some delightful monastic lyrics (pp- 128-35)-

ANGLO-NORMAN LITERATURE

The Normans, who took possession of England after the decisive Battle
of Hastings (1066), were, like the Anglo-Saxons, descendants of Germanic
adventurers, who at the beginning of the tenth century had seized a wide part
of northern France. Their name is actually a contraction of “Norsemen.” A
highly adaptable people, they had adopted the French language of the land
they had scttled in and its Christian religion. Both in Normandy and in Bri
ain they were great builders of castles, with which they enforced their poli
cal dominance, and magnificent churches. Norman bishops, who held land
and castles like the barons, wielded both political and spiritual authority.
The earlier Norman kings of England, however, were often absentee rulers,
as much concerned with defending their Continental possessions as with
ruling over their English holdings. The English Crown's French territories
were enormously increased in 1154 when Henry II, the first of England’s
Plantagenet kings, ascended the throne. Through his marriage with Eleanor

of Aquitaine, the divorced wife of Louis VII of France, Henry had acquired
vast provinces in the southwest of France.

The presence of a French-speaking ruling class in England created excep-
tional opportunities for linguistic and cultural exchange. Four languages
coexisted in the realm of Anglo-Norman England. Latin, as it had been for
Bede, remained the international language of learning, used for theology,
science, and history. It was not by any means a written language only but
also a lingua franca by which different nationalities communicated in the
church and the newly founded universities. The Norman aristocracy for the
most part spoke French, but intermarriage with the native English nobility
and the business of daily life between masters and servants encouraged
bilingualism. Different dialects of English were spoken by Anglo-Saxons of
all social levels. And different branches of the Celtic language group were
-p;aken lnbsml-nd, lrelnrln‘l. Wales, Cornwall, and Brittany.

nevitably, there was also literary intercourse among the different lan-
guages. The Latin Bible and Latin saints’ lives provided subjects for a great
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King Harold Fatally Struck in the Eye. Bayeux Tapesiry, texil,
ca. 1070-80. The decisive historical moment is captured as Harold
falls vietim to irrepressible horizontal attack. Note the dead being
tripped of their armor, in the lower margin.

deal of OId English as well as Old French poetry and prose. The first medieval
drama in the vernacular, The Play of Adam, with elaborate stage directions
in Latin and realistic dialogue in the Anglo-Norman dialect of French, was
Pn;‘hlrb“i p;lodl;:cd in England during the twelfth century. -
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Thomas, Marie, and Chrétien de Troyes were innovators of the genre that
has become known as “romance.” The word roman was initially applied in
French to a work written in the French vernacular, Thus the twelfth-century
Roman de Troie is a long poem in French about the Trojan War. While this
work deals mainly with the siege of Troy, it also includes stories about the
love of Troilus for Cressida and of Achilles for the Trojan princess Polyxena.
Eventually, “romance” acquired the generic associations it has for us as a story
about love and adventure.

Romance was the principal narrative genre for late medieval readers. Inso-
far as it was centrally concerned with love, it developed ways of representing
psychological interiority with great subtlety. That subtlety itself provoked a
subgenre of questions about love. Thus in the late twelfth century, Andreas
Capellanus (Andrew the Chaplain) wrote a Latin treatise, the title of which
may be translated The Art of Loving Correctly [Honeste]. In one part, Elea-
nor of Aquitaine, her daughter, the countess Marie de Champagne, and other
noble women are cited as a supreme court rendering decisions on difficult
questions of love—for example, whether there is greater passion between lov-
ers or between married couples. Whether such “courts of love” were purely
imaginary or whether they represent some actual court entertainment, they
imply that the literary taste and judgment of women had a significant role in
fostering the rise of romance in France and Anglo-Norman England.

In Marie's Lanval and in Chrétien’s romances, the court of King Arthur
had already acquired for French audiences a reputation as the most famous
center of chivalry. That eminence is owing in large measure to a remarkable
book in Latin, The History of the Kings of Britain, completed by Geoffrey of
Monmouth, ca. 1136-38. Geoffrey claimed to have based his “history” on a
book in the British tongue (i.e., Welsh), but no one has ever found such a
book. He drew on a few earlier Latin chronicles, but the bulk of his history
was probably fabricated from Celtic oral tradition, his familiarity with Roman
history and literature, and his own fertile imagination. The climax of the book
is the reign of King Arthur, who defeats the Roman armies but is forced to
turn back to Britain to counter the treachery of his nephew Mordred. In
1155 Geoffrey's Latin was rendered into French rhyme by an Anglo-Norman
poet called Wace, and fifty or so years later Wace's poem was turned by Lay-
amon, an English priest, into a much longer poem that combines English
alliterative verse with sporadic rhyme.

Layamon's work is one of many instances where English receives new
material directly through French sources, which may in turn have been drawn
from Celtic or Latin sources. There are two Middle English versions of Marie’s
Lanval, and the English romance called Yvain and Gawain is a cruder ver-
Sion of Chrétien's Le Chevalier au Lion (The Knight of the Lion). A marvel-
ous English lay, Sir Orfeo, s a version of the Orpheus story in which Orpheus
succeeds in rescuing his wife from the other world, for which a French origi-
nal, if there was one, has never been found. Romance, stripped of its courtly,
psychological, and ethical subtleties, had an immense popular appeal for
English readers and listeners. Many of these romances are simplified adap-
tations of more aristocratic French poems and recount in a rollicking and
rambling style the adventures of heroes like Guy of Warwick, a poor steward
who must prove his knightly worth to win the love of Fair Phyllis. The ethos
of many romances, aristocratic and popular alike, involves a knight Pproving








