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The Middle Ages
to ca. 1485

43-ca. 420: Roman inva

ca. 450 Anglo-

597: St. Augustine Kent; beginning
of Anglo-Saxon conversion to Christianity

871-899:  Reign of King Alfred

1066:

Norman Conquest
1154-1189:  Reign of Henry 11
€2.1200:  Beginnings of Middle English literature
1360-1400:  Geoffrey Chaucer; Piers Plowman; Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight
liam Caxton's printing of Sir Thomas
Malory's Morte Darthur, one of the first
books printed in England

he Middle Ages designates the time span roughly
from the collapse of the Roman Empire to the

Renaissance and Reformation. The adjective
“medieval,” coined from Latin medium (middle) and
aevum (age), refers to whatever was made, written, or
thought during the Middle Ages. The Renaissance
was so named by nineteenth-century historians and
critics because they associated it with an outburst of
creativity attributed to a “rebirth” or revival of Latin
and, especially, of Greek learning and literature. The
word “Reformation” designates the powerful religious
movement that began in the early sixteenth century
and repudiated the supreme authority of the Roman
Catholic Church. The Renaissance was seen as spread-
ing from Italy in the fourteenth and ffteenth centu-
ries to the rest of Europe, whereas the Reformation
began in Germany and quickly affected all of Europe
to a greater or lesser degree. The very idea of a Renais-
sance or rebirth, however, implies something dormant
or lacking in the preceding era. Mm:e recently, ll:;r:
have been two nonexclusive tendencies in ourunder
standing of the medieval period and y{hslbo ows.
Some scholars emphasize the continuities between

1485
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4 | THE MIDDLE AGES

the Middle Ages and the later time now often call
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the change taking place in .ﬁ’:ﬁg,
greatly to e;lumu the prestige of E f gh
;Mmd'! E‘; I‘ehw“ accw!mmed h): ﬁﬁeev‘ Yi;genw ‘poets as the embellishe:
iglish tongue; later writers call h i

alled him the English Homer and the
father of English poetry. His friend John Gower (ca. 1330-1408) wrote long
poems in French and Latin before producing his last major work, the Confes-
sio An:‘m;‘ ;The Lover's Confession), which in spite of its Latin title is com-

The third and longest of the three primary secti i -

B oAl e iftiondy anid Fifecenthy ce.f.’u‘,.,:f‘Z?ii..'ﬁ’L’ﬂllﬁ,“’.":'ﬁr';:.
ological and linguistic division but implies a new sense of English as a
Jiterary medium that could compete with French and Latin in elegance and
seriousness.
Book production throughout the medieval period was an expensive
process. Until the invention of movable type in the mid-fifteenth century
{introduced into England by Caxton in 1476), medieval books were repro-
duced by hand in manuscript (lterally “written by hand"). While paper
became increasingly common for less expensive manuscripts in the fif-
teenth century, manuscripts were until then written on carefully prepared
amimal (usually calf or shecp) skin, known as parchment or vellum. More
expensive books could be illuminated both by colored and calligraphic let-
tering, and by visual images.

The institutions of book production developed across the period. In the
Anglo-Saxon period, imonasteries were the main centers of book production
| their dissolution in the 1530s, monastie and other reli-
4 to produce books, but from the early fourteenth
commercial book-making enterprises came
into being, These were loose organizations of various artisans such as parch-
mentimakers, scribes, flourishers; illuminators, and binders, who usually
Jived in the same neighborhoods in towns. A bookseller or dealer (usually
a member of one of these trades) would coordinate the production of books
to order for wealthy patrons, sometimes distributing the work of copying
to different scribes, who would be responsible for different gatherings, or
quires, of the same book. Such shops could call upon the services of profes-
Siona] scribes working in the bureaucracies of the royal court. :

The market for books also changed across the period: while monasteries,
other religious houses, and royal courts continued to fund the production

and storage. Until
gious houses continues
century, particularly in London,




image4.jpeg
those in other languages are here
Middle English works may be read ir
with the help of marginal glosses and

‘way that is intended to aid the read
‘mar of Middle English and of Old and Middle E
on pages 20-26.

From the first to the fifth century, England was a p

Empire and was named Britannia after its Celtic-speaki

Britons. The Britons adapted themselves to Roman civil

ruins survived to impress the poet of The Wanderer,

“the ancient works of giants." The withdrawal of the Roman rxg:m du

the fifth century, in a vain attempt to protect Rome itself from the thre

Germanic conquest, left the island vulnerable to seafaring. Germanic I

ers. These helonged primarily 1o three related tribes: the Angles. the Sexs
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Anglo-Saxon oceupation was no sudden conquest but

Mwofﬁﬂﬁnsww-mmm. “The ltter were,
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after the beginning of the invasion, B i focabout 150 yes™
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failed to penetrate: In

the year 597, however, a Benedictine < g ey
terbury) was sent by Pope Gregory as a mi (afterward St. Augustine of G4
e vecthart el MR

“nity in the north. Within 75 years the island was began to preach Chri

Christian. Before Christianity there had been no once more predominant!y
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