5AAEB005 Cultural Encounters: Literature and Language in Anglo-Saxon England

PRE-REQUISITE REQUIREMENT: This is a pre-requisite module for the following modules: Old English I, Beowulf 
LEVEL/SEMESTER TAUGHT         2nd Year Module Band 1 (Medieval)/taught in Semester 1
CONVENOR/TEACHER 
          Clare Lees (ex. 2181) clare.lees@kcl.ac.uk, 210 Strand 

TEACHING ARRANGEMENTS        Weekly 2 hour seminar
MODULE CREDIT VALUE 
           15 credits
ASSESSMENT                                 One translation portfolio of 4000 words, comprising translation(s) (20%), interpretive commentary (20%) and 3,000 word essay (60%).
MODULE OUTLINE:
General aims

Old English literature has inspired many more modern literary works, from Walter Scott or Seamus Heaney. What is it that attracts us to this literary past?  In this module, we explore how the Anglo-Saxon period can be usefully explored as a series of cultural encounters and exchanges between peoples and poets through and across time. We will look at how the Anglo-Saxons became the English, examining the great migrations of the Germanic peoples into the British Isles and their subsequent conversion to Christianity. We will look too at how the literature of this period stages a series of engagements between the late classical and pagan pasts and the ‘new’ literature of the Christians, its holy men and women, and its visionary prophets.  The module also attends to the powerful evidence for modern poetry’s interest in the poetry of this period. We will think about the relationship between culture and society, as well as that between different forms and genres of cultural expression. The module will include a basic introduction to the Old English language, as well as literature, so that students can begin to explore for themselves its literary monuments. The module concludes with three classes of detailed work on a single poem that will build into a portfolio of work similar to that required for the assessment (translation, commentary, essay).
Texts studied

Your primary text is Richard Marsden’s The Cambridge Old English Reader (2004 or later), which will provide the basics for language work and textual study.  Also required is a standard anthology of Old English literature in translation such as Kevin Crossley Holland’s The Anglo-Saxon World or S. J. Bradley’s Anglo-Saxon Poetry; the Penguin or Oxford paperback translation of Bede’s History of the English Church and People (also known as the Ecclesiastical History of the English People) and James Campbell et al, The Anglo-Saxons.

Lecture/Seminar programme

Note: All assigned reading is from Marsden, Bede’s History or Campbell’s The Anglo-Saxons, supplemented by further critical reading as identified.

Each class comprises two parts, cultural and literary discussion and language/translation work.  Please complete the assigned reading and exercises before coming to class and bring them with you.

Week 1

Sounds and Letters: Introduction to Old English literature

Exercise: Please read Marsden, pp. xxix-xxxiv; then take a look at Marsden, 1: In the Schoolroom (from Ælfric’s Colloquy), pp. 1-10. Try out your pronunciation of Old English by reading out the first few lines of this excerpt: can you translate any of this?

Week 2

Arrivals:  Who were the Anglo-Saxons? Where did they come from?  How did they get to the British Isles? This class will explore accounts of the coming of the Anglo-Saxons to the British Isles.  Reading: Bede, Book 1, Chapters 1-22; Campbell, chapter 1.  Additional reading: Sarah Foote, ‘The Making of Angelcynn: English Identity Before the Norman Conquest’ in Old English Essays, ed. by Roy M. Liuzza (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), pp. 51-78.
Grammar of Old English 1: Read the account of Pronouns in Marsden, pp. 355-60, 376-8.

Exercise: Find, identify and list the pronouns (gender, case, number) in lines 1-6 of Marsden 14, the Old English translation of the Crucifixion from the Gospel of Matthew, pp. 111-15

Week 3 

Conversion:  What is the relation between belief, culture and literature? This class will explore the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity, with particular attention to issues of desire and cultural difference. Reading:  Bede, Book I, Chapters 23-Book II, Chapter 20; Campbell, chapter 3.  Please pay particular attention to the conversion of Kent and Northumbria.
Grammar of Old English 2: Read Nouns, Marsden pp. 360-73

Exercise:  Find, identify and list the nouns (number, gender, case, type) in lines 7-26 of Marsden 14, the Old English translation of the Crucifixion from the Gospel of Matthew, and then translate the passage into good modern English.

Week 4

Visions and Poetry I:  Where does English literature start and with whom? This class will explore the earliest account of the composition of English literature and poetry; Bede’s story of the poet, Cædmon.  Reading: Bede, Book IV, Chapters 19-32 (for further discussion, see Stephanie Hollis, Anglo-Saxon Women and the Church, Intro and Chapter 1; Lees and Overing, Double Agents, Intro and Chapter One; both books are on the bibliography)

Grammar of Old English 3: Revise Nouns and read Adjectives, Marsden pp. 373-6

Exercise:  Translate Cædmon’s ‘Hymn’ (Marsden, 9b, lines 31-39)

Week 5

New Old English Poetry:  In the last quarter of the twentieth century, the Old English Cædmon’s Hymn inspired in its turn a number of modern poems.  This class will explore the relation between past and present poems using the Old English poem and it’s modern reflexes by Denise Levertov, Paul Muldoon, Seamus Heaney and U. A. Fanthorpe (a handout will be supplied).   

Grammar of Old English 4: Verbs, please read Marsden, pp. 381-93

Exercise:  Translate into good Modern English Marsden 15b, the Old English version of Psalm 12, attributed to King Alfred 

Week 6

Literatures: This class will explore the many ways in which literary culture was produced, shared and understood in Anglo-Saxon England.  Reading: Jonathan Wilcox ‘Transmission of Literature and Learning: Anglo-Saxon Scribal Culture’ in A Companion to Anglo-Saxon Literature, ed. by Phillip Pulsiano and Elaine Treharne (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), pp. 51-70 (handout).

Grammar of Old English 5: Verbs cont.,

Exercise: Translate into good modern English lines 13-40 of the Old English version of Apollonius of Tyre, Marsden 27, ‘Falling in Love’, pp. 235-6.

Discussion of Translation portfolio.

Week 7 Reading Week

Week 8

Sacred Sexualities:  Virginity and sanctity are key cultural issues for the Anglo-Saxons.  In order to explore this topic we will concentrate on the saintly figure of Æthelthryth of Ely.  Please read Bede, Book IV, chapters 19-20, and Ælfric’s Life of Æthelthryth (from his Lives of Saints, ed. W. W. Skeat, vol. I, EETS o.s. 76, 82 (1881, 1882, repr. as 1 vol. 1966), handout.  Additional reading, Catherine E. Karkov, ‘The Body of Saint Æthelthryth: Desire, Conversion and Reform in Anglo-Saxon England’ in The Cross Goes North: Process of Conversion in Northern Europe, AD 300-1300, ed. by Martin Carver (Woodbridge:  Boydell, 2005), pp. 397-411.

Translate Marsden 21a, Saint Æthelthryth, lines 1-42.  

Week 9 

Visions and Poetry II, The Dream of the Rood: this class will continue our examination of the poetic, the visionary and the prophetic by concentrating on the Old English poem, The Dream of the Rood, Marsden 23, pp. 192-202.  Please translate the first 50 lines of the poem and come to class prepared to explore ideas of the vision in Anglo-Saxon culture (remember the story of Cædmon, and the conversion of Edwin in Bede).

Week 10

Crosses: The Dream of the Rood cont.  What is the culture of the cross in Anglo-Saxon England?  Object? Symbol? Thing? For this class we will continue to translate The Dream of the Rood, lines 50-100.  Assigned reading: Sandra McEntire, ‘The Devotional Context of the Cross before A.D. 1000’, in Old English Essays, ed. Roy M. Liuzza (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2001), pp. 392-403 (handout)

Week 11

Passion: The Dream of the Rood cont.  With this class, we shall finish translating the poem (lines 100-end).  Consider the relation between violence and veneration in this poem and explore too its reworking of the Gospel accounts.

Week 12

Translation portfolio consultation

Supplementary bibliography

The following works will be essential reading; others will be assigned as relevant: Stanley B. Greenfield and Daniel G. Calder, A New Critical History of Old English Literature (1986); Malcolm Godden and Michael Lapidge, The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature (1991), Seth Lerer, Literacy and Power in Anglo-Saxon Literature (1991), Allen J. Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old English and Teaching the Tradition (1990),  Stephanie Hollis, Anglo-Saxon Women and the Church: Sharing A Common Fate (1992), Clare Lees and Gillian Overing, Double Agents: Women and Clerical Culture in Anglo-Saxon England (2001), Nicholas Howe, Migration and Mythmaking in Anglo-Saxon England (1989), Elaine Treharne and Philip Pulsiano, A Companion to Anglo-Saxon Literature (2001)
