5AAE B004 Old English I: Poetic Voices

LEVEL/SEMESTER TAUGHT 
2nd year module, band 1 medieval, taught semester 2

CONVENOR/TEACHER: 
Clare Lees (ex. 2181) clare.lees@kcl.ac.uk
TEACHING ARRANGEMENTS: 
One 2-hour seminar weekly
MODULE VALUE: 


15 credits
ASSESSMENT:
1 translation and commentary of 1,500 words (25% of final mark), due mid-semester
1 essay of 2,500 words (75% of final mark)
PRE-REQUISITE REQUIREMENT: In order to take this module, you must have taken 5AAEB005, Cultural Encounters: Language and Literature in Anglo-Saxon England.

MODULE OUTLINE
General Aims: 
To explore Anglo-Saxon poetry is to be offered an opportunity to think about the literary and cultural implications of the role of the poetic voice in an age of transition from oral modes of communication and culture to written modes. Old English lyric voices are embodied and gendered, fragmented, partial and performed; they traverse a path of desire and difference, religious and erotic, subjectification and objectification.  In order to explore this poetry, we will concentrate on two genres: the shorter Old English lyrics, or so-called elegies, and the Old English riddles. We will translate into good modern English selected examples from these genres, but we will also explore the literature more widely in translation.  Topics for discussion and analysis include: the relation between the voice and the body, subject and the object, identification and desire, orality and literacy, manuscripts, editions and the place of the text.

Texts Studied
All texts will be translated from Richard Marsden’s The Cambridge Old English Reader (2004 or later).  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.  Crossley Holland’s The Exeter Book Riddles (Penguin Classics, revised ed, 1993, repr. London: Enitharmon Press, 2008) is also invaluable.
Each week we will explore one critical topic and we will also translate the assigned poems.  Please come to class having already prepared in draft your translation.  Weekly responsibility for leading discussion and translation will be assigned in the first class.
Week 1: Examinations week
Week 2 Voice, Subject, Body, Text  
What are the shorter Old English poems?  How might we begin to read and understand these poems? This class introduces a few key critical concepts with which we can begin to explore the shorter Old English poems and that we will develop throughout the course.
Translation Old English Riddles (Marsden, Riddles 35b, swan; Riddle 35c, onion)
Week 3 Seeing, Speaking, Hearing, Riddling
How does a riddle speak?  What is the relationship between seeing, hearing and riddling?  Please prepare for this discussion by reading through the Old English Exeter Book Riddles in translation (the full collection is translated by Kevin Crossley Holland (The Exeter Book Riddles) and also by Craig Williamson (A Feast of Creatures). Other anthologies include: S. A. J. Bradley (Anglo-Saxon Poetry), Kevin Crossley-Holland (The Anglo-Saxon World) and R. K. Gordon (Anglo-Saxon Poetry)
Translation Old English Riddles cont. (Marsden, Riddle 35 a, shield; Riddle 35 e, bookworm)
Week 4 Re-reading and Re-writing the Riddles 
This class explores the project of how we read and translate the Old English riddles.  How do the riddles make us speak? How do we interpret them?  Please prepare for discussion by selecting at least 3 riddles, other than those in Marsden, for discussion.
Week 5 The Place of the Text: Manuscript to Edition 
In this class we will examine the place of the Old English Riddles and the shorter Old English poems, or elegies, in The Exeter Book manuscript and in their various edited forms.  It will be important for you to look at editions other than those by Marsden for this discussion: examples would be other student-oriented texts, such as B. Mitchell and Fred C. Robinson, ed. A Guide to Old English as well as scholarly editions, such as T. P. Dunning and A. J. Bliss, The Wanderer.
Translation The Wanderer (Marsden 38, lines 1-29)

READING WEEK

Week 7 Locating the Self: The Wanderer and the Old English Elegies. 
How does the group of poems known as the Old English Elegies create and make use of concepts of voice and subjectivity?  Please read all the Old English elegies in translation in preparation for this class.  Who speaks? Where? When? How?
Translation The Wanderer, lines 29-77

Week 8 The Wanderer and The Seafarer
The two poems of The Wanderer and The Seafarer are often put together in  the critical literature.  In what ways do these poems speak to one another?  In what ways do they differ?  What kinds of cultural knowledge do these poems expect of us? Which critical discussions have you found most useful or, indeed, least helpful? This class offers an opportunity to discuss in detail both poems, so prepare for discussion by rereading the poems carefully and by exploring some of the critical literature about them.

Translation The Wanderer, lines 77-end
Week 9 Gender and Genre
In this class we will consider the relationship between gender and genre in the Old English elegies, concentrating on the (apparently) female-voiced lyrics of The Wife’s Lament and Wulf and Eadwacer, together with The Husband’s Message.  How, if at all, does the gender of the speaking voice or voices of a poem impact on its genre?

Translation The Wife’s Lament (Marsden 40, lines 1-28)
Week 10 Women, Men and Other Things that speak
Continuing the discussion of the preceding class, in this class we will engage more widely with issues of gender and voice, both in the Old English elegies but also bringing back into the discussion the Exeter Book riddles and their use of personification, voice and gender.  In order to prepare for this class, therefore, consider again at least one female-voiced elegy, one male-voiced elegy and one riddle that makes use of voice and/or gender.     

 Translation The Wife’s Lament, lines 28-end.
Week 11 Poem and place revisited.
Central to critical discussion of the Old English elegies is the idea of exile, of being out of place, whether exile is chosen or imposed.  These concepts, both scripturally and socially informed, are particularly relevant to The Wanderer and The Seafarer but they also inform, differently, The Wife’s Lament, The Husband’s Message and Wulf and Eadwacer. Place and its relation to time are similarly important in two other poems, Deor and The Ruin.  This class, therefore, is an opportunity to consider in detail the many different ways in which the idea of place is important to our understanding of the Old English elegies.
Translation Deor 
Week 12 The Consolation of Poetry/Essay consultation
It is an old critical cliché that the poetry of the Anglo-Saxons, especially the elegies, is all doom and gloom.  Certainly these poems explore loss, separation, death and decay – as well as bad weather – and yet, as is also often observed, they are extremely powerful poetically and, as a result, they can be considered as forms of consolation, whether implicitly or explictly.  In this closing class, we will examine, therefore, the consolation of poetry.
Translation  Deor cont.
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 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986); Malcolm Godden and Michael Lapidge, The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1991); Anne L. Klinck, The Old English Elegies (McGill: McGill University Press, 1992).Clare Lees and Gillian Overing, Double Agents: Women and Clerical Culture in Anglo-Saxon England (Philadelphia: University of Philadelphia Press,2001; repr with new preface Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2009); Katherine O’Brien O’Keeffe, Visible Song: Transitional Literacy in Old English Verse (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) and Shorter Old English Poems: Basic Readings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,1994); Carol Braun Pasternak, The Textuality of Old English Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,1995), Craig Williamson, The Old English Riddles  of the Exeter Book (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1977)
