English 4820 (McGowan)

Anglo-Saxon Section Assignments
A Note on Assignment Formats

This sheet covers the Old English section of our course. The format attempts to give you some direction to guide your reading. Complete assignments before class. Classes marked with an asterisk have a writing exercise due at the start of class.
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Monday, 25 August
Topics: Course introduction, Anglo‑Saxon backgrounds, Old English poetry and language.

Required Reading: Course description, viewing of sections of The Mother Tongue, hearing class readings.

The course description establishes important practices, including regular writing exercises. Make sure you want to join a group guided by this document.

This class will also establish some basic terminology and themes for the first section of our course, its study of Old English literature.

Wednesday, 27 August
Topics: Anglo‑Saxon Christianity, Bede’s historiography, the Old English alliterative line. 

Required Reading: Crossley‑Holland x‑xii, 156‑75, and 205; Middle Ages 1-6, 19-20, and 23-26.

We read Crossley‑Holland’s introduction and the Norton preliminary material to know dates and broad concerns. We read Bede to see how some of those concerns are expressed in a Christian scholar’s history. 

All historians select details—and stories. Although our sense of selectivity is skewed by editorial and pedagogical filters, we can think about the kinds of stories that Bede tells and the values within them. The story of Edmund’s conver​sion illustrates graphically, the introduction of Christianity to a heroic culture and “the extraordinary power of creative assimilation” (Wrenn 1) in that process. The story of Cædmon describes a native poetic tradition that miracu​lously rises to Christian religious functions. The Norton reading describes one theory of the mechanics of that tradition, the Old English alliterative line (19); in class, we’ll consider one alternate explanation. “Cædmon’s Hymn” gives us a sense of the forms and one purpose of Old English poetry. The story of Cuthbert shows Christian asceticism with strikingly practical consequences.

Supplementary Reading: Greenfield, CHOEL, 168‑72 and 69‑79.

*Friday, 29 August
Topics: Heroic poetry—“The Battle of Maldon” and “The Battle of Brunanburh.” Direct writing and using textual evidence.

Required Reading and Writing: Crossley‑Holland 2‑6 and 11‑21; Middle Ages 103-09; and Writing Exercise #1.

Gird your loins, batten your helmet, shake your spear. Although written relatively late in the Old English period, “The Battle of Maldon” is a classic example of the heroic values of Anglo‑Saxon society--the code of the comitatus. It also shows classic technical devices and forms of An​glo‑Saxon heroic poetry. Read it to see (and hear) the heroic ethos at work, but also look for stylistic traits that character​ize this kind of poetry.

You also encounter two translation alternatives: Donaldson’s prose version in the Norton and Crossley-Holland’s verse rendering. Consider how these different alternatives affect your reading of this short poem.

“The Battle of Brunanburh” uses some basic motifs to express the actions and concerns of warriors on the battlefield.

Supplementary Reading: Greenfield, CHOEL, 99‑101; Wrenn, 182‑88; and Katherine O’Brien O’Keefe, “Heroic Values and Christian Ethic” in Gooden and Lapidge 107-25.

Writing Exercise #1: Develop two or three paragraphs on the expression of values by a speaker other than Byrtnoth in “The Battle of Maldon.” Concentrate your discussion on a ten-line section of the poems Get to your analysis immedi​ately; do not spend time on preliminary background. Explain what values the speaker-actor expresses and embodies. Characterize the modes of expression he uses: words, gesture, action, and reaction. How does he express and distinguish his points? Discuss any special connection of his ideas to Byrtnoth’s behavior earlier. Don’t quote long sections of text, but do use short quotations, paraphrase, and summary. Do not write over 400 words, but do revise your writing as an organized whole with appropriate punctuation conventions. Submit your exercise typed double spaced.

Wednesday, 3 September
Topics: Elegiac poetry—basic conventions in “The Ruin” and “The Wanderer”; playing with conventions in “The Seafarer” and “Wife’s Lament”; and Deor’s elegiac trickery.

Required Reading: Middle Ages 99-102 top; Crossley-Holland 46-49, 59b-60, 50-56a; Middle Ages 102-03; and Crossley-Holland 3 and 7-8.

The hero takes action, and even in death his action, at least in “The Battle of Maldon,” has meaning. But action doesn’t always solve problems, and a man can be separated from the meaningful companionship of the comitatus. The Old English elegy investigates the other side of heroic life.

Unfinished “The Ruin” presents the basic situation of the Old English elegy, but “The Wanderer” develops the full form. That form embodies three characteristics: a speaker in a special position (often both topographically and emotionally), a move from a sense of personal loss to generalized meditation, and a concluding consolation. How does “The Wanderer” express those characteristics? What is its Christian perspective on the beauty of heroic life? What images express the poem’s values?

Bede introduced us to seeing the allegorical implications of events. Bring your allegorical sensibilities to “The Seafarer,” which has often been grouped with “The Wanderer” as a typical example of Old English elegy. But also bring a sense of the genre: If we call “The Seafarer” elegy, how does that affect its interpretation? What stylistic devices do we recognize, but how are they different? Does “The Seafarer” possess the elegiac development of “The Wanderer”?

“The Wife’s Lament” has fundamental interpretive problems because of the obscurity of the text. Written in a different form of the language in an oral-formulaic style, Old English poetry challenges the modern reader. Here the loss of a lover becomes the elegiac moment for a meditation that denies a sense of consolation.

Finally we move back to a strongly pre-Christian elegy, “Deor’s Lament.” What does the complainant of this poem do with the expression of loss and what kind of consolation does this poet-speaker wish for himself? What names and images are difficult because you don’t possess the knowledge of allusions familiar to an Anglo-Saxon audience?

Our approach here is to apply genre theory–a sense of the structure and themes of conventional Old English elegy–to a set of different poems and see how those conventions are played with. A sense of genre and convention contributes to our interpretation and appreciation.

Supplementary Reading: Greenfield, CHOEL, 213-21; Wrenn 139-49; Whitelock in Stevens and Mandel 198-211.

Friday, 5 September

Topics: The role of Alfred, sapientia et fortitudo as topos, vita ‘life’ and passio ‘suffering’ as genres, hagiography.

Required Reading: Crossley-Holland 208-20 and 228-33.

Alfred presents a special combination of heroic leadership, which Ernst Curtius has identified as a standard topic of medieval rhetoric and labeled sapientia et fortitudo ‘wisdom and courage’ (178). In his secular vita of Alfred, Asser associates learning and literacy as part of the king’s wisdom. Notice Asser’s interest in orality and textuality (213) in discussing learning. We are dealing with a movement in English literature from oral to written stories, the transition from “ear literature” to “eye literature.” The depiction of Alfred also conforms to the traditional Germanic model of the hero as doer of productive social action, and Asser uses a favorite Old English device, juxtaposition, to characterize the active Alfred by contrasting him with the prayerful Æthelred. Asser’s Life, although written in Latin prose, also uses motifs we’ve encountered in Old English poetic stories: beautiful symbolic buildings, the sea, and the meaningfulness of action.

Alfred’s own words in his Preface to the Pastoral Care associates learning with the spiritual, a basis for the Christian Church’s continuation of Latin humanistic culture, and expresses a perceptive literary awareness of the problems of translation (220).

Old English and Latin Christian literatures had two genres of hagiography–the vita ‘life’ and the passio. We saw the practical spirituality of the vita in the biography of Cuthbert, curer of diarrhea and exhorter for group concord. Ælfric, a tenth-century writer of Old English religious prose, presents Edmund’s gory martyrdom but delightful aftereffects. The motif of leader challenged by an impudent outsider was important in “The Battle of Maldon”; here, however, Edmund responds eloquently but passively with a trust in Christ. His suffering also gains meaning through typological development: he becomes like Christ and St. Sebastian, whose earlier suffering becomes patterns for us to see Edmund’s holiness. Ælfric, informed by two layers of oral telling of Edmund’s story, provides bright evidence of the saint’s holiness by a series of delightful tales with striking images: a solicitous natural wolf (who contrasts with the vicious human Viking war-wolf), the red beheading line of an uncorrupted corpse, a widow’s trimming of the saint’s fingernails (which produces more relics!), and a band of relic-robbers frozen in their acts.
Supplementary Reading: Greenfield, CHOEL, 27-32; Cambridge Companion 252-53; Curtius 178-79.

*Monday, 8 September
Topics: The heroic view of history and the role of the hero. More writing on words and values.

Required Reading and Writing: Crossley-Holland 70-73 and Middle Ages 29-46 top. Writing Exercise #2.

So far we have discussed two modes of Anglo-Saxon literature--the heroic and elegiac. In reading Beowulf, notice how this classic treats those modes.

In “The Wanderer,” we see the Anglo-Saxon fatalistic vision of worldly accomplishment. Although they are beautiful and meaningful, all worldly things, actions, and persons are transitory. The final Christian focus of this elegy expresses a Christian consolation to the fate man deprived of “driht” and “drihten.” But does Beowulf present history with this otherworldly (or Augustinian) focus?

The opening of this epic establishes a sense of Germanic heroic history, a sense often tinged with tragic forebodings despite the celebrations of nations at the peak of their tribal achievement. The story of Scyld, the founder of the Danes, represents a pattern of socially meaningful achievement and ultimate loss, an archetypal cycle that colors the whole of this lengthy poem.

“The Battle of Maldon” exemplified heroic conduct on the battlefield. The account of happenings at Heorot reveals the meaningful ceremony of the hall that supports the martial ethos of Germanic heroic society. Too often high school anthologies abridge Beowulf so that it becomes an adventure story celebrating monster fighting. But much of the actual poem depicts the workings of heroic society and the hero as actor within those workings. Monster killing becomes a socially productive act, rather than simply a feat of individual physical courage. Pay attention to how Beowulf deals with men (and even women), not just with monsters. Notice his “handshake,” not just his handgrip.

Supplementary Reading: Irving, Introduction 36-46 or Reading 1-7 and 43-82.

Writing Exercise #2: In two or three paragraphs, discuss how Beowulf presents himself in one of his speeches of introduction in this section of the poem. Show how he establishes allegiances, commits his energies, and affects his audience. Consider how different translations of Heaney and Crossley-Holland present these ideas. Pay attention to the formal recommendations given in Writing Assignment #1 and in Mr. McGowan’s reaction to it. Work in a process in which you develop ideas and evidence in early writing. Then organize and clean up formal concerns in a later session. A computer word processor is an effective tool for this kind of work. 

Wednesday, 10 September

Topics: The role of the hero, the monsters as anti-heroic types.

Required Reading: Middle Ages 46-68.

The physical feat of monster killing is Beowulf’s heroic work. But he undertakes this mission with clear social goals and individual mental purposefulness and resolution. The monsters not only supply a simple physical foe to fight, they also embody a “complex objectification of antiheroic and antisocial forces intimately related to the positive heroic and social values of the poem” (Irving, Introduction 48). The juxtaposition of hero and monsters develops our sense of heroic values by the same strategy of contrast the “Maldon”-Poet used in his discussion of the two Godrics.

Besides monster killing, we also have more doings in the hall. Before the Danes, Beowulf reveals more of the complex model of the Anglo-Saxon hero, a man courageous and skilled in battle, but also tactful and politic in dealing with other men and with a queen’s female sense of the potential violence of male heroic society, an idea expressed in the digression of the scop’s singing about the story of Finn.

Supplementary Reading: Irving, Introduction 46-64 or Reading 83-145.
Friday, 12 September

Topics: Digressions and heroic values, the relationships of the hero. 

Required Reading: Middle Ages 68-79.

We become more aware of the peculiar structure of Beowulf. A “sermon” and other poems break into the straight narrative line, and we even get a retelling of the recent events in Heorot by Beowulf himself. These “digressions” from straight plot deepen the values of the poem. This is not a simple tale of adventure, but an interlaced investigation of heroic themes that develops through repetition and contrast.

Supplementary Reading: Irving, Introduction 64-71 or Reading 145-53 and 10-15.

*Monday, 15 September

Topics: The fate of the hero, the inefficacy of action, growing old, epic and elegy. Writing about elegiac conventions.

Required Reading and Writing: Middle Ages 79-99; Crossley-Holland 153-54. Writing Exercise #3.

The critic (and writer of better-known genres) J.R.R. Tolkien emphasized the age/youth contrast in Beowulf. In the second part of the poem, an older hero cannot perfectly resolve his society’s problems by action. Battle’s violence threatens society. The “peace-weaving” of women cannot lift the threat of violence in a masculine world calling for action and retribution. The actions of heroes add resentment and the threat of revenge, a noble but destructive heroic characteristic. Beowulf has seen the problems of the Danish future. The Geats’ hope, their lord Beowulf, dies. The narrative itself breaks down into flashbacks of the origins of Geatish problems.

Speakers are now alone on the open plain, not surrounded by men celebrating in the hall. They are like the Wanderer: meditaters, not doers. Gold has no value: Wiglaf buries the treasure instead of distributing it. The poem shifts from the heroic to elegiac mode. In this world, the hero can only act, follow the code of the comitatus, but faithful action doesn’t overcome all problems. The Danes will fall. The Geats will fall. But we hold the memory of the man of action and honor; yet Fate and Christian vision don’t let those achievements last.

Supplementary Reading: Irving, Introduction 72-99 or Reading 153-246; Tolkien, “Bewoulf, the Monsters and the Critics” in Tuso 105-113.

Writing Exercise #3: Argue that the speech of the Last Survivor (Middle Ages 80-81 [ll. 2242-69]; Crossley-Holland 130-31) embodies important Old English elegiac values, themes, and expressions. Develop your argument by the use of short quotations, paraphrase, and summary. Conclude what effect this speech has on the final section of Beowulf. In revising your discussion, consider suggestions from feedback on your two previous exercises.

Wednesday, 17 September
Topic: Exeter Riddles, stylistic conventions, and language play.

Required Reading: Crossley-Holland 236-50.

We take a break. Instead of studying the ramifications of the words and actions of the hero in a long poem, we look at a series of short pieces of poetry, the Old English riddles. Bring to them your knowledge of the themes and forms of Anglo-Saxon verse. Note where the riddler plays with motifs, formulas, and poetic devices. As students of Old English poetry, we have become more familiar with its conventions. How do the riddles play with these? Enjoy these little poems, and note what you smirk at or wonder about. 

Supplementary Reading: Greenfield 204-08.

*Friday, 19 September
Topic: “The Dream of the Rood,” speakers, Christian use and reversal of heroic conventions, poetry, doctrine, and meditation.

Required Reading and Writing: Middle Ages 26-28 and Crossley-Holland 195 and 200-04. Writing Assignment #4.

“The Dream of the Rood” uses the conventions of heroic and elegiac poetry in new ways. In reading it, keep in mind the “wordhoard” and idea-hoard we’ve plundered so far. What happens to heroic action and resolution in this Christian poem? Since we’ve been interested in the voice of speakers—elegiac meditaters, lone survivors, Wanderer, and Seafarer—note the speakers in this poem and the stances they take. Are they the elegiac speaker? What happens to the conventions, traditional motifs and stylistic traits of Anglo-Saxon poetry in this work? How are they repeated? What reversals do the basic paradoxes of the Christian redemptive message produce?

Supplementary Reading: Greenfield 136-40.

Writing Exercise #4: Discuss the use of heroic themes and formal devices in “The Dream of the Rood.” How has the Christian poet taken motifs and topics from heroic poetry and used them in surprising or effective ways in this Christian meditation? Consider particularly how the warrior resolution of the Rood (Cross) has unexpected results? Does it protect the Lord. Use quotation support for your discussion, but do not quote large chunks of its text; incorporate short quotes into your argument.
