


A HISTORY

QF
ENGLISH
LITERATURE .-i;
?

LAFCADIO A
HEARN b

L4
:
1 Kl
i
i
W
N
4 q
¥ W
(4 oy
: \
-
Y \),"‘Fﬂ:"' Y
o | '\ v B —
- ol =
: fram - MmN 1
> e A \
o }
)
\

HOKUSEIDO

"
§ A% ™ YN ™ t 4
FOKTYT O 3
4
L]
















A HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE









4



A HISTORY OF
ENGLISH LITERATURE

BY

LAFCADIO HEARN

Edited by

R. TANABE, T. OCHIAI
&

I. NISHIZAKI

Tokyo
THE HOKUSEIDO PRESS
1941



ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

First Published (in 2 volumes) 1927
Revised 1928
Reprinted 1929
Second Edition (in one volume) 1930
Third Revised Edition 1934
Popular Edition (Fourth Revised) 1938
Fifth Revised Edition 1941

PRINTED IN JAPAN



PREFACE

AFCADIO HEARN held the chair of English literature
in the Imperial University of Tokyo from September,
1896 to March, 1903. He taught twelve hours’'a week—five
hours in reading of Milton, Tennyson, Rossetti, and others,
four hours in lecturing on miscellaneous subjects in literature
and for the remaining three hours he lectured on the history
of English literature. This was a three-year course which he
gave twice in his seven years at the University. This book has
been edited from the note-books of his students who attended
the second series, extending from September, 1900 to March,
1903.

In lecturing Hearn did not prepare any manuscripts, but
would sometimes merely look into a small note-book taken
out of his pocket. In this note-book he had scribbled dates
and titles. The students would listen attentively to the teacher
and managed to write down long passages and even whole
lectures, word for word.

““Notes on American Literature” was delivered in the
autumn of 1898 as one of his series of special lectures on vari-
ous subjects. His piercing criticism upon the poetry of Amer-
ica had long hampered its publication in that country.

Special acknowledgements are due to Mr. A. S. Whitfield,
and Mr. Shigeshi Nishimura for their kind assistance in the
Popular Edition published in 1938 which was welcomed so
warmly that we have decided to bring out the present fifth
edition in revised form.

March, 1941.
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FIRST PERIOD—INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

BEFORE entering upon the study of English literature
proper, it will be necessary to speak of the English people ; for
English literature did not begin in England at all. Nor did
the English begin in the island now called England, but called
by the Romans Britannia, the country of the Britons (whom
some writers of to-day prefer to call Brythons). Before the
English came to Engiand they lived in those parts of Northern
Europe about the mouth of the great river Elbe. If you look
at the map you will see that to the east and to the north there
is the peninsula of Jutland; and in the more southern portion
of the peninsula, now called Schleswig-Holstein, the Angles
(afterwards called English) lived. But in the same peninsula
of Jutland lived a people called Jutes, very close in blood to
the English, who afterwards mixed with them. To the west of
the river Elbe are the low countries now called Holland and
Belgium : and you will see on the map near by the name of a
province called Saxony. To-day the limits of Saxony or the
country of the Saxons is very different from what it was in
former times. The Saxons of old history filled the low coun-
tries, or at least a great part of them with their settlements.
Now these three peoples—Angles, Jutes and Saxons—all com-
bined to make the conquering race called English. So you will
see that the original English people were very much more close
in blood to the Danes, the Scandinavians and the Dutch than
to other peoples. Of the more northern strain in the race we
shall speak later on.

But why should the English have been called English
rather than Jutish or Saxons? They were indeed and are still
called Anglo-Saxons; but we do not hear anything about the
Jutes. The reason is of course that the Anglian element pre-
dominated after the races had mixed; but there is a very in-
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2 HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE

teresting fact to remember in this connection. The original
Angles, or English people, a/l left their own country in a body
to settle in England; whereas only a part of the Saxons and a
part of the Jutes left their original homes. As for the Jutes
they settled chiefly in what is now called Kent: there were very
few of them. The Saxons settled mostly in the southern parts
of the country. The Angles settled in the northern and middle
districts. Of course this resulted in the establishment of three
different languages in the country. But really, these languages
were very much like each other; they were rather dialects than
languages. The three peoples had no more difficulty in under-
standing each other than a modern inhabitant of Japan would
have in understanding the speech of a man of Kyushiu—per-
haps not even so much. The three dialects nevertheless had a
long struggle for supremacy. At last it was the language of
the original Angle or true English that won; but it had been
so much influenced in the meantime by Saxons, that it is quite
correct to call it Anglo-Saxon.

I do not think that it would serve any good purpose to
go further into the history of the English race. There are so
many details given now on the subject that only a trained eth-
nologist could keep them all in his head. But it is very easy
to remember about the mixture of Angles, jutes and Saxons;
and if you look at the map you will be able to memorize the
essential part of the question very well.

Next we must say something about the character and be-
liefs of the old English and of their neighbours. You under-
stand that they belong to the great northern family called Ger-
man, Teutonic, Scandinavian, etc., according to position in
time and history. Goths was another general and vague name
for them. ButI should advise you not to think about names
too much in this connection — about the difference between
Goths and Teutons, High German, or Low German; only re-
member that all the races called by these names represent really
one great Northern family. The southern part of Europe was
peopled by many kindred races—much more civilized—and we
still speak of the southern nations of Europe as the Latin races,
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a name that indicates the Romanization of their countries, and
the diffusion among them of the Latin tongue.

I have said that the Northern races were much less civi-
lized. But they had certain great qualities which, in the end,
made them more than a match for the power of Rome. The
Romans were able to conquer most of the world : they had the
greater part of Central Asia and Northern Africa under their
rule. But they never were able to really conquer the North.
I may tell you a funny story here about one of their expedi-
tions against the Northmen. The Romans could not frighten
those people by ordinary means; but one of their military
leaders thought that they might be frightened by lions. It is
said that a number of lions were taken in cages to a part of the
coast where the German or Gothic barbarians were waiting to
resist the Romans. When the soldiers had been landed the
lions’ cages were opened and the animals driven towards the
enemy. But the Northern men took the lions to be only big
dogs; and they beat them to death with sticks. The story may
not be altogether trustworthy; but the telling of it gives us
a good idea of what the Romans thought about their great
enemies. You know that Germany and the North eventually
broke the Roman Empire into pieces. The conquest of Britain,
a Roman colony, was really only a part of the great Northern
conquest of all Europe.

Before the Roman Empire was broken up it had been
christianized. Those German peoples who came most under
the influence of Roman laws and manners had also been chris-
tianized. But the tribes more far away from Rome remained
““heathen” as those became called who kept to the older re-
ligion and the men of the most northern part of Europe were
the very last to accept either Christianity or civilization. In
Scandinavia Christianity is not even a thousand years old : the
people were not converted before the 11th century and perhaps
it took at least another century to complete the conversion.
Now the English and the other peoples who conquered Britain
were not Christians;—and they soon destroyed whatever civili-
zation or Christianity the Romans had left in the island.
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It is good to remember these things before beginning the
study of English literature. The old Northern character as
expressed in and by the old Northern religion is still a part of
English character—some of the best of it as well as some of the
worst. The old Northern beliefs have not entirely died out of
men’s lives and language : customs relating to them may still
be traced in the folk-lore of the country people and in various
festivities and superstitions. I need scarcely tell you that the
Northern religion has left its mark upon English geography,—
that many and many an English town or village or place still
keeps a name derived from Northern mythology; —and you
know that the names of the days of the week in English have
names of Northern gods,—with the exception of Saturday.

I will only say a few words about their religion. The re-
ligion of the Greeks has been called the Religion of Beauty ; —
we might call the old Northern faith the Religion of War. But
the name would not be altogether just; for the Northern creed
was not a belief in destruction as the end and object of effort.
These men of the North were builders as well as destroyers. 1
think a better name for their faith would be the Religion of
Courage. If I should attempt an outline of the different North-
ern mythologies it would take very long, and I do not think it
is necessary. But I may make some general remarks.

The Gods represented, perhaps, powers of nature; but they
certainly represented also great human ideals. Though we may
be most impressed by the character of the God Thor—god of
battle and of force—because of the wonderful stories preserved
about him, we should not forget that Odin, the All-Father, was
also the divinity of wisdom and that he is said to have taken
out one of his eyes and given it away, for the privilege of one
drink of the water that makes men wise. Nor should we for-
get certain beautiful figures in this mythology—proving that
the barbarian North was not without aesthetic sentiment. As
Odin gave his name to Wednesday, and as Thor gave his name
to Thursday, so does Friday preserve the memory of the beau-
tiful Goddess Frigg to whom prayers were made by lovers. And
even the name Sunday suggests the legend of Balder, the god
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of light, about whom the most charming poems and songs were
written. So you see that these were not all war-gods and that
the religion was not altogether for soldiers only, but I think
that the character of it is most nobly shown in the conception
of the god who gave his name to Tuesday —T¥yr (sometimes
written Tiw).

When the great wolf, the enemy of the Gods, whose mouth
opened as wide as the space between heaven and earth, asked
for a pledge before allowing himself to be bound, this was the
only god who was not afraid. For the wolf had said, “Let one
of you first put his hand into my mouth.” Tyr put his hand
into the wolf’s mouth ; and then the monster was bound with
the magic chain. But the god lost his hand. Now it was not
to the thunder god of battle, Thor, that men prayed for the
higher courage — the courage that asks the sacrifice of self.
They would pray Thor for strength, but for noble courage they
prayed to Tyr. This shows us something noble in their fierce
creed.

How fierce it was you can best imagine from the fact that
it was considered, in some parts of the North, the greatest
shame for a man to die of sickness or to die of old age. To die
fighting was a kind of sacred duty: so when men felt them-
selves getting old they would leave their homes and try to find
some chance of getting killed in battle. Even after the English
became converted to Christianity the horror of a natural death
remained with them. I think you remember the story of the
great Siward who, on being told that he was going to die, put
on his helmet and armour and stood up straight that he might
die upon his feet, like a soldier. The great virtue for these
people was courage; the great vice was cowardice; and it is
significant that in the Northern hell the chief place was for
cowards and adulterers. But you see that these men thought
of adultery chiefly as a kind of cowardice. For them, sin was
weakness and crimes of sense were crimes of weakness—want
of moral courage. So, it is not wonderful, that long before
these people became Christians their bitterest enemies admired
them for their moral ideais. You remember that the Roman
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historian Tacitus held up as an example to the Romans the
domestic virtue and chastity of the Germans. The English
modern ideas in regard to woman, home, and the sacredness of
the family tie are very much older than Christianity.

All the foregoing implies certain possibilities of tenderness.
Fierce as these men were, they could not have been cnly fierce
and crafty. They had two directions in which their affections
could be cultivated ; and they cultivated them well. Cne was
love of family; another was love of their lords—Iloyalty. There
is something to be said here that is worth remembering. The
conditions which prevailed in the North of the old pagan times
were very much like certain conditions in feudal Japan. Every
chief—and all the country was divided into chieftaincies—sur-
rounded himself with the best men of war that he could find.
The chief held a relation to his men very much like that of the
relation between a Daimys and his Samurai. It was less re-
fined than the Japanese relation; but it was not less strong and
sincere. And there was a curious freedom about it. Though
the chief had power of life and death over his men, he did not
keep them at a great distance; he was familiar with them,—
would eat and drink with them, would join their amusements
and their songs. Birth was not an important consideration so
long as a man was free. The great qualities were courage, in-
telligence, skill in arms and loyalty. With these qualities any
man might fight to become a chief. He might even hope to
become a king. Only certain faults would never be forgiven
and a stupid man had very little chance of improving his con-
dition. There was yet no European feudalism; but the condi-
tions very much resembled some things in japanese feudalism.
This was a system of society introduced into England.

And now for the subject of this lecture. Just as much of
the literature of Japanin clden times was made by court poets,
or by a Samurai in houses of great lords, the old literature of
the North took its origin in the palaces of kings and chiefs. It
was made mostly by warriors: the poets were soldiers. Later
on they might be only poets; but at first the poet was also a
fighter; and his poems were chronicles of battles,—songs about
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great deeds. Gradually different schools of poetry came to ex-
ist. Gradually a particular class of singers, minstrels, gleemen
came into existence. But the art remained connected in some
way with the military profession: even the professional singer
was attached as warrior or attendant to the train of some chief;
and the form of poetry remained substantially the same. It is
interesting to remember that the oldest form of this poetry in
existence is English. It is not German or Scandinavian. Very
much older than any other modeirn poetry is the old English of

the pagan period.



THE OLD HEATHEN POETRY

WE may divide the old heathen poetry, as it has been
called, into two classes, first, that which was written before
the English came to England; and second, what was written
after they came to England, before they changed their religion.
Of the first class we have only five poems—but one of these is
an epic of more than 3,000 lines in length. Before we speak of
these five of most ancient poems, it will be necessary to say
something about the form of the verse.

Northern poetry was totally unlike the poetry of the Greeks
and the Romans; and the construction everywhere had a cer-
tain family likeness. At first it may have been everywhere the
same; at a later date the Scandinavians in Iceland and Nor-
way, as well as the Germans beyond the Roman boundary,
elaborated their runes or verses into many forms; but I think
that the distinguishing character of Northern verse always re-
mained. Now English verse represents the earliest form of this
rough poetry. It has no rhyme. It has no fixed number: of
syllables—a line might be 10 syllables long or it might be 13 or
15 syllables long. Many books have been written about an im-
aginary law of construction ; but impartial critics will prove to
you that these laws of construction really do not deserve the
name of law. The most correct statement that we can make is
that the average number of ‘“beats” to a line was eight; and
that four of the syllables were strongly accented;—that the
line was divided by the pause, which had no fixed place; and
that, of the four accents, two were in the first half of the line
and two in the second. Remember, however, that these are
only loose statement. The great characteristic of Northern
verse was alliteration ; and even about alliteration the rule is
not easily fixed. You know that alliteration means the recur-
rence in a line of words beginning with the same sound. In

8



THE OLD HEATHEN POETRY 9

the Northern line there were generally two alliterative syllables
in the first half and one in the second half; and the alliteration
was effected either by the repetition of the same consonants at
the beginning of certain words or by the repetition of vowels.
But when vowels were used they were not always the same
vowels. So that the alliteration was not wholly carried out in
all cases. However, the best way to illustrate the matter is to
give you examples of the Northern verse, turned into English
with corresponding alliterations. We shall mark the allitera-
tions by the use of big black letters.

( Example)
In his &rimness wrathful (PAUSE)
®ripped he on his foes
With €ruel Clutch (PAUSE)
Crushed them in his &rasp.
( Example)
&rowling is the &rey Wolf (PAUSE)

&rim the war-wood rattles.

[By “war-wood” I need scarcely say are meant the shafts of
many spears.]

Of the two examples just given, the second is the better—
because here we have the triple alliteration only; whereas, in
the first example, one line has only two alliterations. But I
have chosen the deficient line on purpose: it will help you to
remember that in Anglo-Saxon poetry, and in Northern poetry
generally the rule is not strict. Only in general way can it be
said that in each line there should be three words in allitera-
tion—two in the first half of the line, and one in the second
half. You see that the line is divided by a pause.

The pause was not properly understood in the last century;
and many persons imagined that the Northern runes, as such
verses are called, were very short. The truth is that they ap-
pear to be short only because one verse was written in two
lines instead of in one. Really the line is quite long, sometimes
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extremely long ; for there is no strict rule about the number of
syllables. I believe that Professor Brooke was the first to try
to translate these long lines and print them without cutting
them in two; and though his page is wide the line will some-
times run over. Of course you can print them in either way,
quite correctly; but, if you cut the line, it would be better to
begin the second line with a small letter instead of a capital,
that is, for teaching purposes. English poets do not do this
when imitating Anglo-Saxon verse; but they are not teaching.
For example :—

Crieth then, so €are-worn,

With €old utterance,

And speaketh @&rimly,

The &host to the dust:
‘ Dry Bust! thou Preary one!

How %ittle didst thou Zabour for me!’

This imitation by Longfellow of a part of the Discourse of
the Soul to the Body really reproduces the irregular alliteration
of the original, and is really good. But each of the two lines,
as he writes them, is but one line of Anglo-Saxon verse. The
same thing may be said in regard to Tennyson’s magnificent
translation of the Battle of Brunanburh with such lines as—

Never #Had 7Buger
Slaughter of 3geroes
$lain by the word-edge.

The short strong verse is obtained only by cutting the an-
cient verse in two. But Tennyson does not always do this. In
some parts of the poem he preserves the original length of the
line, thereby producing a splendid effect of contrast,—for ex-
ample:

Many a €arcass they gave to the €arrion.

Here is the whole line: the original pause would fall after
the word ““carcass’; the Anglo-Saxon pause has no fixed place
—we know where it is only through the accentuation of the
verse. I may also call your attention to a fine modern imita-
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tion of Northern poetry by Kingsley in his Longbeards’ Saga
containing such fine reproductions of Northern expressions as
the alliterated line—

&irding &ray iron on.

But we need not more than mention it. I prefer to speak to you
of the influence of the Northern form on our original English
poetry. Our great masters — especially Tennyson and Swin-
burne—learned a great deal from the Anglo-Saxon poets on
the subject of alliteration; and both of them have admirably
imitated Anglo-Saxon forms. But the original metre is now
very seldom attempted. I know of but one recent example
worth mentioning ; and I am going to quote a little of it, be-
cause it will show you that fine effects can be produced even
to-day by simply following the rules of the Northern poets:—

England my mother,

Wardress of waters,

Builder of peoples,
Maker of men,—

Hast thou yet leisure

Left for the muses?

Heed’st thou the songsmith
Forging the rhyme?

3 % *

Yet do the songsmiths
Quit not their forges;
Still on life’s anvil

Forge they the rhyme.

* * *

Trees in their blooming,

Tides in their flowing,

Stars in their circling,
Tremble with song.

God on His throne is
Eldest of poets:
Unto his measures
Moveth the Whole.
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These verses are by William Watson, a living poet; the
measure looks very different at sight from the old Anglo-Saxon.
But if you analyze it a little, you will find that it is only dif-
ferent from rune verse in being more regularly accented, and
that it consists only of rune verses broken up. I think that
this is enough to say about the structure of ancient English
poetry. Only remember that nearly all Northern verse was of
a similar kind. The strongest examples of what can be done
with such verse are Scandinavian rather than English : the Ice-
landic poets did better than the English. If you are interested
in learning for yourselves what strange and terrible poetry
they could write, you will find all that is left of their poetry in
Corpus Poeticum Boreale.

As I said, before the English came to England, they had
made poetry of this sort; and we have pieces of such conti-
nental poets. These five are Widsith, Beowulf, The Fight at
Finnsburh, Waldherve and T he Complaint of Deor. Of these the
oldest is the first mentioned — probably it is older than any
poetry in any modern language of Europe. It may have been
written as early as the 4th century, but its date is uncertain.
It consists of little more than a rhymed catalogue of names of
places and persons visited by a wandering minstrel. Except
that it gives us some idea of the life of these times, the customs
of professional singers, and the methods of rewarding them, it
has but little interest outside of philological interest. It can
scarcely be called poetry. But it is very different in the case
of Beowulf.

The great epic of Beowuly, 3,200 lines in length, is really a
noble poem ; and it has the honour of being the oldest epic in
any modern European language. (When I say ‘“modern” in
this sense, I mean later than the dead languages of Greece and
Rome). Remember that the first great epic that appeared, at
least the first of which we have any record, after the death of
Greek and Roman literature, was the English epic of Beowulf.
It may have been written in Sweden or in Denmark—there is
no mention in it of England. The hero himself comes from
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Sweden ; and his great deeds are performed in Denmark. The
story of Beowulf will remind some of you of a Japanese hero,
Watanabe-no Tsuna, who cut off the arm of a demon, and had
it afterwards stolen away from him by a trick. Of course there
are great differences, but the resembiances of which I speak
are very striking. The king of a small province in Denmark,
whose palace is called Heorot, is strangely tormented by a man-
eating goblin. The king’s name is Hrothgar. Every night the
goblin enters the king’s hall, seizes some of the guards or war-
riors, and tears them in pieces and devours them—just as a cat
might enter a hall and kill the rats at its pleasure. No sword
or spear can hurt the goblin: therefore weapons are of no use.
Only the king himself cannot be hurt—the sacredness of his
kingship preserves him from the power of the monster.

At last Beowulif, a brave retainer in the service of a Swedish
king, comes to Denmark to protect King Hrothgar. Beowulf
knows that he cannot wound the goblin with sword or spear ;
but he trusts to overcome him by bodily strength. For Beowulf
is the strongest man in the North: in the grip of his hand he
has the force of ten men. He lies in the hall and waits for the
goblin. When the goblin comes it seizes Beowulf, but Beowulf
in the same moment catches it by the arm and twists. The
arm breaks at the shoulder and Beowulf twists again “till the
bone coverings burst.” Off comes the arm, followed by a stream
of blood, and the goblin flies away howling to die. Beowulf
hangs up the arm in the king’s hall, and everybody comes to
look at it: It is a dreadful thing to see; for the nails upon the
hand are like great spikes of spears.

In the Japanese story to which I referred it is the goblin
itself that comes back for the arm, disguised as an old woman,
but in the old English epic it is the mother of the goblin. (I
forgot to tell you that the name of the monster is Grendel.)
When Grendel’s mother comes, Beowulf happens to be away;
and the female goblin kills and eats many of the king’s best
warriors. Moreover she takes away the arm. In all haste the
king sends for Beowulf. Beowulf follows the female goblin
into a cavern under the sea, and there has a terrible fight with
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her. By the help of a magical sword, he kills her; but her
blood is so poisonous that the steel of the sword melts away.

The third part of the poem tells us of the death of Beowulf.
After conquering the goblins he has to fight with a fiery drag-
on, which guards a great treasure in jewels and gold. His com-
panions become frightened and run away so that he has to fight
the dragon almost alone. He kills it; but the fire entered his
lungs and the pocison entered his blood. After distributing the
treasure to his men he died. And the poem ends with a grand
description of the burning of the body of the hero. That is
the story in short; but it is not the mere story that makes the
poem. It is the study of character, the description of incident,
the revelation of the custom with which the epic abounds, that
delights us in reading it. The character of Beowulf is really
very fine: it is explained to us chiefly through his speeches to
his men, and to his friends and to his enemies. We have a
glimpse of the man of worth in three aspects—first as the loyal
retainer, then as the generous hero, able to forgive his enemies
—lastly as a just and unselfish ruler, anxious only for the hap-
piness of his people, but stern in regard to the performance oi
duty. Considered merely as poetry—as strong ringing verse—
the epic is grand. We have not got it in the purely heathen
form. It was copied in Christian times; and the Christian
copyists thought it their duty to interpolate verses here and
there about God, hell, and heaven, which had nothing to do
with theoriginal. Probably these interpolations took the place
of verses containing references to the Northern Gods. But we
can never know, because the original is hopelessly lost. How-
ever, you must not be deceived by the Christian passages into
supposing that this is a Christian poem. It is a thoroughly
pagan poem, with some later additions. The date is uncertain,
but we have the right to suppose that in its present form it be-
longs to a period not later than the 6th century. The lostorig-
inal is probably many hundred years older. We can guess the
age of it by its certain references to historic characters.

Very little need be said about The Fight at Finnsburh and
Waldhere—because they are only fragments, one of which is
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60 lines long, and the other a little longer. The fragment of
Waldhere was discovered in the binding of a book. You know
that during the Middle Ages and before them, in Europe, books
were written upon parchment; and old books were often broken
up, and the parchment leaves used for binding. All that need
be said of the fragments is that they show qualities of poetry
quite equal to these displayed in Beowulf and so make us regret
the lost originals. But in other languages of the North we
have the whole of the stories or epics which these English frag-
ments represent. The story of Waldhere 1s very much the same
as the story of Walter of Aquitaine—a story of the time of the
Huns. The hero takes his sweetheart, a hostage, away from
the camp of the Huns; and, being pursued, he turns alone, and
fights against twelve men. In the English fragment it is the
girl who makes him turn and encourages him to fight; where-
as in later versions of the epic she asks him to kill her and to
make good his escape. So the IEnglish fragments much better
illustrate the real character of the Northern woman, who 1in all
the most ancient Northern poetry as well as in all the Northern
history appears to have been quite as fierce and courageous as
her mate.

The Finnsburh fragment treats of a great family feud—it
is a story of blood, treachery, revenge, and heroism; a story so
much resembling the great story of Sigurd the Volsung about
which I gave you a lecture! last year that it is not necessary
to mark the differences. The fragment tells us only that part
of the story where the heroes are surrounded at night in the
hall, and their chief cries out to them to play the man, for
their time has come to die bravely. And now we may say
something about the 5th and last poem.

The Complaint of Deor, brief as it is, must be considered
one of the most important documents in the history of the evo-
lution of English poetry—because of its peculiar form. Itis
the first English poem and perhaps the oldest poem existing, in
any modern language of Europe, which is regularly divided in-
to stanzas. It is also the oldest poem of the kind possessing a

i, On Poets, Ch. VII. <« William Morris.”
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refrain. At the end of each stanza, for refrain or burden, a
single line is repeated, of which the meaning may be thus
translated.

That was undergone : this can be so too.

This burden or refrain exactly fits the sense and purpose
of every stanza, each stanza being a reference to the great
sorrows and misfortunes undergone, and patiently endured by
some hero or heroine of the past. And the poet who is singing
of his own sorrow says to us: ‘“Since such and such mis-
fortunes have been endured—so can I find strength to bear my
sorrow.”’

The grief is chiefly this:—that he was supplanted in his
position as a professional minstrel at some court and his place
and property were given to his rival, yet he does not sing like
a jealous man, nor does he speak evil of the one who has sup-
planted him. He only prays that he may have courage, like
the heroes of old, to suffer bravely. The stanzas are not quite
regular : some are 6 lines long; some only 5—but the average
is 6. I think you can see how very important this old poem
must be considered, in the history of English form.

When we have once discovered the art of dividing a poem
into stanzas and the art of adding a burden to the end of each
stanza, the discovery of rhyme is not very far away. If noth-
ing had interrupted the natural growth of English poetry in
those years, it is almost certain that rhyme would have follow-
ed. There was one rhymed poem written about a century or
two later at earliest, possibly much later; this was probably
imitated from the Northmen who made rhyming verses about
the 9th or 10th century. But English poetry could not develop
naturally, owing to the terrible condition of the country and
owing also to another potent cause—the introduction of Chris-
tianity, which completely changed the whole course of Anglo-
Saxon literature. However, do not forget the name of this
poem : it is a land-mark in our study.
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CHRISTIAN AND PROFANE LITERATURE

THERE was Christianity in England before the English
came; and they destroyed it. But after a time missionaries
came from Rome—the most celebrated of whom was Augustine,
called the Saint; and Christianity was again introduced into
the Island. Progress was somewhat slow; it took about two
centuries and a half to convert all England to Christianity—in-
deed, it was not until the beginning of the 11th century that
all traces of the Northern religion had disappeared. But the
learned classes rather soon adopted the gentler creed; and it
was from monasteries chiefly that the new literature came. On
the whole Christianity was not favourable to the growth of
original English poetry. On the contrary it almost silenced it
and what is really good in the Christian poetry, with some few
exceptions, is the heathen part of it. Put into the simplest
form of statement, the facts are these :—

Nearly all the old English poetry written in England with
the exception of what might be printed in about 30 pages con-
sists of translations or paraphrases of the Bible in verse, or
lives of saints and homilies in verse. Consequently the impulse
to make original poetry seems to have almost died out. And
the best parts of this religious literature are, curiously enough,
those parts describing battles and terrible events of war.

The bulk of old English literature, being religious, need
not greatly interest us at present: we can dismiss it with a few
paragraphs. But there was some profane literature — which
would make, as I have said before, about 30 pages in print.
And these 30 pages are, from the literary point of view, worth
more than all the religious literature of the time. In this brief

17
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summary of profane literature I do not include two splendid
war songs—the last great songs sung by the English before
they lost their freedom in the 11th century. I am speaking
only of the poetical productions up to the time of Alfred.

As the profane poetry is the more important, let us speak
of it first. Why should it be important? Because it shows
us a good deal of the emotional nature of the English people—
the best of it, the tender side and the thoughtful side. There
are perhaps a dozen pieces of verses which do this for us. Some
are short poems complete in themselves; some are fragiments
of longer poems that have been lost. You should try to re-
member the names of at least five :—

The Wife’s Complaint,

The Wanderer,

The Seafarer,

The Husband’s Message, and
The Ruined Burg.

By the best critics the last named poem is most admired as
poetry. But I think that you will be more interested in 7 /e
Wife’s Complaint and The Wandever, — which we shall first
speak of.

The Wife’s Complaint may be a fragment, but that does
not matter. The value of the piece is in the fact that it ex-
presses the beautiful character of a woman who has been sepa-
rated from her husband by slanderers. He has been made to
believe her guilty of some wrong which she did not do; and
she is not angry with him. On the contrary she not only loves
him as before ; but she does not even talk about her own pain,
so much as about his. What most grieves her is the thought
of how much he suffers because he believes the bad things said
about her. Now a character capable of such generous and un-
selfish affection is typical of the perfect woman in every time
and country ; the woman speaking here is just as much a Japa-
nese woman, as of an English woman. I have no doubt that
you could find in many a Japanese romance suggestions of the
very same type of woman character as the following lines sug-
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gest. This is how she thinks of her absent husband, though
he has wronged her so much :—

For my husband is sitting
Under the o’erhanging cliff, overfrosted by the storm:
O my Wooer, so outwearied, by the waters compassed round
In that dreary dwelling! There endures my dear one;
Anguish mickle in his mind; far too oft remembers him
Of a happier home! Woe is his, and woe,
Who with weary longing, waits for his Beloved!

All the poem is beautiful because of the unselfishness and
affection expressed. And there is another poem that might
remind you of sad things in old Japanese romance. That poem
is The Wanderer.

The Wanderer is a man who has lost his lord, his home,
everything — through the fortune of war. He is exactly what
you would have called in old days a Ronin —but he has become
such not through any fault of his own; and he remembers his
lord with love and gratitude. Now he has to make his living,
wandering over the sea, sharing the fierce life of the Vikings.
It is a very hard and terrible and cruel life—spent in storm
and slaughter. And sometimes on the deck of the ship he falls
asleep from weariness even in the time of storm, and dreams.
He dreams of his dead lord and the palace of the old times.
But when he wakes up he sees only the roaring sea about him,
and the hard faces of the terrible men with whom he now must
live.

Now, it is not until we come to the time of Campbell that
we find exactly the same form of pathos in an English poem—
I am referring to The Soldier’s Dveam, of course. But I do not
think that The Soldier’s Dream is even so touching as is the
old, old English poem which is not a dream of home in the
same sense at all, but a dream of loyalty. I may quote a few
lines about the dream on the deck of the ship.

Both sorrow and sleep bind the poor solitary;
He dreams he clasps and kisses his lord,
And lays his hand and head upon his knee,
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As when he whilom enjoyed the gift-stool.

Then awakens again the friendless wanderer,

Sees before him the fallow waves,

The sea-birds bathe and spread their feathers;
Sees fall the snow and frost-rime mingled with hail.
Then are to him harsher the wounds of his heart;
In grief for the loved one, sorrow grows anew,

And memories of kindred pass over his mind.

(Translation by Ten Brink)

The English retainer was obliged, in taking the oath of

fealty, to kiss his lord and embrace him, also to lay his head
upon the lord’s knee in token of devotion. After that he was
given what is called the gift-stool—really signifying the right
to sit at the lord’s table and to be nourished by him. The
translation I have given is rather plain and loose—it is by Ten
Brink. A better translation and closer is Brooke’s. The poem
occupies several pages. I may in this case quote a little from
Brooke. It is interesting to compare the two translations :—

Fallen is all that joy!
O too well he wots of this, who must long forego
All the lore-redes of his Lord, of his loved, his trusted friend,
Then when sleep and sorrow, set together at one time,
Often lay their bondage on the lonely wretched man.
And it seemeth him, in spirit, that he seeth his Man-lord,
Clippeth him and kisseth him; on his knees he layeth
Hands and head alike, as when he from hour to hour,
Erewhile, in the older days, did enjoy the gift-stool.
Then the friendless man forthwith doth awaken,
And he sees before him nought but fallow waves,
And sea-birds a-bathing, broadening out their plumes;
And the falling sleet and snow sifted through with hail—
Then the wounds of heart all the heavier are,
Sorely aching for One’s-own! Ever anew is pain.

(Translation by Brooke)

In the above the Anglo-Saxon is almost exactly reproduced,

with all the fine alliterations. I think you should admire es-
pecially the hissing lines describing the falling of the sleet and
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snow on the sea. And how very strong and true the closing
cry, ‘“ Ever anew is pain’’!

The piece called The Ruined Burg is so much admired by
Professor Saintsbury that he declares there is nothing more
like it to be found in English literature before the days of
Thomson. This is extraordinary praise, but it is given for a
particular reason. The Professor is not praising the verse
merely as verse, but the deep human feeling that the verse con-
tains. That feeling is melancholy and kindly regret for an-
cient things—things passed away before the time of our own
civilization—perhaps I might call it *“Retrospective Sympathy.”
Certainly retrospective sympathy does not appear often in Eng-
lish literature before the time of Thomson. Such a sentiment
comes only after great experience of life and men, a wide
knowledge of human suffering and a tender interest in all ear-
nest human effort. For these reasons the poem is really almost
startling. Startling, because of the strangely modern feeling
displayed. For, although I have not hesitated to compare these
old English to the old Japanese by their best qualities of cour-
age and loyalty, you must remember that they were not civilized
like the Japanese of the same period. They were not by any
means savage, but they could not be called a civilized people;
—they would not even live in cities, and when they captured
a city they always destroyed it. Their trade was fighting and
plundering, and yet we find among them evidence of the better
feeling which prepared the highest civilization. That is why
this poem is so strange.

The story seems to be about as follows :(—

When the English conquered Britain they did not think of
trying to preserve anything of the Roman civilization ; and
they destroyed theatres, temples, public gardens, palaces, just
as they destroyed fortifications and military walls. Among
the cities destroyed by them was Bath, — which was a very
beautiful city in Roman days, and is said to have derived its
name from the splendid bath the Romans built there. The Eng-
lish destroyed everything except some of the masonry which it
would have been too much labour to pull to pieces, stone by
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stone. After destroying the city they went away from it, mak-
ing for themselves huts on the hills and river banks in the
neighbourhood. Between two and three hundred years passed
away and the ruins remained just as they were. Then some
wandering English minstrel went to the place and saw the re-
mains of the grand buildings and composed a poem about them.
Here are some of the lines which he wrote translated into cor-
responding English verse of to-day :—

Wondrous is its wall of stone; Weirds have shattered it!

Broken are the burg-steads! Crumbled is the giants’ work.

Fallen are the roof-beams; ruined are the towers;

All undone the door-pierced towers; frozen dew is on their plaster!

Shorn away and sunken down are the sheltering battlements,

Undereaten of Old Age! Earth is holding in its clutch

These, the power-wielding workers; all forworn are they, forlorn in
death are they!

Hard the grip was of the ground, while a hundred generations
Move away of mer.

Roman architecture, the most solid that the earth has ever
known, might well impress the mind of this simple Northern
sinhger as a work of giants. Giants or not, the builders were
men—human beings with hearts like his own; and he cannot
help feeling for them and grieving to see their beautiful work
destroyed—though he knows that the destruction must have
been by the will of the gods; for, as he says, only the “Weirds”
(1.e. the Destinies) could have shattered it. ‘Then he begins to
think how these men lived—how proud and happy they must
have been in the days of their strength—how loudly they must
have laughed for joy,—how stoutly they must have drunk (for
he imagines that they drank mead like his own people).

Now the earth has them ; and it never gives back the dead
—*“hard is the grip of the ground.” As we read this poem we
feel his sorrow and his sympathy :—he makes us also admire
the broken work and grieve for the glory of the past. Very
probably a man with such fine feeling, such kindly teeling was
in advance of his time; but that he was, and that he could



OLD ENGLISH FOETRY IN ENGLAND 23

write and think in this way, is proof that the English people
were capable of better things than fighting. Still, I must say
that I cannot help imagining him to have been very much like
a certain Viking whom his followers called the ‘““ Baby” for
the simple reason that he objected to the Northern custom of
throwing babies in the air and catching them as they fell upon
the points of spears. The nickname which these men gave him
was really a high honour, it marks him in the terrible history
of those times as a brave man with a good heart.

The poem called T/he Seafarer is very much praised by
various critics; but, inasmuch as scholars are still unable to
decide what the poem means, I do not know that it is worth
while quoting from. Even ten years ago people were very sure
that The Seafarer was a dialogue between an old man and a
young man about the joy and sorrow of a sea-faring life; and
you will find that Professor Brooke has actually tried to ar-
range the poem according to this idea. But later English phi-
lology and German philology and much exact scholarship in
England and in Germany opposed this explanation. The poem
may be an allegory of human life. Its value is certainly in the
descriptions of the sea and of hardships in time of storm. But
until we can decide positively what this poem is really about,
its actual rank as a literary creation cannot be fixed. Of other
profane poetry I need only speak of The Husband’s Message
and of certain short compositions,—called Riddles and Gnomic
Poems.

The Husband’s Message shows the same side of human
nature from a masculine point of view that The Wife’s Com-
plaint gives us from the woman’s side. It is a letter in poetry
from a husband to his wife far away asking her to come to
him and assuring her of his trust and love. It issimple, tender
and manly ; and its interest lies very much in its portrayal of
character. But it is not, perhaps, so interesting asis T/he Wife’s
Complaint even in regard to verse.

The Riddles are curious—chiefly curious. We may find
reason to quote one or two. But first you should know the
history of them. AsItold you, it was the custom in the courts
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of chiefs and kings to sing at banquets. Professional singers
would sing epics like the story of Beowulf or they would recite
the great deeds of the chief at whose table they were nourished.
But besides professional singing there was much non-profes-
sional singing. Every warrior with a voice was expected to be
able to sing some tune; and occasionally all the guests at a
banquet would sing in turn—the harp being passed round the
table from one to the other. It was during this time that the
heavy drinking was done. But besides songs of battle and
heroic deeds, there were other literary amusements — amuse-
ments of which the particular object was to test the intelligence
and to exercise the ingenuity of each guest. Riddles served
such a purpose well. Some poet or minstrel present would de-
scribe a common object in recondite language according to
rules of poetry; then anybody present would be asked to guess
what the object was. It might be a sword, it might be the sea,
the wind, or a cloud, or a horse or a drinking cup. We have
a number of these old riddles; and, apart from their value as
poetry, they are interesting by reason of their cleverness. I
imagine that you will find some amusement or pleasure in the
following :—

The subject is the horn of a bull,—but
unless you know the old English usage of
the horn you will scarcely understand some
of the allusions. The drinking cups in .
which the old English and the Northimen,
too, drank their ale and mead were made of a bull’s horn—the
horn being supported by little feet, shaped much like the feet
of a bird. At least this was one form, and the favourite one.
The horn was bound and tipped with silver—in the case of a
king or a great chief the metal would be gold. Small chains
were sometimes attached by which the horn could be hung up.
And I need not remind you that the horn was also used for war
trumpets, as well as for hunting horns, or hunting trumpets.
Even in the days when hunters made use of bugles of brass or
silver, the old English phrase “to wind the horn” continued in
poetry to the time of Tennyson.
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A RIDDLE

I was an armed warrior ; now a proud one,

A young hero, decks me with gold and silver,

And with crooked wire-bows. Men sometimes kiss me ;
Sometimes I call to battle the willing comrades;

Now a steed doth bear me over the boundaries,

Now a sea-courser carries me, bright with jewels,

Over the floods. And now there fills my bosom

A maiden adorned with rings; or I may be robbed

Of my gems, and hard and headless lie; or hang
Prettily on the wall where warriors drink,

Trimmed with trappings. Sometimes as an ornament brave
Folk-warriors wear me on horseback; wind

From the bosom of a man must I, in gold-hues bright,
Swallow then. Sometimes to the wine

I invite with my voice valiant men;

Or it rescues the stolen from the robbers’ grasp,

Drives away enemies. Ask what my name is.

When the horn was on the head of the bull it was, of
course, used for fighting: therefore, the poet says or makes it
say that it used to be a warrior. But now it is decked with
silver and gold, and patterned with wire of precious metal, be-
cause it has been changed into a drinking cup. Of course it
was the custom also for the good soldier to be decked with
gold rings by his lord. The reference to the kiss might suggest
the use of the cup to drink from; but you must remember that
the English fighter kissed his lord and was kissed by him in
token of sincere affection. The subject changes in the fourth
line where the horn is represented as calling the warriors to
battle —here the reference is to the use of the horn as a trum-
pet. In the next line it is represented as travelling over the
sea, decked with jewels,—valuable horns whether trumpets or
drinking cups, were carried wherever the chief went. In the
seventh and eighth lines you have a phrase about the young
girl, “filling my bosom ’—a young girl decorated with jewels.
There is a double meaning suggested. For an Englishman of
that time to say that a young girl fills his bosom would simply



26 HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE

mean that he has taken unto himself a wife. “To sleep in his
bosom” was a phrase which often occurred in early poetry
and is still used. But the real meaning is that a young girl
beautifully dressed, fills the cup with ale and mead for the war-
rior to drink. It was the custom at banquet that the noblest
woman should fill the cups—but the duty especially devolved
upon the daughter of the house. All through the old Northern
poetry, Scandinavian as well as Teutonic, you will- find many
references to this custom. When the horn became cracked of
course the gold ornaments would be removed—in that sense
the cup may speak of itself as being at last “robbed of its
gems.” The tenth, eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth lines refer
to the use of the horn as a trumpet. And the poem closes by
telling you to guess what is meant.

Of the Riddles there are many. But this one example suf-
ficiently illustrates the character of them all. Other depart-
ments of fragmentary pagan poetry we can better speak of
later on. Let us now turn to the subject of Christian poetry.
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THE Two GREAT CHRISTIAN SINGERS

IF you can remember two names only in the history of
English religious poetry during the 7th and 8th centuries it will
not be necessary for you to remember any more. Indeed, I
might almost say that it would be enough for you to remember
only one—because somebody might prove to-morrow that the
second name is mythical. Those two names are Caedmon! and
Cynewulf,2—both of them Northumbrian singers. We have
the best historical evidence for the actual existence of Ceedmon;
but the figure of Cynewulf continues, year by year, to grow
more shadowy and ghostlike under the searchlight of the critical
historians. A few years ago English critics of literature—at
least some of them—appeared to be very confident about the
reality of Cynewulf: they even attempted to write his biogra-
phy. But in this present year I doubt very much whether his
existence can be proved at all. There was somebody who
wrote a number of very fine verses; and his name may have
been Cynewulf,—but it certainly goes no further than this. It
is very different in the matter of Caedmon. This is the story
of him—the first great English poet of the Christian period.

In speaking of the Riddles 1 told you about the habit of
singing at banquets and the passing round of the harp to every
guest. If a man invited to a banquet could not sing, it was
better for him not to stay at the drinking table. Now about
the end of the 7th century there was a good deal of banqueting
in Northumbria, at the settlement which the Danes called W hit-
by, and which still keeps its Danish name. There was one man
who always got up from the drinking table and went away
when the harp was passed round—in shame and regret that he

1 Caedmon (fl. 670). 2 Cynewulf (fl. 800).

e
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could not sing. This man’s name was Caedmon—he used to
keep cattle for the people of a convent near by. But one day
this Caeedmon had, or thought he had, an inspiration from
Heaven —and he began to sing religious songs. The verses
which he composed were not to be ridiculed: good poets were
surprised by them. When Cadmon was asked how he had
learned to compose poetry and to sing, he said that in his sleep
an angel had taught him and that on awakening he found him-
self able to do so without any trouble. In the neighbouring
convent the news of this dream and of Czaedmon’s suddenly-
acquired power soon spread; and the superior of the convent
sent for him. In those days all the learning was in the con-
vent and in the monastery; and when Czedmon sang before the
Abbess she found his poetry so good that she was sure he had
been inspired. She told him that it was his duty to become a
monk. He did so. Then, in the convent, as he was no scholar
himself, he was taught to learn by heart the stories of Bible
history, and the incidents of the New Testament. He had a
good head and he was soon able to learn all that was imparted
to him. He turned it into verse—paraphrased the greater part
of the Bible which then existed only in the learned tongues.
You must remember that Caedmon was at no time a scholar;
he was simply a rough common man with a natural gift for
verse; and the merit of his compositions are altogether natural.
He had a rich imagination, strong feeling, and great skill in
the use of the strong words to express it. He had been born a
pagan, had learned the older poetry, knew how to fight and
may have seen some battles in his time. So that he had the
experience of a warrior at least to help him in his poems. It
helped him a great deal, for his descriptions of battles and of
storms and of terrible situations are really fine. How fine they
are you may guess from the fact that it is very probable that
Milton found inspiration in them long centuries after. The
comparison of Milton and of the text of Cadmon does not al-
ways even leave Milton with the advantage. All we can say is,
Caedmon appears to be the stronger—though he had a very im-
perfect language at his command, and no scholarship at all.
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It is commonly supposed that Cadmon was the author of
the following religious poems or paraphrases:—
A Paraphrase of the Book of Genesis,
A Paraphrase of the Book of Exodus,
A Paraphrase of the Book of Daniel,
A Paraphrase of the Book of Judith, (this is iess certain),
A Poem entitled Christ and Satan—and various shorter pieces.

It is quite possible that Ceedmon may have paraphrased
the whole Bible originally; but we do not know. And we have
not even got the original text of the part that has been pre-
served. For the Danes soon afterwards destroyed all the old
English learning in Northumbria: and Cadmon’s poetry has
been preserved for us only in a West Saxon Dialect, into which
it must have been rendered before the monasteries of North-
umbria had been destroyed.

This is all that is necessary to know of Cadmon’s history.
I said before that this Christian literature is not as Christian
literature particularly interesting, but the pagan element in it
is very interesting; and it was the old pagan poetry in the
heart of Czedmon that may have inspired Milton. Let me try
to explain how and why :(—

When the English warriors first began to understand some-
thing about the history of the Bible and the traditions of Christ,
it was not the didactic part of the Scripture that most im-
pressed their fierce imaginations. It was the great stories of
battle, the stories of heroism, the legends of the destruction of
great cities and of great armies—this was what particularly im-
pressed them as subject matter for strong poetry. So Caedmon
is at his best when he writes of fighting and seafaring, and of
the passions of strong men. He was allowed in his convent to
write anything almost as he pleased—nobody objected to his
describing the enemies of the Jews as Vikings from Scandi-
navia, or the Jews themselves as English warriors, and nobody
objected to his use of old Northern poetry in describing the
grim side of war. Here is a little illustration of the way in
which Caedmon used Northern poetry in writing Bible history:
it 1s an extract from the story of Judiih.
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Loud and high they shouted,
Warriors fierce in fighting.

Then rejoiced the gaunt Wolf,
Rushing from the wood ; and the Raven wan,
Slaughter-greedy fowl! Surely well they knew
That the war-thegns of the folk thought to win for them
Fill of feasting on the fated. On their track flew fast the Earn,
Hungry for his fodder, all his feathers dropping dew;
Sallow was his garment, and he sang a battle lay;
Horny-nebbed he was.

Of course this is not in the Bible at all—this description of
the bird of prey rushing to the battle-field in order to feast on
the dead is particularly characteristic of Norse pecetry. But
Cadmon had no doubt seen in the Bible, or been told of, such
sentences as, “I shall give thy flesh to the fowls of the air ”:
that, he thought, quite justified him in describing those fowls
as the Northmen always described them.

But it is a much more curious thing to find him describing
the Northmen themselves when he is actually writing about
" the story of Abraham and the King of Sodom, in his paraphrase
of the Genesis. If you look at the Bible you will find the story
of how Abraham refused to accept any booty from the King of
Sodom ;—but you will not find either thoughts or words like

these :—

Go, and bear with thee
Home the gold enchased, and the girls embraceabie,
Women of thy kingdom! For awhile thou needest not
Fear the fighting rush of the foes we hate—
Battle from the Northmen! For the birds of carrion,
Splashed with blood, are sitting on the shelving mountains,
Glutted to the gullet with the gory corpses.

Now you will understand better what I mean about the
pagan poetry in these Christian paraphrases; the pagan poetry
is the best of them ; it is what makes them most valuable from
a literary point of view. And this is true even when the subject
is a description of nature, as in the following taken from the
life of a Saint:—
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Lord Eternal, all the river springs

Laud thee, high exalted; often lettest thou

Fall the pleasant waters, for rejoicing of the world,
Clear from the clean cliffs.

Here is a Christian prayer, but the pretty description of
the clear waterfall is in the style of the old heathen poetry;
and it serves to make the Christian prayer very much more
beautiful.

The other great Anglo-Saxon Christian poet did not appear
until about a century after Caedmon. He also was a North-
umbrian and some people believed that he was in his youth a
professional minstrel. We do not know. But, of the poems
commonly attributed to him the important ones are chiefly
lives of Saints, in all five long compositions.

The Legend or Life of St. Elene,
The Legend or Life of St. Guthlac,
The Legend or Life of St. Juliana,
The Legend or Life of St. Andreas,
Crist.

Besides these there are quite a number of fragments of
Christian or half Christian poetry ; and there is a later para-
phrase of Genesis. We do not positively know when these were
written originally or whether they were written by Cynewulf :
so it would be better to speak only of those five compositions
before mentioned. As for the four lives of Saints, you can see
at a glance that only one of them treats of an Anglo-Saxon
Saint—the poem about St. Guthlac, a famous English hermit.
It chiefly treats of the Saint tempted by devils. T/e Life of St.
Elene (Helen or Helene, mother of the Emperor Constantine)
deals with the legends of the finding of the true cross. The
story of St. Juliana is the story of a Roman martyr. The story
of St. Andreas is the most interesting for the curious reason
that it treats a great deal of seafaring life and explains to us
many conditions of the ancient Viking existence. Otherwise I
need not stop to tell you more about these poems: they are, all
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of them, much inferior to the great poem of Crist which de-
serves more attention.

For, in this poem of Christ, the Northern imagination
gives one magnificent example of its poetical power. The
poem is divided into three parts:—

1.—The Nativity or the Birth of Christ.
2.—The Ascension of Christ.
3.—The Day of Judgment.

As I have said before, the old English poets were alway at
their best in describing terrible things; and it was in describ-
ing the Day of Judgment that Cynewulf—or whoever wrote
the Crist — displayed the qualities of a very great poet. Of
course he had the Book of Revelation to help him, and the old
Northern beliefs and descriptions concerning the Ragnarock,
or the Twilight of the Gods. But even with these helps he did
work of which the grim sublimity may well astonish us. First
is described the darkening of the sun, the extinction of the
moon, the falling of the stars from heaven, and the rising of
the dead out of their graves, and the sound of the awful trum-
pet. (It is a curious fact that in the old Gospel of St. John and
in the old Norse description of the Twilight of the Gods the
sounding of the trumpet announcing the world’s end should be
described with nearly the same terms;—the Anglo-Saxon poet
in his Christian description, seems to have been thinking of the
Gjallarhorn sounded by Hindal to summon the Gods to battle.)
Next we have a description of the universal darkness, the shak-
ing of the land, the roaring of the sea. But all of a sudden the
world is filled again with light—an awful light, red as blood.
And this light is made, not by moon or sun, but by a vast cross,
reaching from earth to heaven, with the figure of a phantom
Christ nailed upon it. Phantom blood pours from its wounds,
colouring all the cross crimson, but also making it luminous
with a glow like the red light of a setting sun. And then, be-
low this stupendous cross, the real Christ appears, the Judge.
He speaks to the living, to the dead, and points to the figure of
himself, his other self, raised above them on the sky-touching
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cross. This imagination is entirely new —nobody had ever
fancied such an awful scene before. There was indeed in Norse
mythology the tremendous idea of Yggdrasil; but it is quite
probable that this fancy did not help Cynewulf at all. Indeed
some high authorities think that the myth of Yggdrasil was
later than the poems of Cynewulf in origin. Enough to say
that the poem of Crist is the only great Christian poem of the
8th century showing the average high order of original imagi-
nation. The rest of it is not nearly so good as The Day of
Judgment; and even The Day of Judgment is feeble in part.
But we should try to estimate the value of a poem by the best
of it; and, bearing this in mind, we may say that Crist deserves
great respect and praise.

We need not say anything more about the Christian poetry
of the 7th and 8th centuries. There only remains to mention
the Gnomic Poems and two battle songs. I have to mention
the Gunomic Poems in this place because they have come to us
in a semi-Christian form, and perhaps belong, in the present
shape, to the Christian period—though we know that some of
them had very much older origin. I am sorry to speak of them
as gnomic poems—because ‘“‘gnomic” is such a vague word.
It means aphoristic; it means didactic; it means epigrammatic
—any, in short, that you please. I can only explain it thus:—
the word was originally used by the Greeks to designate a par-
ticular kind of didactic verse; and afterwards it came to be
used in the present loose way. Short poems or verses which
are proverbs, or moral axioms, or aphorisms, may all be classed
together as “gnomic” poetry.

The moral or religious qualities of Gnomic Poetry need not
be illustrated for you; but perhaps the best way to give you
some idea of the variety of profane Guomic Poetry will be to
quote some modern examples. For instance I remember that
on the North Atlantic the sailors had to learn a kind of verse —

July—stand by ;
August—Iook out you must;
September —remember ;
October—all over.
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That is to say: there is danger during July, August and
September ; for no storms are likely to occur in October. This
is one kind of Guomic Verse. Another is furnished by almost
any of the weather verses—such as—

Evening red and morning gray
Likes the traveller on his way ;
Evening gray and morning red
Bring the rain upon his head.

So much real weather wisdom is locked up in verses and
proverbs of this kind that the United States Government, some
years ago, published a book containing all the English gnomic
literature of this kind that could be collected together. And
here is a little bit of folk-lore verse, belonging to the same
category, which is known to every English peasant: it describes
the effect of Spring weather upon age :—

March will search you;

April will try;

May will tell you;

Whether you're to live or die.

There are other things, too, belonging to such literature
which are certainly very old—probably dating from the time
of charms and spells, long before Christianity. Not a few of
the nursery songs that English children sing probably represent
fragments of incantations to ancient Gods. I might suggest,
for example, those little verses about the hiccup—ending with
the lines about the three drops of water—or the little songs in
which the rain is ordered to go away. Finally, verses of a pro-
verbial character must also be classed under this head.

Now the interest attaching to the old Anglo-Saxon Gunomic
Poetry is chiefly of the folk-lore kind; but these verses also are
historically interesting as showing us the mixture of Christian
and pagan ideas. About the last thing that a nation gives up
is its folk-lore superstitions; and the early missionaries made a
compromise apparently with the peasant. They were left free
to sing their charms and spells, providing that they substituted
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the name of Christ, or of the Virgin, or of some saints of the
church, for the names of Heathen Gods and destinies. But a
number of the poems handed down to us, show us that sub-
stitution was not always carried out. For example :(—

Wind in air is swiftest,
Thunder on its path the loudest. Mighty are the powers of Christ!
Wyrd is strongest !

Here you have a good example; the charm singer acknowl-
edges the power of Christ; but he still thinks Wyrd or Destiny
is stronger yet. Probably, in the original poem, as sung before
the missionaries came, the name of Odin held the place here oc-
cupied by the name of Christ. A fair illustration of the didactic
character of some of this verse is furnished in the following:—

Good shall with evil, youth shall with eld,

Life shall with death, light shall with darkness,
Army with army, one foe with another,

Wrong against wrong—strive o’er the land,

Fight out their feud; and the wise man shall ever
Think on the strife of the world.

This is the same thing as to say:—*‘Never can there be
a time of perfect peace or happiness in this imperfect world.
The struggle of evil and good, of ignorance and knowledge, of
moral beauty and of moral ugliness can cease only when the
world itself shall cease. And in the meantime, everyman able
to think must think sadly about the misery of existence.” But
in this rude form of verse, even the simplest minds could learn
these truths by heart, and learn to think about them better
than if they had been expressed in philosophical language.

One curious thing found among Gunomic Poems is a rhym-
ing alphabet. I think that you have seen some of the many
rhyming alphabets which all English children learn—such as:—

A was an Archer, and shot at a frog;
B was a Butcher, and had a big dog, etc. . . .

The old Anglo-Saxon had almost exactly the same thing;
but it was not written for children, but for men first learning
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to read,—and there was some poetry in them. The Butcher
did not have a big dog, nor did he figure in the composition,
but “B” was a bull, “a mighty moor-stepper, a high-mooded
creature.”

I might here speak of famous “rhyming poems” — the
oldest specimens of rhyme in any modern language. It really
belongs to Guomic Poetry,—for it is a paraphrase of some re-
ligious text. We are not quite sure what, so fragmentary the
thing is. But it is not only remarkable as being the first Eng-
lish poem containing rhyme, but containing double rhyme or
what we might call, if they were a little more skilfully made,
Leonine rhyme. Leonine rhymes, you know, occur in the
middle and at the end of the same line—for instance :—

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary—

—that line from Poe’s Raven is a Leonine line. The old Anglo-
Saxon poet tried to make verse of that sort—very clumsily in-
deed —but he tried ;—and his attempt is a land-mark in English
poetry. Now there is an interesting story about how he got
this idea. There was a Scandinavian poet from Norway, called
Egill Skallagrimsson, who had greatly offended the powerful
Norway chief known in history as Eric Bloody Axe. The chief
settled in Northumbria, at the close of a series of fierce fights,
and it so happened that when he was at the height of his power,
some of his men caught Egill and brought him before Eric.
Eric said that he would cut his head off next day. Then Egill
was put into prison; but during the night he composed a new
poem, in a new kind of verse—Leonine verse—lamenting his
own fate, and appealing to the generosity of Eric Bloody Axe.
Next morning, when brought before Eric for execution, the
poet said that he hoped to be allowed to repeat a new poem be-
fore the king before being killed. Eric listened to the poem
and forgave the man and that poem became famous under the
title, The Head Ransom. It was composed in the 10th century,
and it is believed that its author taught the English rhyming
poets how to make double-rhymes.

You must remember that all this time the English were
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having terrible fighting to do, with their further and fiercer
kindred of the North, who were not yet Christianized and who
threatened to take the whole country. In English history they
have been for many years loosely spoken of as “Danes” ; but
they were really Norwegians, Swedes, Icelanders, and Danes;
and they made a very great impression upon the character of
the English race by mixing with them. For these men did not
come merely to plunder and kill: they preferred to settle in the
country. Wherever they landed they would send messengers
to the English saying, “If you pay us and let us settle there,
we shall fight by your side and marry your daughters. If you
will not pay us—then come out to fight.” Gradually the greater
part of England along the coast was seized by them. They had
great settlements in the interior, governed by their own partic-
ular laws. In these settlements they did not deal cruelly; but
the settlements were a great source of danger to the country,
for Norwegian, Swedish and Danish pirates were sure of sym-
pathy with the men in those settlements, for a very simple
reason. Nearly all the famous fighting comrades of the North
were in some way kindred by marriage and united by tradition.
Men in Iceland or Norway or Sweden—all had relatives in Eng-
land with whom they kept up constant communication. The
danger to the country was not from the strange blood—it was
the best blood in the world ;—the danger was from the unculti-
vated character of the Northmen. Studying only war and sea-
manship, and indifferent to all industries except a little agricul-
ture, these invaders were decidedly enemies of learning and
progress. At last in the year 1013 they conquered all England;
and for about thirty years England was ruled by Scandinavian
kings. During that time there was no English literature. The
sea-robbers had destroyed all the seats of learning; as the Eng-
lish themselves had destroyed Roman civilization and Roman
Christianity, so the Northmen very nearly destroyed English
civilization and English Christianity. But, with a mighty effort,
the English people at last burst their chains; there was no kill-
ing or burning to speak of —there was no hate between the
rebels and their former masters, they were too akin in blood
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for that, and the races had beccme welded together by inter-
marriage. But the English pecple dominated in this blending;
and the English people insisted upon having an English king.
But the crown had scarcely returned into English hands, when
the Norman invasion in 1066 ended English rule and English
literature for centuries.

You must not forget these facts in studying the history of
the old Anglo-Saxon poetry. For the story of that poetry is
closely connected with all these changes and conquests. The
language itself was changed; the dialects were being infused
with new tendencies—especially the tendency to drop inflexion.
All this can be observed in the course of the older poetry.
About the close of the 8th century the Danes began to destroy
those centres from which the religious poetry had been issued.
Northumbrian literature was the first to perish. And during
the remainder of the time, before the great Danish invasion,
when Ethelred became King of England, there were only two
great poems composed of which mention need be made. Both
are splendid battle songs. The first is a song of victory—the
victory at Brunanburh, in 937, over the Danes and their allies.
As this grand song has been superbly translated by Tennyson,
I need not say more about it. The other battle song—some-
times called The Battie of Maldon, and sometimes T he Death
of Byhrinoth—is a song of defeat; but it is not less noble in its
way than the other. We have not the whole of it—only about
650 lines. It is a kind of epical narrative regarding a real his-
torical fact; for we find the incidents of the poem chronicled
in no less than four of the old monkish records of the time.
The English hero, a local chief, or headman, finds his country
suddenly invaded by a party of Norwegian Vikings. They
send a messenger to him, with the usual alternative; “ Buy off
this spear-rush, if you are wise; or else, stand up and fight.”
Byhrtnoth, though an old man, sends back word that he will
fight,—then he quickly gets his peasant warriors together and
awaits the approach of the enemy. There is a river between
and the Northmen find it hard to cross. Then happens what
seems to me the most interesting incident of the poem and the
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most characteristic. The Vikings call out across the river to
the English: “You are very brave on your own side of the
river, but you dare not let us cross.” At this taunt old Byhrt-
noth chivalrously, but very foolishly, orders his men to let the
Northmen cross the river undisturbed. Then comes the hard
“hand-play ’—as the English poets call a battle; and Byhrtnoth
and all his people are killed. But they died so grandly that this
song was made about them. Another thing to notice about the
song is that it contains no bad words about the enemy—except
to call them heathens. They are not charged with cowardice
or cruelty or deceit; in fact they are treated very respectfully
—an early proof of the English proverb that a fight makes a
good friend. This was the swan song of Old English poetry,
Anglo-Saxon poetry. It belongs to the latter part of the 10th
century. There was nothing more after it worth mentioning.
Let us now turn to Anglo-Saxon prose.
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ENGLISH prose began much later than English poetry; and
there is a much greater quantity of it in preservation. Un-
fortunately it is not very interesting—being chiefly religious.
Indeed the great mass of it consists of Sermons, or Homilies as
they are more often called. This term is of Greek origin,—
signifying an address delivered to an assembly; but it is used
to-day only in reference to religious discourses. To say that
all English prose literature is all composed of sermons would
be wrong; but I have remarked upon the proportion of the
sermons in order that you may more easily realize how very
little original English prose of the Anglo-Saxon period exists.

In fact the student need only remember four or five names;
Bada (known in Church history as ‘““the Venerable Bede”),
King Alfred the Great, Alfric, and Wulfstan. If you remember
those four you know the names of all the important prose
writers. But really only three out of the four directly concern
us. Baeda is a very important literary person, but we have
none of his English work—so that he belongs rather to Latin
literature, except as an influence.

Badal! was a Northumbrian abbot, a great lover of learn-
ing, an exact scholar, in so far as it was possible—exact in that
time, and a very sympathetic person. He wrote an ecclesi-
astical history which is really a great treasure to historians.
And he wrote many other things, but he wrote in Latin. We
know that he made a translation of the Gospel of St. john into
English; and there is a pretty story about how he died just
after dictating the last verse of this translation. Unfortunately
the translation has been lost. Baeda’s relation to English liter-
ature is chiefly through his writings about it in Latin. It is
from him that we have the story of Caadmon, and an account
of Caedmon’s poetry.

1 Baeda or Bede, the ‘ Venerable’ (637-735).

40
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The most important figure in prose is, of course, King
Alfred ;! but King Alfred either wrote very little matter of an
original kind, or else his original work has been lost. We know
him as an English writer chiefly through translations which he
made—translations out of Latin into English. Historically he
is a delightful acquaintance—certainly one of the most lovable
kings that ever existed. He was filled with anxiety about the
education of his subjects; and he built schools for them. Any
king might have done so much—Charlemagne did even more.
But I think that no other king went into his own schools to
teach boys, as King Alfred did,—and to teach them not in
Latin, but in English. King Alfred’s great ambition was to
establish a purely English system of education, and to train
men to write beautifully in their mother tongue. That was
why he made these translations. They are four in number : —

The Ecclesiastical History of Baeda.

The World History of Orosius.

The Consolations of Beethius.

The Pastoral Rule of Pope Gregory the Great.

These four books King Alfred certainly translated himself;
and they have been well preserved for us. A word about their
history. You must remember that they were the best books
that King Alfred could get hold of in that half-barbarous age;
and, considering all circumstances, he chose them very well.

Of course Baeda’s (or Bede’s) History? was very important
in that time: it was the only good history of the English church,
and it treated of contemporary events in which the English
people were naturally interested. The World History? of Orosius
would not be considered a good book now ; but it was the only
book which Alfred could then get hold of, in which the dif-
ferent countries of the Eastern Hemisphere were described and
their geography attempted. Indeed it was as a geography that
the King became interested in the work of Orosius. Orosius
was a Spanish priest, a pupil of St. Augustine the Great, and

1 Alfred or (Flfred, King of the West-Saxons (849-901).
2 Basda’s FEcclestastical history tr. ¢ 900.
3 Orosius tr. ¢ &93.
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he lived in the latter part of the 5th century. In the time of
Orosius the long struggle between Christianity and Paganism
had not yet ceased. Romans who believed still in the old re-
ligion, thought that the misfortune of the Empire had been
caused by the neglect of the ancient gods. It was to confute
this idea that Orosius wrote his book, which he called by a
Latin name signifying “ History as Opposed to Pagan Beliefs.”
Such a history could be scarcely impartial; but King Alfred
wanted a geography, and there was a great deal of geography
in Orosius. King Alfred, however, observed that Orosius did
‘not seem to know much about the geography of Norway,
Sweden, and all that part of Europe now classed as Northern
Russia. He therefore got his friends who had travelled to de-
scribe that part of the world for him; and he wrote it down—
and that is the only part of the book in which we can study
King Alfred’s own original style. The Consolations! of Beethius
was for hundreds of years greatly admired throughout Europe,
and translated into most modern languages. After King Alfred,
Chaucer transiated it and after Chaucer, Queen Elizabeth trans-
lated it—so that it has been three times translated in England
alone—first into Old English, then into Middle English, then
into Tudor English. If to-day the book seems to have lost its
literary value, that is partly because we have now a hundred
better classical texts. Those texts were not available in King
Alfred’s day. Becethius was a philosopher and grammarian of
the 5th century, whose great talents won him favour with the
Gothic King of Italy, Theodoric. But being slandered by some
Roman politicians he was imprisoned and finally put to death
upon a false charge. While in prison he wrote this book which
is a dialogue between himself and an imaginary divinity of
wisdom, who instructs. him how to bear his sorrows patiently.
King Alfred thought the book a good book for serious read-
ing; and he translated it very well. As for the Pastoral Rule 2
of Pope Gregory, I need only say that it was written by Pope
Gregory as a manual for the use of priests and bishops,—con-

1 Boethitus De consolatione philosophiae tr. ¢ 8&8.
2 Gregory's Pastoral care tr. ¢ &97.
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taining advice about all matters relating to the proper dis-
charge of clerical duties. This book King Alfred translated
particularly for the use of the English priests—many of whom
were imperfectly educated, and could not easily read the same
book in Latin.

So far English prose literature offers us nothing particular
in the way of original work: nearly everything is translation.
But I said that the student need remember only four or five
names, and the fifth mention is not the name of an author but
of a chronicle. It is supposed that King Alfred founded this
Chronicie ; — but we are not sure. At all events, from King
Alfred’s time we have a record of English history, kept by the
monks and extending over a period of some 300 years. It came
to an end only in the early part of the 12th century.

This is called The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. It was not kept
at one monastery alone, but at least at four different monas-
teries. Itis very much like the japanese Nikongi in one re-
spect—the extraordinary brevity and pithiness of its mentions.
Great events as well as small are put down in a few lines. The
style is not always like this —neither is it so always, in the
Japanese record. But most of it is dry reading — of interest
mostly to the historian alone. Nevertheless it does contain
some Dbits of real literature. It contains, for example, that
splendid war song about the victory of Athelstan. It contains
also a wonderful personal account of William, the terrible Nor-
man conqueror, and this account proves that the monkish writer
was a man of truth and courage, not afraid to say what he
thought about the conduct of the most awful of English kings.
But this is all that we need say about English prose before the
Norman Conquest ; for the work of Alfric! and of Wulfstan 2
consists almost entirely of sermons. However, I must add one
mention about Zlfric: he made the first attempt at an English
dictionary; and he attempted long before anybody else, to teach
by a system closely resembling what i1s now called the system
of Ollendorf.

1 /Elfric (d. ¢ 1020).
%2 Wulfstan, Archbishop of York (d. 1023).



THE NORMAN CONQUEST

THE TRANSFORMATION OF ENGLISH
DEATH OF THE OLDER LITERATURE
THE PERIOD OF SILENCE

AN Englishman of to-day, knowing no other language but
his own, yet fairly educated in that, finds little mystery in the
pages of a French, Spanish or Italian book. He can make out
the meaning of a great many words; and, by a little patient
work, with a dictionary, he can easily arrive at a vague under-
standing of the structure of sentences. After all, these Latin
languages do not seem to him very different from English. But
when he takes up a book printed in German, in Swedish or in
Danish, he is perfectly helpless. He cannot understand a single
sentence and the dictionary does not help him in the least. He
thinks to himself that these languages must be extraordinarily
different from English —and in this he is altogether wrong.
But, as a matter of strict fact, English belongs to the Teutonic
family of languages; and it is much more closely related to
German, Danish, Swedish, and especially Dutch than it is to
French or Italian. But an Englishman can learn to read French
or Italian in half the time that it takes him to master one of
the Northern tongues to which his own is closely allied.

This is a very curious thing; and the meaning of it is
simply that English has been extraordinarily modified in some
way by Latin influences. It is for the philologist only to tell
you the history of these influences: I have only to remind you
of the general fact. The two great influences which made
English such a different tongue than other Northern tongues
were French literature and the Latin literature. And that is
why to the unscholarly eye English to-day looks so much more
like French than it looks like either German or Dutch. The
change began with the Norman Conquest,

44
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The Norman Conquest took place in the year 1066. From
that time until the year 1205, we may say, in a general way,
that English literature was silent. The official language and
the literary language of the country had been made French—for
educated classes at least; and the language of law, of scholar-
ship and of history was Latin. English had no opportunity for
expression. As for Latin, its powers of influencing English
may be guessed from the long period during which it was an
official form of expression. Until the year 1730 all the law re-
cords in England were written in Latin. Up to the time of
Matthew Arnold—that is to say, almost until our own day, the
Professor of Poetry at Oxford and elsewhere was obliged to
lecture in Latin. Of course the same kind of Latin influence
was at work all through Europe, for an almost equal stretch of
time. But in England the influence of Latin was immensely
strengthened by the fact that a language derived from Latin
had become the language of the cultivated classes. French
and Latin each strengthened the moulding power of the other.

The first change in literary feeling might be guessed from
the character of the first literature of the Conquerors. No
greater contrast could be imagined than that between the Old
English poetry—the poetry of Beowulf—and the poetry of the
Song of Roland. And if we can guess something of a character
of the people from the character of its literature, then indeed
we may say that an equally strong contrast appears between
the nature of the Norman—his intellectual nature—and that of
the old Anglo-Saxon. And yet, you must remember that the
real Normans were themselves originally Scandinavians. In-
termarriage and French surroundings had changed them: that
was all. No student of English literature should forget the
splendid story of the first introduction of French literature in-
to England —I mean the singing of the Song of Roland at the
battle of Hastings. You will remember that the minstrel Tail-
leter (whose name means hew-iron) went to Duke William just
pbefore the battle and asked for permission, as the sole reward
of his services, to strike the first blow of the battle. That of
course meant the privilege of going alone to a glorious death.
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The permission being given he rode alone toward the English
ranks, throwing up his sword in the air to catch it again by
the hilt as it fell, and singing the Song of Roland. Behind him
the Norman lines caught up the song. He did manage to kill
three men before being himself struck down. Whether the
Song of Roland' that we have to-day is exactly the same song
as that sung by Taillefer, we are not sure. Great critics be-
lieve that much of the existent Song of Roland was composed
in England. But we may be quite sure that the song sung at
the battle was very nearly the same thing and formed in the
same way. It isa grand epic; but it is so unlike anything Eng-
lish that we must pause for a moment to explain the difference.

The Song of Roland, as for its structure, in nothing re-
sembles English verse. It is composed in ten syllable lines
with a pause after the 4th syllable of each line. There is no
accent; there is no alliteration; and there is no rhyme. All the
syllables have about the same value —as a Japanese verse. But
there is something that takes the place of rhyme, something
that we may call rhyme in the egg-shell, rhyme in the making.
Its name in prosody is Assonance—a word that means ‘ sound-
ing together.” In assonance the rule is only that ke vowels
in the last word shall be the same in sound or nearly the same;
the consonants have nothing to do with the matter at all. To
put the rule in the simplest possible way I might say, for ex-
ample, that if the vowels in the last word of one line had been
“U,” then the last word in the assonant vowel should also be
“U.” What is more, there isno pairing of lines: a single series
of vowel sounds may stand for 10, 20, 40 or 50 lines. To the
unaccustomed eye and ear such poetry gives the impression of
blank verse without accent. But, with a little study, the power
of the thing comes out :—you begin to understand that this
verse was composed for the purpcse of singing to the harp;
and that the choice of vowels was after all very well suited to
the rude music of the time. Perhaps, though we do not know,
the tone of the instrument used was changed according to the
tone of assonance. There were no stanzas at all—no system-

1 Fragment of the Song of Rdand ¢ 1400.
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atic division of this tremendous poem into parts. But there
were pauses at irregular intervals—marked by the word “Aoz/”
—of which the real meaning is not known. Possibly this word
was shouted.

Very simple but very strong in structure, the Song of
Roland is equally simple and strong in sentiment and expres-
sion. It has been called ‘“sober and stern’—and both adjec-
tives are well used to describe it. But what surprises me is in
the whole Song of Roland there is only one simile—and that
may be a later interpolation. There is no metaphor at all; and
you know that old Northern poetry, old English poetry was all
metaphor. There was no ornament of any kind in the Song of
Roland. 1t is the most stern and the most sober verse indeed
in European literature. And there is no tenderness in the Song
of Roland—nothing of love, nothing of home, nothing of the
charm of nature as felt. The sternest Scandinavian poetry is
not so stern as this. You may well ask, “ How can there be a
great poem without accent, without rhyme, without allitera-
tion, without tender sentiment of any sort, without the slight-
est ornament, either of language or of fancy?” I should like
to have the Japanese student ask himself these questions many
times; for the answer teaches that certain poverty or alleged
weakness of the Japanese language does not offer any obstacles
at all to the creation of a great poem, if we have the great
emotion to inspire it. The Normans had such emotion. It has
been said that the great power of the Song of Roland is due to
the expression of a very few ideas in a very grand way. But I
do not think this is an explanation. It certainly does not ex-
nlain the matter to me. I rather think that the Song of Roland
impresses us as grand because of something which was never
said, but only suggested—an enormous force of self-restraint,
intellectual and moral. Of no other song can it so truly be
said that it is a song of soldiers. The absence of ornament in
itself is a splendid scorn—Ilike that of the warrior who disdains
everything but the necessary. And there is in the absence of
sentiment an assurance that the sentiment is very much alive,
but has been fettered and disciplined and kept out of sight in
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the presence of duty. Discipline, restraint, resolve, and joy of
battle — these are the feelings of the song; and indeed they
offer material enough for the grandest of epics. But that
grandest effect can be produced by the very simplest words—
without any ornament to rhythm or alliteration. I may quote
a few lines from the modernized text of the Song of Roiand.
After having described, or rather mentioned, the storms and
lightning and earthquake and hail that visited France at the
moment of Roland’s death, the singer says thus:—

Pas une ville dont les murs ne crévent.
A midi, il y a grandes ténébres;
Il ne fait clair que si le ciel se fend.
Tous ceux qui voient ces prodiges en sont dans I’épouvante,
Et plusieurs disent: “C’est la fin du monde,
“C’est la consommation du siécle.”
Non, non: ils ne le savent pas, ils se trompent:
C’est le grand deuil pour la mort de Roland!
(lines 1430-1437)

That is to say: There is not one city of which the walls
are not broken. At high noon there is a great darkness; and
no light save when the sky splits itself (with lightning). All
who behold these prodigies are filled with fear, and some say :
““This is the end of the world—this is the end of the century!”
No, no,—they do not know—they are mistaken: it is only the
great mourning (of the land) for the death of Roland!

In the Norman the lines are very much shorter and more
compact than is possible in any translation of it. Now a grand-
er image than this scarcely occurred in epic poetry, though
the language is not in the least artistic. What is a finer way
of describing the loss of a great hero to his country than by
suggesting that the earthquake and tempest and darkness rep-
resent the mourning of that country for the son who defended
it so bravely? One more fact about the Song of Roland is well
worth mentioning : it is entirely composed of very short sen-
tences, about one line long. Not one of the Old English poems
ever approached such simplicity of form. But not one of the
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0O1d English poems—not even Beowulf—has the measured pause
of the Song of Roland.

Just before the battle of Hastings, you know that there
was another and very great battle between the last of the Eng-
lish kings and the Normans—the battle of Stamford Bridge.
In that battle also there was a very grand feat of arms. Most
of the Normans who went into battle that day knew that the
battle was lost ; but they fought splendidly about their king,
till he was killed. Then they retreated. But one of them stood
alone on the bridge to hold the English back. He did much
more wonderful things than Horatius of Roman history, for
he had no one to help him. With his single hand he killed
more than forty of the best English warriors, and though his
body was riddled with arrows he kept up the fight until the
English army was afraid to attempt any further attack in front.
And then he was killed treacherously by somebody who went
under the bridge in a boat, and pushed a very long spear up
through the planks. Nevertheless the memory of that North-
man lives in history for all times. This was the last great
illustration of the Northern courage—the old spirit of Odin.
But we cannot say that there was any great purpose in it be-
yond that of obtaining a glorious death. The action of Tail-
lefer in sacrificing himself before two armies in the sight of his
lord, was noble in another way. He proposed to set the great
example of unselfishness to his comrades, that they might all
the better fight and win—you must remember that there was a
great deal of superstition in those days about the result of the
first blow struck Taillefer died not for his own glory only,
nor to cover a retreat, but to teach a grand lesson. And there
was something of the same difference of character in the Old
English literature and the Norman literature that conquered
it. The old literature was grand, strong, noble—but it wanted
discipline, restraint. So did the English nation. They had all
the qualities that make a nation except discipline. The Nor-
mans were able to give them that not only in legislation butin
education and in literature ; and we can guess very well from
the Song of Rolard what terribly practical people they were,
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That practical character almost immediately shows itself in
their work of education. What King Alfred had never been
able to do and what King Athelstan had never been able to do,
what all the religious teachers had not been able to do, the
Normans did immediately. They established schools in every
part of the country and they made English people go to school,
and they made proficiency in certain studies the condition of
success by it. Furthermore they encouraged Englishmen every-
where to send their sons to Paris for university training. Just
as to-day a certain proportion of the best Japanese scholars go
to Europe to finish their studies, so after the Norman Conquest
the youth of England went to Paris and also in great numbers
to Spain where the Arab learning was still being taught. By
scholarship these young men could hope to obtain official posi-
tions from the Norman Conquerors - positions that would other-
wise have been politically refused. So the Normans forced
education upon the English people, but it was French and Latin
education and the language of England remained French for
about 150 years.

During those years there was indeed a good deal of litera-
ture produced in England—French and Latin literature. We
may call this collectively the Anglo-Norman literature. As for
the Latin literature, strictly speaking, we may dismiss it very
briefly — with one important exception. Most of the Latin
literature was religious or historical. The religious part of it
has nothing to do with our subject; and the historical part of
it very little. But, indirectly the Norman Latin historians in-
fluenced English literature by teaching the English historians
how to produce something much better than mere dry record
of fact. Men like William of Malmesbury, and William of
Poitiers, and Henry of Huntingdon, besides many others, wrote
histories in Latin which even to-day have considerable value
as history. You will find their works translated in the Bohn’s
Library. And though the religious Latin literature need not
even be mentioned by its works, it is worth while to remember
that it helped to influence future English poetry in a very mark-
ed way. Irefer especially to the Latin hymns of the Middle
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Ages, which the Norman clergy introduced everywhere in Eng-
land. The early Christian poets of the church had tried, with
great success, not only to copy the best Greek and Latin poetical
models, but to make their compositions even more melodious
by the use of rhyme. It is impossible to doubt that the Latin
hymns helped to develop rhyming in English poetry.

Now for that one exception of which I spoke a moment
ago. It is a very important exception. While the Norman
Latin historians were trying to make truthful history to the
best of their ability, one man dared to produce an apocryphal
history which he offered as a real discovery. This man was a
Welsh priest called Geoffrey of Monmouth.! He must have
been a man of exceptional genius; for he was able to influence
the whole literature of Europe in after time up to the days of
Tennyson and beyond. He said that he had found a Welsh
history of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table;
and that he had translated it into Latin under the title of His-
toria Britonum.2 The other historians, greatly astonished,
asked him to show them the Welsh original, or at least to tell
them something definite about it. He never did either. Then
they said that he was a great liar. Perhaps he was a liar, but
only in the same way that Macpherson, the author of Ossian,
was a liar. The lie would have been in any case an innocent
one and Geoffrey, who afterwards became Bishop of St. Asaph,
must have been a wonderful poet by nature. I do not mean
that he wrote poetry but that he felt and saw things like a
great poet. Some years ago it was made clear that he got his
inspiration from the oid Welish book called the Mabinogion.
But whoever reads the Mabinogion will at once see that it con-
tains very little which Geoffrey could have drawn from—the
stories there are altogether different. Of course you will find
it said also that Geoffrey got something from two old Latin
writers, respectively called Nennius and Gildas. But literary
criticism shows us that he must have worked quite indepen-
dently of all these stories. The probable truth is that he got

1 Geoffrey of Mommouth (1100 ?-1154).
2 Historia Regum Britarnniaec.
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Welsh poets to tell him their legends (for he knew the Welsh
language very well) and that he re-wrote what they told him,
changing everything to suit the Norman feeling of the time.
Macpherson, in Johnson’s day, did very much the same thing.
And in both cases the success was enormous—not because of
the literary deceit practised, but because the men who practised
it were by temperament and fancy great poets. In spite of all
that the historians of the time could say in the way of protest,
Geoffrey’s book became immediately popular everywhere. The
exact date at which it appeared is not known. But it must
have been between the years 1130 and 1154 which was the year
of Geoffrey’s death. Two years later a translation of it had
been made into French verse by another Geoffrey — Geoffrey
Gaimar, whose work has been lost, but the great Anglo-Norman
production which it inspired was The Brut,! of a poet called
Wace of Guernsey,? who turned the whole thing into verse,
adding much to what Geoffrey had originally given. And then
there was a Welshman called Walter Mapes,? who obtained in
some unknown way and wrote down the legends of The Holy
Grail. (Grail is a corruption probably of the Latin word
cratera meaning a small cup.) By the work of Geoffrey, of
Wace and of Mapes, the whole Arthurian legend came into
existence. At first it existed only in Latin and in French; but
very soon it appeared in modern languages. One thing more
about Geoffrey. What he wrote about King Arthur was only
a part of his wonderful book. It was also he who first gave us
that story of King Lear, which inspired what is perhaps the
very greatest tragedy of Shakespeare, so that he must have
been a very wonderful person.

Before going any further I must say something about the
name ‘“Brut” which Wace first gave to his rendering of the
Arthurian legend, and which was afterwards adopted by the
English poets. Of course this word is only a shortened form
of “Brutus” in one sense. No doubt that was the meaning
first attached to it. The original histories of Britain were

1 Le roman de Brut.
2 Robert Wace (fl. 1170).
3 Walter Map or Mapes (fi 1200).
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mostly full of myths; and one of the myths was that the British
people, the original Celts, were all descended from a certain
Brutus. But, although the coincidence appears to explain a
great deal, it may have been only a coincidence. For in Welsh,
the word “Brut” means history or chronicle. So it is very
possible that some of the first writers of mythological British
history confused the Welsh words with the name of “ Brutus.”
Another influence, more important than Latin perhaps, was
the influence of French romances. After the Norman Conquest,
the taste for French romances was introduced into England
and there quickly extended. There were four great cycles of
romances in medieval Europe; and the Normans introduced
something of each cycle into England. But we shall have
more occasion to speak of this subject in the next division of
the lecture. At the present time I want to say only a final
word, by way of introduction to the subject of the revival of
English. English had slept for a hundred and fifty years also,
when it awoke again in the utterance of the great poet Lay-
amon. But it was not exactly the same English. We may say
that there were altogether three great periods of English. The
first was old Anglo-Saxon—and that lasted from the year 450
up to the time of the Conquest. For purposes of philologic
study the period has been divided into three sub-periods:—

1. Old Anglo-Saxon.
2. Anglo-Saxon.
3. Late Anglo-Saxon.

The English that appeared after the Conquest was a little
different from anything that had appeared before; and from
the time of Layamon really begins the period of Middle Eng-
lish. But for the sake of convenience the next period—from
1205 to 1400—may be divided into three divisions as follows:—

I. Old English, or Early Middle English.
II. Middle English Proper.
ITI. Late Middle English.

But you must remember that in all these statements of
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change, and statements of period, absolute exactness is quite
impossible. Remember that everything grows,—that we can-
not fix the exact moment of a budding or branching or ripen-
ing ;—that there can be really no precise dates, therefore, for
the ending of one kind of English and the beginning of an-
other. The dates are only approximations. In the same way
we can speak with approximate truth about the great hush of
English literature for 158 years after the Conquest. But there
was not really a dead silence, no more than there is absolute
silence anywhere in the life of nature. Some voices still sang.
But there are only one or two very short things of literary in-
terest belonging to the English utterance of the period. One
we may quote. It is not quite certain when it was written;
but the best authorities concur in attributing it to this time.
It is a poem about the grave and Longfellow has made the
best translation of it. It is worth quoting, not as grim poetry,
but as especially exhibiting the gloomy side of Anglo-Saxon
feeling.

THE GRAVE

For thee was a house built
Ere thou wast born,

For thee was a mould meant
Ere thou of mother camest.
But it is not made ready,
Nor its depth measured,
Nor is it seen

How long it shall be.

Now I bring thee

Where thou shalt be;

Now I shall measure thee,
And the mould afterwards.

Thy house is not
Highly timbered,
It is unhigh and low;
When thou art therein,
The heel-ways are low,
The side-ways unhigh.
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The roof is built

Thy breast full nigh,
So thou shalt in mould
Dwell full cold,

Dimly and dark.

Doorless is that house,
And dark it is within;
There thou art fast detained
And Death hath the key.
Loathsome is that earth-house,
And grim within to dwell,
There thou shalt dwell,
And worms shall devide thee.

Thus thou art laid,
And leavest thy friends;
Thou hast no friend,
Who will come to thee,
Who will ever see
How that house pleaseth thee;
Who will ever open
The door for thee,
And descend after thee;
For soon thou art loathsome
And hateful to see.

This is very horrible; but it is very powerful. And it is
very English. The translator has preserved something of the
alliteration, but you must remember that in the original the
alliteration was irreguiar. Of course each line in the transla-
tion represents but one half line of Anglo-Saxon metre. Still,
in some cases, this way of arranging the poem by half lines is
certainly advantageous.



THE FIRST PERIOD OF MIDDLE ENGLISH

THE NEW TONGUE

I HAVE told that when English really revived again it was
not the same English that it was before. The first great ex-
ample of Midland English of the early period is the Bruf! of
Layamon. This is a vast poem of 32,000 lines all written in
the old alliterated way —the same way as that poem on the
grave which I just quoted. Layamon was a priest. From the
French version of the Arthurian story, by Wace, he made his
English epic. But he did not merely paraphrase, or imitate.
He added a great deal; and he expanded a great deal; and there
can be no question at all but that he improved upon Wace.
In fact there was nothing better done on the subject of King
Arthur and his Knights after or before Layamon, until the days
of Malory ;—and Malory wrote in prose.

But Layamon’s English is not like the old Anglo-Saxon.
One can read it without very great difficulty. The grammar
has been changed very much under the influence, no doubt, of
Latin and French, and there are Latin and French words in it.
Not so many French words, however, as we should expect —
only 80 in 32,000 lines. I mean, of course, 80 different words,
each used repeatedly. But the change is evidently in progress;
—we feel that English is preparing to absorb a great deal of
French. The probable date of this poem, at least of the earlier
manuscript,—for there are two manuscripts—is 1205. Within
another 50 years the English language will have been both
Latinized and Frenchified; and 50 years is a very short time.
As I said before, dates must not be too implicitly trusted; but it
is customary to reckon the first period of Middle English from
the year 1205 to the year 1250 : that is to say, during the halif

1 Layamon’s Brut, or Chronicle of Britain c 1206, ¢ 1276.
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century that the English tongue was absorbing its rich store
of Latin and French words.

It is quite useless for the student to try to remember the
names of all the authors, and all the books produced during
any particular period of English literature. To do so during
the earlier period would be easy ; but as literature grows, the
task becomes much less easy. I do not say that it could not be
done; there are memories capable of miracles. But I mean to
say that even if you can do it, it can be of no use to you at
first. It is all important not to overload the memory with the
details at the beginning, but to make only a clear outline in
memory of the literary movement as represented by its most
important productions. Now during the period of which we
are speaking there were only about half a dozen books of such
importance that we need remembering them. Each of these
books can be identified with a distinct literary change or tend-
ency. Therefore try to remember them.

The next noteworthy book written after Layamon’s Brut
was called T'ze Ormulum?! or Book of Orm. Orm was probably
a monk, very much interested in popularizing church litera-
ture. In his time the service books used at church by the
people were in Latin. But all the people could not read Latin;
so he thought of turning the whole thing into English verse
for them. The Ormulum represents this effort. It contained
a metrical version of the church service for every day in the
year, together with a metrical commentary. It is not good
poetry; it is not interesting at all as literature, in regard to
sentiment or expression. But it is a very important book be-
cause of the fact that it shows a new attempt in poetry. The
writer must have felt that the language was changing to such
a degree that the old alliterative method was not suited to it.
He dropped alliteration altogether, and tried to make a kind of
unrhymed blank verse of the same length. He was not suc-
cessful, but he shows a new tendency. Therefore his books
represent a landmark in literature.

The next book of which the Latin Poema Morale is gener-

1 The Ormulum c 1200.
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ally rendered by Moral Ode! shows a very great advance upon
The Ormulum. Its authorship is not quite certain. Its subject
is the folly of youth as viewed by the experience of old age.
It is a little heavy, but not exactly dull. However, the im-
portant thing about the book has nothing to do with its subject
or its authorship; but only with the fact that it is written in
rhymed couplets. The lines are very long and clumsy—14 and
15 syllables; but here we have, for the first time, a really suc-
cessful attempt at the rhymed distitch. There are some rhymes
in Layanion as well as alliteration—but so little that it seems
to have got there almost by accident, like the chance rhyme in
a Japanese poem. The rhymed couplet may better be said to
date from the Moral Ode.

Very much more of a surprise does the next book offer us,
probably dated about 1210. This is a version in verse of the
Books of Genesis and Exodus — biblical paraphrases, but not
biblical paraphrases like those of Czedmon. Nothing could be
more difficult. These paraphrases are written in rhyme, but
with rhymes alternating most artistically; and the measure
and the form is the measure and the form of Scott’s Marmion
or Coleridge’s Christabel. Not quite so artistic indeed. But
here is the fact that English genius discovers the worth of this
kind of octosyllabic verse even before the English language
had taken a definite form. And for this reason no student
should forget the name of the book, the Moral Ode.

But everybody knows that the rhyme of 10 syllables is
particularly suited to English poetry, owing to the natural laws
of the language—just as the line of 12 syllables has proved to
be especially suited to the language of French poetry. But
the English did not discover the 10 syllable line for some time.
It first appears in a rhymed prayer to the Virgin Mary, called,
the Orison to the Virgin. This was a great discovery indeed,—
a splendid discovery. Nevertheless a long time elapsed before
English poets generally recognized the value of this form. Be-
fore they did that, they experimented with lines of almost every
length, but especially with lines of 14 or more syllables. It

1 A moral ode (Versions) a 1200, ¢ 1200, ¢ 1259, ¢ 1275,
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was not until several hundred years after that the value of the
iambic decasyliable became fully recognized. But you should
remember the Orison to the Virgin as representing the first at-
tempt at what we now call ‘“ heroics” in the English language.
Among the books of this first Middle English period there is
one which is not poetry as to form, but prose, and which never-
theless deserves our attention. It marks something altogether
new in English prose and altogether new in English literature.
It is a religious book. There are a few—only a few religious
books in the world, outside of the Scriptures and hymns—which
have been written with such sincerity of purpose and such ten-
derness of feeling that their emotional value must be recog-
nized even by people who do not believe in any religion at all.
Such a book is the famous Little Flowers of Saint Francis writ-
ten in the Italian Middle Ages; and such is the book of which
I am now going to speak, called the Rule for Anchoresses, or
in Midland English, the Ancren Riwle.! 1 think you know the
word ‘“ anchorite” as signifying a man-hermit ; the word “an-
choress” represents the feminine form of the term,—very rarely
used. There was, during the first half of the 13th century, a
community of religious women in England who were not nuns.
They had a kind of convent and devoted their lives to works
of benevolence and teaching; but they did not belong to any
religious order, nor did they practise asceticism. They wanted
a Rule of Life, nevertheless; and some priest or learned clerk
wrote one poem for them. This is an admirable book and
shows the author to have been far beyond his time in breadth
of mind and breadth of religion. He taught these ladies that
true religion does not consist in making one’s body suffer—not
in practising fasts and eschewing all comfort. On the con-
trary he declared that we should be glad for all the good things
which heaven has given us and should know how to enjoy them
without doing wrong. Also he speaks of outward forms of
worship as being merely of secondary importance. All true
religion, he says, must be of the heart, and if the heart be good
and pure, there is no reason for injuring or starving the body.

1 Ancren riwle a 1255.
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It is very surprising to find such a book as this written at such
a time; but what is more surprising is the wonderful warmth
and simplicity of its emotion. Take, for example, the follow-
ing little sentence from it describing the relation of the soul,
as he conceived it, to God; there is nothing of religious gloom
in this conception, but joy only :(—

The comfort is that our Lord, when he permits that we be
tempted, plays with us as the mother with her young darling:
she flies from it and hides herself and lets it sit alone and look
about anxiously, and cry, ‘Dame! Dame!’—and weep awhile,
and then she leaps forth laughing with outspread arms and em-
braces and kisses it and wipes its eyes. Just so the Lord some-
times leaves us alone, and withdraws his comforts and his sup-
port—so that we find no sweetness in anything we do well nor
any satisfaction of heart. And yet he loves us at the same time,
our dear Father.

This is both human and pretty—and quite outside of simile
—interests us as showing that the English mother of the Middle
Ages playing with the child was very much like the English
mother of to-day, and that again reminds us that the mother is
the same in all countries, and in all ages. This little bit of
mother love, which glows so in those quaint pages, is but one
gleam of thousands which illuminate the book. All of it is
written with a surprising tenderness and grace and sincerity;
and we cannot but feel some wonder at the fact when we re-
member how cruel an age it was. No doubt there never was
an age so cruel that plenty of human goodness could not be
found in it. This book should be remembered chiefly because
of its true place in emotional literature. It was too much in
advance of the time to have a direct influence on Middle Eng-
lish prose. But hundreds of years afterwards in the age of the
great preacher, that little book was found again and studied
again, and inspired some of the very best of English sermons.

The English language appears to have been greatly chang-
ed by the time that this book appeared. Now the French and
Latin words are very numerous, and we may turn to the next
period of Middle English.



THE SECOND PERIOD OF MIDDLE ENGLISH

THE second Middle English period—roughly dating from
the middle of the 13th century to something more than the
middle of the 14th, that is to say, from 1250 to about 1380—is
very confusing to study. If you look at the various histories
of English literature now accessible, you will find that none of
the historians agree with each other either as to dates of pro-
duction, literary values or literary characteristics. The chief
reason is that the study of this part of English literature is
comparatively recent. The Germans and the French antici-
pated English scholarship here; and the men of England who
made the study great are of our own time, still alive and work-
ing hard —men like Skeat and men like Sweet. In another
generation all the confusion will have become disentangled
and everything simplified, then you will find this period just as
easy to memorize as any other. But for the present I should
advise you to try to remember only a few great names and a
few large movements. In the last section of the lectures I
quoted to you the names of the poets that mark the advance in
the metrical development. In this section I shall speak only of —

1. Lyric poetry.

2. Metrical and alliterative romance.

3. The beginning of another change in the English lan-
guage as exemplified by the work of Langland and
Wyclif.

After that we come to Chaucer and then we come to the later
Middle English period.

In the previous section we did not say anything about
lyrical poetry—though lyrical poetry probably began to take
light again a little earlier than 1250. But for the sake of clear-
ness it is much better to begin at 1250 and to consider the
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lyrical renovation altogether. The very first of the nine pieces
quoted in the Oxford Anthology as belonging to this period is
emblematic in an interesting way. It is the song of Cuckoo—
therefore a song of spring, describing the budding of vegeta-
tion and the joy of animal life. And we might say that this is
indeed the cuckoo song of the English poetical renovation —
the first merry lyrical cry of this period of Middle English. For
in the first period what lyrical there may have been was not at
all of the same kind. Here is the Cuckoo Song; and as its date
is 1250, we may say that it is 650 years old—yet we can read it
very easily, in spite of the queer spelling : —

Sumer is icumen in,
Lhude sing cuccu!
Groweth sed, and bloweth med,
And springth the wude nu—
Sing cuccu!

Awe bleteth after lomb,
Lhouth after calve cu;

Bulluc sterteth, bucke verteth,
Murie sing cuccu!

Cuccu, cuccu, well singes thu, cuccu:
Ne swike thu naver nu;

Sing cuccu, nu, sing cuccuy,
Sing cuccu, sing cuccu, nu!

Here there is scarcely a word which we do not know, ex-
cept “verteth” about which the best authorities are still in
doubt. It probably refers to a change in the horns of the male
deer. ‘“Awe” is recognizably our modern “ewe,” a female
sheep. “Cu” is cow, pronounced just as the Scotch pronounce
it to-day. A pronunciation like that of Scotch appears also in
the syllable “nu” for now. “Swike” for staff is now literary
English; but the word still exists in dialect. However, I am
not attempting anything philological; and I have quoted this
only that you may notice how very readable this old English
has become since the time of the Conquest. We could not

have read a song of the time of Harold unless we had studied
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Anglo-Saxon. But this we can read just about as easily as we
can read a peasant ballad of to-day, which it resembles in form.

Several of the other eight lyrics of the period are religious
and have not much claim to attention except for the excellence
of their form. But there is one thing, a love song, certainly
not written later than the end of the century, called Alysoun
which is as pretty as anybody could wish, and of which the
form is startlingly modern. The date ordinarily accepted is
1300. It will not be necessary to quote it to you with the ex-
traordinary old spelling; for Ten Brink has given a modern
rendering so close to the original that it is almost a literal
translation. In the original form the only thing that might
puzzle an unaccustomed reader is the use of certain words
which look very much like German. For example: I is “ich’’;
and there is a German ending to many of the verbs. But see
how pretty it is, though 600 years old : —

Between soft March and April showers,
When sprays of bloom from branches spring,
And when the little bird 'mid flowers
Doth song of sweetness loudly sing :
To her with longing love I cling,
Of all the world the fairest thing,
Whose thrall I am, who bliss can bring,
And give to me life’s crown.
A gracious fate to me is sent;
Methinks it is by Heaven lent;
From women all, my heart is bent,
To light on Alysoun.

Her sheeny locks are fair to see,
Her lashes brown, her eyes of black;
With lovely mouth she smiles on me;
Her waist is slim, of lissom make.
Unless as mate she will me take,
To be her own, my heart will break ;
Longer to live I will forsake,
And dead I will fall down.
A gracious fate, etc.
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All for thy sake I restless turn,

And wakeful hours sigh through at night;
For thee, sweet lady, do I yearn;

My cheeks wax wan in woeful plight.

No man so wise that can aright

Her goodness tell, her beauty bright;

Her throat is than the swan’s more white,

The fairest maid in town.

A gracious fate, etc.

Weary as water in the weir,
With wooing I am spent and worn;
Lest any reave me, much I fear;
And leave me mateless and forlorn.
A sharp, short pain is better borne,
Than now and evermore to mourn.
My love, O fair one, do not scorn,
No longer on me frown!
A gracious fate to me is sent;
Methinks it is by Heaven lent;
From women all, my heart is bent,
To light on Alysoun.

Notice the variations in the metre, the totally new tricks
of line, the artistic use of a burden ; and last, but not least, the
passionate sincerity of the whole thing. It is very ordinary—
the theme: a mere declaration of love by one who threatens to
kill himself if this love be not returned. But it is in the utter-
ance of the very common things, that genius best shows itself;
and this man whose naine we do not know, was a genius. 1
suppose that you have seen modern poems very like this—that
the thought is not enough to impress you much. But remember
that it was written 600 years ago; and nothing at all like it
had been written in English before. Where, then, did the man
get his lyric form from — the form of this very complicated
stanza? He could not have invented it :—such things cannot
be invented by anybody—they must grow. I think we have
good reason to suppose on the authority of scholarly critics,
that the author of Alysoun must have been familiar with
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certain lyric forms of southern French poetry. There were not
then any other compositions of this kind which he could have
seen.

There are very few lyrics equal to Alysoun, but it is not
the only lyric that shows Provencal influence. There were also
some 9 or 10 battle songs of this period, written by Laurence
Minot! —you will find one or two quoted in the anthology —
which show also a study of southern French forms of verse.
That is the main thing to remember about the briefer lyrical
work of the time,—at least as to its place in English literature.
In this lyrical work we have proved that the mastery of form
is rapidly progressing.

Religious poetry has given a few things that require and
deserve attention for other reasons. This religious poetry of
which I speak, may be called lyrical; but it is not brief—the
shortest specimen being 500 lines long. Nobody knows who
wrote it. It includes three compositions? respectively entitled
Cleanness (Chastity), Patience (Endurance) and The Pearl. The
first-mentioned poem is a kind of poetical commentary upon
the virtue of sexual restraint in all ages; but it is not at all
fanatically religious. There is nothing puritanical about it;—
it is rather in the nature of a contrast between lawful love
and illegitimate love in the relation between men and women.
Even so severe a critic as Professor Saintsbury says of one part
of this poem that even the work of Milton on the same subject
in Paradise Lost is coarse and common-place beside it. Now
that is extraordinary praise for any poem of the Middle English
period. But the man who wrote Cleanness was a natural poet
and a man of very delicate genius. The poem of Patience is
rather in the nature of a homily, and every line begins with a
word ‘“patience.” All that we need say of it here is that it is
excellent verse with occasional flashes of admirable sentiment.
But the third of these poems is the masterpiece of this forgot-
ten author. It is the story of a father’s dream about his dead
child.

1 T.aurence Minot (1300 ?-1352).
2 Farly English alliterative poems wn the west-midland dialect. A. Pearl. B.
Cleanness. C. Patience. 13 .. (E.E.T.S. 1864-69).
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He called her the Pearl; and from this fact it is supposed
that her real name was Margaret. The name Margaret is
derived from a Persian word meaning ‘“pearl,” or ‘“child of
light.” You know that this name in its French form, Margue-
rite, was afterwards given to the daisy,—the ‘pearl flower ” :
and the author of the poem plays with the two meanings of
the name, as jewel and blossom. But itis a sad and tender play.
The father has lost his daughter—so he calls himself a jeweller
who has lost a matchless pearl. Long and vainly he looks for
it ;—he wanders to the place where he dropped it,—which we
must suppose to be the graveyard; and there he mourns with
exceeding grief. At last exhausted by sorrow he sleeps; and in
a dream there appears before him an exquisite girl, all radiant
like an angel of light, who wears on her bosom the identical
lost pearl. Then, in his dream, he calls out, ‘ Are you not my
pearl ?” — and she answers mystically and sweetly, that she
was, that she is not now, but that she will soon again be his
pearl. And she passes to a palace of light, across a river which
flows through his dream. Wishing to follow her he tries to
cross the river—and suddenly awakes. From this admirable
ending we may suppose that the river of the dream is the River
of Death. The whole poem is really beautiful, both as to form
and fancy. The form is worth talking about. All the poem
is both alliterative and rhymed ;—the two varieties of artistic
construction being admirably blended together. Moreover it
is all divided into regular stanzas, with a kind of modifiable
burden at the end of each stanza—varying very much in the
way that Rossetti modifies his refrains,—and this is quite a
new thing—the stanzas are also grouped into divisions, such
as we to-day call ‘“Cantos.” Therefore that poem marks a
great advance in metrical construction.

We need not say more about the lyrical poetry, but turn
to the subject of the great romances —which began, you re-
member, with the English work of Layamon. There are enough
Middle English romances to fill a large library. Although a
great number have been edited and published, a great many
more remain in manuscript. The enormity of the work can
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only be known by those scholars who have succeeded in the
tremendous work of reading them all through. I told you that
Layamon’s poem represents about 32,000 lines. Now to form
an idea of what a mass of verse the Middle English romances
represent you must imagine about 50 immense books, with
poems almost as long as the work of Layamon. The mere
sight of one of these books almost frightens a modern reader ;
and he cannot help marvelling how the people of the 13th and
14th century had patience to read so vast a composition. But
much of this romance is really good; and if it is not more ap-
preciated to-day, and more known than it used to be—that is
because very few of the texts have been republished in cheap
and convenient reading form. Moreover a number of them
ought to be translated into modern English in order to be fairly
judged. About twenty or twenty-five of these great romances
are in rhymed verse and about ten are in alliterative form. Be-
sides, there are a number in which both forms of poetry are
used.

A word here about this romance literature in general. Re-
member that it was being produced all through Europe at the
same time it was produced in England—in Iceland and Norway
and Denmark and Sweden—in Germany and France and Italy
and Spain. It is an enormous branch of the literature of the
Middle Ages. Nevertheless the most of it can be bulked into
four vast groups—or cycles, as scholars call them. The first
cycle includes all romances written about King Arthur and
his Round Table. The second includes all romances upon the
subject of Charlemagne and his Twelve Peers. The third cycle
includes all romances written about the Eastern legend of King
Alexander — Alexander the Great. (We may call this third
division the Oriental cycle.) And the fourth cycle embraces all
the romances on the subject of the story of the Siege of Troy.

Of these four cycles the cycle of the Arthurian legend is
the especially English cycle. Celtic in origin, and evolved into
literary form by Anglo-Norman genius, its importance to Eng-
lish literature is almost incalculable. We have already placed
the history of its beginning in England. Spreading through-
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out Europe—through France and Italy especially—it gave rise
to a vast number of romances, songs and lyrical effusions in
many languages. Coming back to England again, through
French channels,—it came back prodigiously enriched—to be
again and again translated, and to serve as a fountain of in-
spiration for the poets of succeeding ages.

The romance of Charlemagne probably arose in Northern
France. It gave birth to a great number of minor romances
attaching to Charlemagne as the central figure,—each of his
Twelve Peers being the hero of a separate romance. Of the
Charlemagne cycle, English literature has several fine examples
in alliterative verse and in rhymed verse as well. I need
scarcely say that Roland belongs to this cycle. However, the
story of Charlemagne is just as mythical, from a historic point
of view, as the story of King Arthur ;—for example, the Em-
peror is represented as undertaking a Crusade; and you know
that the Crusades were not of his time. In the same way,
the story of Arthur is full of anachronisms. The mediaeval
romances are all, in this respect, “ medley,”’—using the term as
Tennyson used it; and they are all the more interesting for
that very reason.

The romance of Alexander is, as I have said, probably
much coloured by Oriental influence. It belongs to a cycle
which we may call the Oriental cycle. But the history of it, so
far as is known, deserves especial consideration. You know
that in the train of the real Alexander, there was a Greek
philosopher and teacher, Callisthenes, —to whom Alexander
was, at one time, much attached. He accompanied the Greek
army upon all its expeditions. When Alexander began to adopt
Persian customs, Callisthenes boldly protested, although Alex-
ander was a very dangerous person to provoke. Still later,
when Alexander demanded that he should be worshipped as
a God, according to Eastern custom, Callisthenes again pro-
tested—declaring that such servile worship was unworthy of
Greek freedmen. And Alexander became so angry that he
caused the old man to be put to death. This Callisthenes wrote
a history of Alexander’s conquests; but the history has been
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lost. Well, in the decline of Greek literature, there suddenly
appeared a book, which pretended to be the very book that
Callisthenes had written. It is known to scholars as the
“ Pseudo-Callisthenes ’—or false Callisthenes. It is something
of a wild romance, though there is real history as well to be
found in it. It was translated into Latin, and this translation
became the foundation, in part, of the Alexander romance of
the Middle Ages, but not altogether. We have glimpses here
of another Alexander — unknown to European writers; the
fabulous and wonderful Iskandar of the Arabian story-teller.
For at some very early time the legend ot Alexander, spreading
through the Arabian world, had there given rise to a story
quite as marvellous as anything in The Thousand and One
Nights. Indeed, I must tell you that the Arabian traditions
speak of two Iskandars—one a pre-Adamite king and the other
the Greek conqueror of India. Somebody who learned—prob-
ably during the Crusades—the legend of Iskandar, brought it
to Europe; and there it became mixed up with the story of the
false Callisthenes and so gave to the Alexander cycle that very
strange colour which marks it as not of European fancy. As
for the story, it is only a long story of adventures, intrigues and
battles, ending with the poisoning of Alexander. The adven-
tures are of the particularly Oriental features. Here we have,
for the first time, the glorious story of the fountain of youth,
which has since inspired thousands of poets; and here we have
the story of a forest of trees whose flowers changed into beauti-
ful girls—“flower-women” they are called. The legend of the
“flower-women ” is certainly Indian in origin; and from India
the Arabs learned it. What is also probably Indian thought,
though it must have entered into the story through an Arabian
channel, is the legend of the desert haunted by monsters who
could separate the upper part of their bodies from the lower part.

The cycle of roimances relating to the siege of Troy was
based upon two volumes of Low-Latin literature—one of which
may have been written about the 3rd century and the other
about the 12th. So that all this cycle, like the Alexander cycle,
was founded upon a kind of literary forgery — somewhat re-
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sembling the literary forgery of Geoffrey of Monmouth with
his Welsh legends, or the literary forgeries of Macpherson in
the 18th century with the prose poems of Ossian. Apparently,
imaginative literature has much to be grateful for to falsifiers
of this description, who happened also to be men of genius.
For, in every case they helped to make some literary material
accessible to the minds of their age — material which would
not have been then prized in the original form. The Middle
Ages could not have appreciated the real poetry of Homer, the
Norman of Geoffrey’s time would not have cared for the original
Welsh poetry that Geoffrey loved ; and the literary taste of the
18th century would not have tolerated the real Gelic poetry
from which Macpherson drew his inspiration. Now, what
Homer could not have given to medizval imagination, two
Low-Latin writers could give; and they helped prodigiously in
the development of mediaval romance.

Their names (not their real names in all probability), were
Dares and Dictys,—very easy to remember. One wrote a book
which pretended to be an account of the Trojan War as written
by a man who had fought upon the Trojan side. And the other
wrote a book which pretended to be the work of a man who
had fought on the Greek side. Both writers had probably read
Virgil, and something of Homer; but their age was an age of
literary degeneration — so they thought themselves able to
tell the story of Troy over again better than it had been done
before. In England there was a period at which people did
exactly the same thing — the time of the Restoration, when
authors of small ability actually set to work to rewrite Shake-
speare’s plays, imagining that they could improve upon him.
But the indifferent work of Dares and Dictys really proved a
very great gift to the Middle Ages, before the studies of classic
Greek and classic Latin could have been fully revived. Out of
those two books were formed a host of romantic stories, which
inspired all Europe for generations. The best proof of their
value is that both Chaucer and Shakespeare drew from them.
Thus even the disintegration of great literature may help even-
tually towards the growth of a future new literature,—just as



THE SECOND PERIOD OF MIDDLE ENGLISH 71

the decomposition of old fallen trees and leaves helps to make
a rich soil out of which a new forest will rise.

There are two reasons for which it is not necessary to dwell
long here upon the character of English mediaval romances.
One is that nearly all—though not quite all—of the Middle
English romances were inspired by French models. They are
little more than translations. The other is that to do the sub-
ject any justice would require a special series of lectures; and
those lectures would have to be to some extent philological.
It is much more important, at this part of our study, that the
student should have a correct and generous idea about medi-
aval romances in general—and that we shall talk about pres-
ently. But something in regard to the English romances must
be learned. As I have said before there were at least thirty of
considerable importance in their way; and about twenty of
the thirty were written in rhymed verse. Among these are
such compositions as Sir Tristrem, King Horn, Havelok the
Dane, Arthur and Merlin, King Alisaunder, The Seven Sages,
Sir Beves of Hamtoun, Guy of Warwick, Sir Isumbras, Richard
Cceur de Lion, and a number of shorter productions, each em-
bracing the adventures of some one knight. Among the other
romances which are not in this kind of verse are such composi-
tions as Sir Gawayne and the Green Knight, T he Adventures of
Arthur, and the very curious Pistill (or Epistill) of Susan.

Now in the natural order of things, we might suppose that
alliterative romances would prove to be the oldest, because al-
literation was the primitive form of English composition. But
such is not the case; the alliterative romances are later than
the others;—and the reason is that in the latter part of the
14th century, and a little before it there was a strong reaction.
The English poets made a tremendous effort to restore the old
form of English poetry, in spite of French and Latin influence;
and for a time they succeeded. You can easily remember this
by recollecting that Langland wrote his Vision in alliterative,
not in rhymed, verse; and he was the last who did anything
great in this direction. After him came Chaucer; and Chaucer,
who did so much to fix the English language, also proved that
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there was nothing to be gained, but a great deal to be lost, by
keeping to alliteration. For alliteration is really much more
of a fetter upon expression than is rhyme. It is very much
easier to make two lines rhyme effectively, than it is to shape
them that there shall be in the first two identical sounds to cor-
respond with one in the second. It is almost three times more
difficult. And at last the English found this out and gave it up.

Now about the two classes of English romances, something
remains to be said concerning the value of ‘“the story.” Un-
less you are at some future time extraordinarily favoured by
circumstances as well as by inclination, you are not likely to
think of reading them all. There are really very few people in
the modern world who have read them all. The interest of
them to us should chiefly be an interest in reference to their
influence upon later literature. The first that I mentioned, Sir
Tristrem,! is worth remembering by name, for this is the 77is-
tram of Tennyson, the T7istram of Swinburne and of Matthew
Arnold — a mediseval romance of the Arthurian cycle which
has influenced literature in every country of Europe, and still
supplies inspiration to poets.

It is not so in the case of King Horn? and Havelok’—though
these were once very famous. But I may mention one thing,
namely, that the adventures of Havelok serving in a kitchen
for food and drink, may have supplied not a little of that
material so admirably used by Tennyson in his idyll of Gareth
and Lynnette. The Alexander Saga, if we may so call it, seems
to have died away from memory a long time ago. Perhaps
one reason is that the real Arabian stories helped to supplant
it when modern poets wanted to ransack mediaval romances
again for inspiration. Most of the others which I name to you
have also little or no relation to the book which we now read
—though William Morris used a few of them in making up his
Earthly Paradise. But there are some which outside of any
modern relation require mention for special reason. A student
should at least remember such a title as that of T/he Seven

1 Sir Tristrem c 1320 {ed. Sir W. Scett 1804, 18i1; S.T.S. 1886).

2 King Horn a 1300, 13 .. (in Ritson, Metrical romances II. 1802 ; E.E.T.S. i866).
3 The lay of Hawelok the Dane ¢ 1300 (E.E.T.S. 1868; Skeat 1902).
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Sages ;! because this romance is one of the earliest Oriental
romances in the English language. We have now most of its
history. It was first told in India where it figures in Sanscrit
literature, then it passed through Arabian and Syrian versions,
then into Low-Greek, then into Low-Latin, then into French,
and so through all the languages of Europe. The story of The
Seven Sages, even as to plan, immediately reveals its origin to
a modern reader. A young Prince, who is being educated by
seven wise men, has a wicked step-mother, who tries to ruin
him by falsely accusing him of attempted adultery. He is
brought up for trial, before the King his father. Then each of
his seven wise teachers tells a story to the King, in which story
there is contained some warning about the danger of trusting
to unsupported ill-report. Everytime one of the teachers tells
such a story, the wicked Queen answers it by another story,
illustrating the ingratitude and treachery cf which bad sons
are capable. Finally the Prince tells a story; the evidence
clears him from the charge and the Queen is sentenced to be
burned alive. It makes no difference that the story is laid in
Rome; it was first laid in India; and in Turkey it was laid in
the Persian capital. The Turkish version, probably from the
Arabic originally, has been lately translated and it is remark-
ably close to the English narrative.

The romance of King Richard of the Lion Heart? on the
other hand, is particularly English, deriving very little from
other sources; and it is considered to be the very best of all the
“fighting romances.” Of course the subject is a splendid one
—since the life of Richard I. was really the most romantic life
possible to imagine. But the poet certainly made the most of
his grand subject and he has furnished material to numbers of
novelists and poets of modern times. The first to call attention
to the excellence of this old romance in modern times was Sir
W alter Scott ;—he obtained from it much of the material used
in his Talisman—which I have always thought to be the very
best of his romances. In that book Scott gave a number of

1 The seven sages. The proces of the seuyn sages 13 .. (Weber, Metrical romances

1I1. 1810).
2 Richard Coeur de lion 13 . . (Weber, Metrical romances II. 1810).
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quotations from the original poem. It is scarcely worth while
to say that romances like those of Si7 Percevall inspired much
of Tennyson’s work. I believe that I did not mention the title,
Amis and Amiloun? (the English form of a better known
French title Amis et Amile—which again is but another ren-
dering of the Latin title Amicus et Amelius.) But this, which
is perhaps, as a mere story, the most beautiful romance of the
Middle Ages, does not appear to the best advantage in its Eng-
lish dress; and I want to make it the subject of a separate
lecture at some other time.? The English poem did not have
any particular influence upon native literature; the foreign
versions have had considerably more.

Turning now to that class of romances composed in alliter-
ative metre, there is something also to be said about the value
of the story in them. The best of all is Sir Gawayne and the
Green Knight.* You are familiar with the name of Gawayne
from reading Tennyson; but Tennyson otherwise has nothing
to do with the story of the romance in question — and it is
rather a pity, for he might have made a magnificent modern
idyll out of it. Perhaps the length of the story discouraged
him. But it can be told very briefly in prose, and it is worth
remembering. One day there rode into the great hall of King
Arthur, a knight of gigantic stature, dressed all in green, and
wearing no armour. And he cried out with a loud voice:—
“Is there any one here brave enough to give me one blow, on
condition that I shall afterwards give him another? I shall be
willing to wait for one whole year before returning the blow.”
Everybody is stricken except King Arthur and Gawayne—not
because of the apparent strength of the Green Knight, but be-
cause there is something uncanny about him. But at last,
Gawayne, by permission of the King, cuts off the Green Knight’s
head with a single blow. The Green Knight quietly picks up
his own head, and puts it on again, and says to Gawayne —

1 The romance of Sir Perceval of Galles a 1400 (Thornton romance, Camden Soc.

2 Amis and Amiloun ¢ 1330 (Weber 1810; Kolbing 1884). [1844).

8 See On Art, Literature and Philosophy, Ch. xxx. * The Most Beautiful Romance
of the Middle Ages.”

4 Sir Gawayne and the green knight, an alliterative romance-poem 13 .. (E.E.
T.S. 1864, 1869).
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“That was a good blow: now you must come to me next year,
and I shall return your courtesy.” Then indeed everybody is
frightened ; for they see that the whole thing is a goblin trick,
by which one of Arthur’s knights is doomed to perish. How-
ever, the next year Gawayne bravely goes to the place ap-
pointed, and finds the Green Knight living in a splendid castle,
and served by a remarkably beautiful wife. And the Knight
says to Gawayne—‘ There is no hurry about the matter of the
blow—we can settle that later on. For the present let us eat,
drink, hunt and be merry.” Gawayne is very handsomely
treated. Next day the Green Knight makes this agreement
with him: “I am going to hunt, but I like to hunt alone. If
you wish to hunt, my horses will be at your service. But I
want you to agree that whatever you catch or find that is good
the half of it shall be given to me;—I, on the other hand, will
give you half of anything good that I obtain.” Then the Knight
goes hunting; but Gawayne stays in the castle;—and the beau-
tiful wife comes to him and makes love to him, quite shame-
lessly. But Gawayne is a virtuous knight; and he only allows
her to kiss him once, being, as a gentleman, obliged to return
the kiss. Presently the Green Knight comes back with plenty of
game; he gives half to Gawayne, and asks him, ‘** What have you
to give me to-day ?”’ Gawayne says, ‘“Only this,” and kisses
him. The Green Knight returns the kiss and makes no remark.

Next day the same thing occurs; and the wife tempts
Gawayne more than before. But he yields only so far that he
has to give the Green Knight two Kkisses in the evening. Still
the Green Knight does not seem to suspect anything.

The third day comes, and Gawayne is so much tempted by
the wife, that he is almost on the point of losing his own honour.
But, by a desperate effort he restrains himself; then the woman
says: ‘““Tomorrow my husband is going to give you the blow,
and I am very much afraid that he will cut you in two. But
because I love you very greatly, I am going to give you a
magical girdle, which will keep you from being hurt. Let me
put it round you.” Gawayne ought not to have allowed her
to put the girdle around him,—but he was really anxious not
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to die. So he let her do as she proposed. When the Green
Knight came home, Gawayne truthfully gave him three kisses;
but, untruthfully, he did not give him the girdle—or at least
half of it—according to the agreement.

And in the morning he has to go out to receive his blow.
The Knight lifts up his sword to strike; and Gawayne winks
and shrinks. ‘“Ha! Are you a coward?” asks the Green Knight.
“I was,” answered Gawayne, ‘“for a moment, but the fear is
gone.” “Very well,” the Knight answers, and brings his sword
on Gawayne’s neck. Blood follows, but the wound is slight.
“Now,” the Green Knight says, ‘“your trial is over. I could
not have wounded you at all but for the fact that you told me
one lie. I ordered my wife to tempt you, and you proved your-
self a man of honour in regard to her. But you allowed your-
self for a little time to be afraid of death—and that fear made
you conceal the girdle and made you tell me a lie. Neverthe-
less, I see that you are a good man! Let us be friends!” So
ends the story which, in the romance, is very beautifully told.

Perhaps this is the best of the romances for which a really
English origin can be claimed. It belongs, of course, to the
Arthurian cycle; and there are two other alliterative romances
belonging to the same cycle which must be mentioned. 7 ke
Adventures of Arthur! (commonly spelled Awniyrs) and the
Morte Arthure? These are in part derived from French origi-
nals—but only in part; the English poets adding much new
matter. Both of these were used by Tennyson, as well as by
many others before him. Slight mention only need be made
of the great poem, entitled 7he Destruction of Troy3-——a poem
no less than 15,000 lines long. As I told you before, the mate-
rial for this Trojan story was not derived directly from Homer,
but from writers who belonged to the age of the decline of
Greek literature. You need remember the title only in con-
nection with the fact that this great alliterative poem chiefly
represents the Trojan cycle in English romantic literature.

1 Arthur? a 1400 (E,E.T.S. 1864).
2 Morte Arthure, or the death of Arthur? a 1400 (E.E.T.S. 1865, revised 1871).

8 The gest hystoriale of the destruction of Troy: an alliterat’ve romance trans-
lated from Guido de Colonna’s Hystoria Troitana ¢ 1400 (E E.T.S. 1869-74).
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Now we come to some romances of the same group, which
do not belong to any cycle at all, but are interesting in another
way. One of these is called William and the Werwolf 1 —a
story represented also in the romantic literature of many other
nations. It appears to have come to England through a French
channel ; but it can be traced to an Italian authorship. The
story is too complicated for repetition here; and it does not con-
tain, as the story of the Green Knight does, some startling moral
which would make it worth telling in the class. It is simply
a story of wonderful adventures, many of which are magical.
But the strangeness of the subject deserves some consideration.
Perhaps you do not know what a werwolf is. The superstition
of the werwolf was one of the most horrible beliefs current
in the Middle Ages. It was then supposed that a man might
have the power to change himself into, or the misfortune to be
changed into, a wolf, in which shape he was obliged to devour
other human beings. Generally speaking, the werwolf was a
werwolf only by night;—in the day-time he was a man like
other men, and engaged in ordinary occupations. The only
way to find out whether a man was a werwolf or not was to
skin him alive; then, if he were a werwolf, it would be found
that his skin was really a wolfskin with the hair turned inside
instead of outside. And so firmly at one time was this meta-
morphosis believed in, that many persons were burned alive or
skinned alive, on suspicion of being werwolves. Now in the
romance of which we are speaking, the poet imagines a new
kind of werwolf,—a good werwolf, who in his animal shape,
only endeavours to help the right and punish the wrong. This
werwolf became a werwolf only through the jealousy and hatred
of a wicked step-mother. After many terrible adventures, he
recovers human form. It was only in the Middle Ages that
such a romance could have been conceived—at least in Europe.

The other alliterative romance that I mentioned was T /e
Pistill (or Epistill) of Susan.2 The title might startle some of

1 The romance of William of Palerne : otherwise knmown as the romance of Wal-
liam and the Werwolf ¢ 1350 (Rox. Club 1832; E E.T.S. 1867, 1881).

2 The Pistill of Susan a 1400 (in D. Laing, Select remains of the ancient popular
poetry of Scotland, 1822; Scott. allit. poems, S.T.S. 1897).
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you, who remember that in the time when that romance was
written, no such thing as a pistol had yet been invented, and
the only other signification possible at first sight to attach to
the queerly spelled name is “ pistil ’—the scientific name for a
portion of a flower, and equally unknown in those days. But
this title is really only a corruption of the words “The Epistle
of Susanna.” Here we have a romance written from a Bible
story, or rather from a Bible text which once formed part of
the English church-service. The story is in a part of The
Book of Daniel which in modern times has been declared apoc-
ryphal, and therefore left out of the modern versions of the
Bible. For that reason, it may be unfamiliar to some of you;
and I may tell it. There was a beautiful married woman called
Susanna, who one day went to take a bath in her own garden.
While she was bathing, two wicked old men made their way to
her by stealth and impudently told her that if she would not
satisfy their wishes they would accuse her of adultery. She
was not afraid, but loudly cried out for help; and when help
came those two old rascals said that they had really only been
trying to prevent wrong,—that they had seen her with a young
man under a tree and had interrupted the converse of the two,
and that Susanna had falsely accused them out of revenge.
Now those old men were very respectable persons in the city—
men of great power and authority; and what they said weighed
much more in public opinion than what Susanna said. She
was therefore charged with adultery and seemed about to be
condemned, when a young man named Daniel unexpectedly
assumed her defence. He was given the right to cross-question
the two old men; and he separated them so that one could not
hear what the other said. And to the first he said, “ Under
what kind of tree was it that you saw Susanna and the young
man?”’ And the first old man said, under such a kind of tree.
But the other old man answered, under another kind of tree.
Thus they were both proved to be liars and Susanna was
honourably freed from the charge against her. The story is
told in the Bible merely to illustrate the wisdom of Daniel,
who afterwards became a famous prophet. Now the English
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romancer took this old story and made a really very powerful
poem with it. He does not in this poem paraphrase the Bible
story ; — he does much more than that. He represents with
great pathos and vividness what would be the natural emotions
and fear of a good woman falsely accused of such a crime.
And in doing this he has beautifully drawn the character of a
good English woman of his own time and of a good English hus-
band. It is chiefly as a fine study of true character that this
romance takes a high place. Some good judges think that it
was written by the same person who wrote the romance of the
Green Knight and whose name may have been Huchoun! (which
would be spelled to-day Hutcheon), but this is not at all certain.

You might ask whether there were no prose romances.
Not exactly. English prose was very slow indeed in develop-
ment after the Conquest; and a few books that represent it
before the time of Chaucer, we shall speak of later on in a
separate section. The art of writing romances in prose had
yet been really developed nowhere but in Iceland where the
English poetry revived. However, there grew up collections of
short stories, both in verse and prose, which we must mention
here, because it all represents so much romantic material. It
is not necessary to say much about the short stories in verse;
and the short stories in prose were in Latin. But notwith-
standing this last fact, there is one collection of stories, made
in England—probably about the time of Edward I.—which had
an immense effect upon subsequent literature, even up to our
own time ;—the poet Rossetti, and the poet Swinburne, having
both drawn upon it. This is the wonderful Gesta Romanorum?
—which title might be rendered as “The Great Deeds of the
Romans.” However, that is not the meaning which the writer
probably intended. The word “gesta,” though originally signi-
fying something very like the Japanese word Shiwaza, was so
often given by professional minstrels as a title to their romances,
that it eventually came to signify rather ‘“romantic history.”
The French word ‘““geste,” you know, meant this in the Middle

Y Huchoun or Huchown (fl. 14th cent.).
2 The Gesta Romanorum c 1400 (Roxb. Club 1838; E.E.T.S. 1879).
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Ages. So we might better translate the name of this work as
meaning ‘““ Wonderful Stories about the Romans.”

It is now translated into every Western language; and it
will always be found good reading. Really it has nothing to
do with the Romans, any more than with theman in the moon.
Indeed it is very much more nearly related to the latter than
to the former. The collection began in this way;—at a very
early time in the history of the Church, clever preachers found
out that the best way to interest their audience was to tell
them good stories. Buddhist priests in Eastern countries had
found out the very same thing thousands of years before; and
in East and West, the preaching was managed in the same
way,—the preachers always keeping in view the necessity of
being interesting. In order to get stories, however, the West-
ern monks and priests did not have so rich a literature of fic-
tion to draw from as the Indian preachers had. There were
no great collections of magical romances in Greek or Latin
literature, such as existed in Sanscrit literature, and even the
best of the Greek stories were not then accessible to Western
learning. So the monks did the best they could, inventing a
great deal, and borrowing right and left whatever material
they could find. They read all the Latin histories obtainable,
and the Latin chronicles of kings and dukes and barons, and
also of councils. They searched also through the whole liter-
ature of hagiography, and the writings of the fathers of the
Church. And out of all that they composed an extraordinary
mass of fabulous stories—every story being so coimposed as
to convey a mystical or didactic meaning. A general fact of
their policy of authorship is worth mentioning especially. To
the early Christian Church the Gods of the Greeks and Romans
were not any time mere images of stone or wood or brass.
Christianity never denied in those times the reality of the
Heathen Gods. Quite the contrary. It taught that those Gods
really existed; but that they were devils, wicked spirits—not
beneficient divinities. And that accounts for the extraordinary
hatred that the monks showed to the remains of Greek and
Roman art—brutally destroying priceless statues, and casting
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into the fire inestimable treasures of literature. The monks
really thought that the statues broken or the books burned
represented something supernaturally dangerous, magical and
malevolent. And the authors of The Gesta Romanorum wrote
their wonderful book according to this belief. There are plenty
of extraordinary stories about devils and evil spirits; and many
of those evil spirits have the names of Greek and Roman Gods,
especially Roman. By transforming all classical mythology
into demonology, the monks obtained a rich fund of imagina-
tive materials to work on. And they worked really well. Of
course many hundreds of writers may have helped to make the
book. There is a great difference in method. Some stories
are very horrible and horribly told, some are very tender and
beautiful—as you may infer from the fact that Rossetti got the
tale of his Stajf and Scrip out of this work.

So much for The Gesta Romanorum which I hope you will
try to read some day, as it is almost a necessary part of every
student’s reading. But I mention also another kind of work in
the same direction that was done by the monks—or at least
begun by them. In collecting materials of a romantic character
for their sermons, they also found a variety of little fables or
stories which could be used in another way—for popular teach-
ing outside of the Church. With these little stories or fables
they made verses, embodying some moral truths, which verses
were to be learned by heart. For example, they would take a
Latin fable or a Greek fable and turn it into a material allegory.
For this object they especially preferred fables or stories about
animals. And in this way, what is called the Bestiary in Eng-
lish, and the Physiologus in Latin, came into Western litera-
ture. The Bestiary! was a book of beast-fables, or stories about
beasts—every animal mentioned being an emblem of something
moral or divine. For example, the panther (then supposed to
be a very gentle and fragrant creature) signified Christ; the
whale signified Hell; the fabulous phcenix also sometimes sig-
nified Christ, at other times the doctrine of the resurrection.
This work began very early; and we have fragments of it even

1 Bestiary ¢ 1220 (in O.E. Misc., E.E.T.S. 1872).
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in Anglo-Saxon literature, long before the Conquest. With the
revival of English it came into general favour again; and a
number of Bestiaries were produced. We shall have to refer
again to the Beast-Fable,—for it leads up to the subject of that
greatest of all Beast-Fables, the mediaeval story of Reynard
the Fox.

It is here that something general must be said about the
immense value of the literature of mediseval romance.

In order to imagine what mediseval literature meant to
modern literature, —not only in England, but all through
Europe—it is well to remember that the old Greek and Roman
literature had very little of what we would call romance. In
this respect classic literature in Europe was probably much
poorer even than old Egyptian literature, or old Assyrian liter-
ature,—not to speak of the highly romantic literature of India
and the farther East. Of course, much Greek and Roman liter-
ature has been lost; and we do not know everything that was
written. But from the artistic principles which govern classic
literature, we may be tolerably sure that romance had not yet
been developed among classic peoples in the really classic age.
You have heard of “early Greek novels’; but these really were
not early novels at all—they appeared only in the time of the
decline of Greek literature and then very sparingly. You have
heard of The Romance of the Golden Ass and books of that sort,
but such literature was developed only in the time when the
Roman Empire was decaying and the language becoming cor-
rupt. Notwithstanding exceptions, we may generally say that,
in Europe, romantic literature was not a product of the classic
ages at all. And yet the material existed for it. But great
subjects usually took the form of drama or of epic in ancient
poetry; and such branches of literature were regulated by
severe conservatism. I am not learned enough even to try to
explain why this was the case; but one thing is certain—that
the thoughts of men during the classic ages were quite different
from the thoughts of men in after ages. There was no real
freedom in the lives of the old Greeks and of the old Romans;
—the action of every individual was regulated by custom which
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it was impossible to break ;—the society was everything, the
personality nothing. Now romantic literature really requires
imaginative freedom of the most extended kind; and in any
community where persons were not free to act or to think,
romantic literature could scarcely have been evolved by any
natural process.

Of course we know that in the Middle Ages also there was
little or no religious freedom. But religious freedom and per-
sonal freedom had then become entirely different things. In
the Middle Ages you would have been burned alive for publicly
denying a doctrine of the Church; but the Church did not pre-
tend to tell you how you should eat or drink or marry or travel
or tell story, or fight or make friends. Except as to the matter
of faith people had as much freedom as the feudal condition
allowed of—and that was considerable. But the Greek or the
Roman of early time had no such freedom. He could not go
where he pleased, or choose a wife where he pleased, or embark
in any business that he pleased, or act in any way outside of
social convention. So, even to leave one’s own city was to
leave behind one all rights of citizenship, and all claim to kindly
treatment. Entering a foreign land you were a person to be
regarded with suspicion; and you could not move hand or foot
without permission.

So that really the Middle Ages, ignorant as they were, and
cruel as they were, and barbarous as they were in many ways,
allowed greater freedom to human action and to human im-
agination. It was a kind of barbarian liberty — this liberty
gained from the rude conquerors of the North. But it was a
great assistance to the evolution of European literature. Men
were still much too ignorant then to do any literary work com-
parable to the literary work of the Greeks—indeed we are not
yet able to equal them. But men could attempt literary work
in an entirely different way from the Greeks, with great liberty
to imagine and to play with facts; and the result was the pro-
duction of romance.

Now all the work of the Middle Ages in literature was a
kind of gathering and storing up of romantic material for future
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literary use. Out of the wild imaginations of the time were
developed beauties of fancy and feeling never before known in
Europe. Remember that the work was not well done. It could
not have been well done ;—all the European languages were
still imperfect and the new European nations much too igno-
rant. But in their imperfect work there was the richest of ores
from which the purest of literary gold could afterwards be ex-
tracted. And there were two veins of a specially rich material
in the mass. One represents the sense of the supernatural ; the
other that of tenderness. In regard to both, we may say that
they were of an entirely novel sort. There was great faith in
the Greek and Roman time; but it was not at all of the same
kind—the kind that created the sense of awe. And there was
tenderness in the literature of the Greeks as well as passion,
but it was not, and could not have been, of the same sort as the
tenderness of the mediaeval feeling, which regarded love in a
totally different way.

And that is why, at every period in English literature,
when men’s imagination became barren, and when literature,
in all its branches, began to grow dry and hard and threatened
to crystallize into unchangeable shape, writers went back to
the literature of the Middle Ages for new inspiration. In re-
cent centuries the reaction showed itself first about the age of
Dr. Johnson. The so-called romantic revival which then began
was but one of theseveral to follow. The work of Wordsworth
and his school and of Coleridge and even of Keats, represent
another phase of the revival. Lastly the Pre-Raphaelites, with
Rossetti and others, revived the spirit of the Middle Ages as it
had never been revived before. Every time that learning goes
back to that magical well of the Middle Ages, literature obtains
strange refreshment—as if from the elixir of life. And to-day,
when the English poets have almost ceased to sing,—and when
English fiction is showing every sign of exhaustion,—it is a
significant fact that the old romances are being reprinted, re-
edited, and re-studied as they never were before. Even now,
inspiration is being thus sought for; and very possibly it will
be found.
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So, that is the way, I imagine, in which we ought to think
about mediaeval romances. To admire them in themselves, in
their original and wearisome form, is very hard indeed. It re-
quires much patience and considerable scholarship. But when
the patience and the scholarship analyses the mass of that old
work and separates the gold from the rubbish, the result is
always extraordinary. All the English poetry and the French
poetry and the German poetry of the last one hundred years
has been vitalized and changed by those very great influences
which we were formerly taught to despise as the superstitions
of an age of ignorance. The meaning of the romantic revival
in every European country is the same. And almost certainly
another revival will come, drawing its life from the very same
sources.
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THE FIXATION OF STANDARD ENGLISH, COM-
MONLY CALLED THE KING’S ENGLISH

Now these romances about which we have been talking,
whether in rhyme or in alliterative verse, were not written ac-
cording to any generally established form of English. They
were written in different dialects— some in northern dialect,
some in southern dialect, some in the dialect of the middle pro-
vinces. Gradually there grew up a struggle between these dif-
ferent dialects for the mastery;—and the strongest and richest
dialect won. This was the Midland dialect. You must under-
stand that three dialects even to this day exist in England —
not to mention sub-dialects which exist in almost every shire,
One of these three is the northern — represented in modern
times by the language of Burns and commonly called Lowland
Scotch. But the term Lowland Scotch is not good—because
the dialect extends further south into Yorkshire, and becomes,
in a modified form, the dialect of Tennyson’s Northern Fariner.
And there is a southern dialect too —weakly represented by
some modern volumes of poetry written in it. But this south-
ern dialect is so unimportant to literature that we need speak
only of the two great divisions of English, Northern or Scotch
and the King’s English. Why the King’s English? Simply be-
cause it was a form of English adopted at the King’s court as a
standard during the 14th century. Why was it adopted in pre-
ference to others? Why did it win? Because it was richer and
stronger ; it had absorbed a greater number of Latin and French
words than the other dialect; and it had kept most of the strong
Danish and Scandinavian words. So people found that they
could write better prose and better poetry in Midland than in
Northern English and that it was better adapted for school use.

86
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Until 1362 English had not been taught in the schools so much
as French; but after that English again became not only the
language of instruction but the language in which ordinary
cases might be tried in courts.

Now a few years ago philologists tried to insist upon a
division of Midland dialect into East Midland and West Mid-
land ; but it seems that they must give up this division. There
were differences, of course, between the speech of the Western
and of the Eastern countries; but these differences have not
proved to be so fundamental as could justify the establishment
of separate dialects. They are only differences of sub-dialects;
and the student will do well to pay no attention to them except
so far as philology may be concerned. It used to be said that
Wyclif and Langland wrote in West Midland and Chaucer in
East Midland. But it will be quite sufficient for you to accept
the simple fact that all of them wrote in Midland dialect and
that dialect became the King’s English.

There are a few names now to be memorized—the names
of the men who really fixed the standard of Middle English,
who laid the foundations of modern English. These were
Chaucer, Gower, Langland, Wyclif and the quaint and de-
lightful “Sir John Mandeville.” Try to remember these five
names and something of the work of each man. Three were
poets; two were prose writers. And the prose writers are now
for the first time quite as important as the poets—indeed even
more so. For no writing influenced the English language so
much as the Bible and Wyclif’s translation of the Bible into
Middle English had an immense influence upon the speech of
the people. For thisreason he is more important in the history
of English literature even than Chaucer; and I shall begin with
some remarks about his work.

Wyclif ! was an Oxford student, who by reason of his great
talents in the direction of logic and philosophy rose to high
honour in Balliol College and eventually became Master or
Director of that College. A trying time in politics gave him
occasion to display his power upon a larger stage. The Pope

i John Wyclif (1324-1384).
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had demanded tribute from the English Government; — and
Parliament refused the tribute, and looked about for some
scholar to represent its views in the controversy impending.
Wyclif was the man thought to be the best man in the Uni-
versity for that purpose; and he represented the Government
so well, that he covered himself and his University with honour.
But Wyclif came for honour only as a means of helping himself
to speak more powerfully at a later day against the Church of
Rome for other than political reasons. He was a great and
very daring Protestant. You must remember that this was
long before Luther’s time,—that it was a time when the re-
ligion of England was still Roman Catholic, and when a man
ran the risk of being burned alive for publicly denying any
doctrine of the Church. Now everything that Luther after-
wards did in Germany, Wyclif did long before him in England.
Like Luther he publicly attacked the sale of indulgences and
the corruption of the religious orders;—like Luther he denied
the doctrine of transubstantiation, and he denied also the right
of the Pope to exercise temporal power. If they could have
got him to Rome, they would have burned him. But in Eng-
land he was protected by a powerful party of Nobles, headed
by John of Gaunt. Probably this was not because John of
Gaunt and his followers had not any great religious feeling on
the subject: the hatred of the English nobility for the Church
in that time was not a hatred of conviction but of politics.
They wanted to push the religious orders out of the country
and to seize upon their wealth. And Wyclif therefore seemed
to them an instrument to be used and to be protected. But at
last the opposition to Wyclif became too strong even for the
nobility. After a long and glorious fight—for you must re-
member that he was a purely sincere man—he was forced out
of the University and obliged to retire into private life. But he
was not further annoyed. He was only checked in his purpose
of religious reform. He had been born about 200 years too
soon. What he wanted to do could not have been done until
the time of Henry VIII, and even then it required all the ob-
stinacy and force of the most obstinate and the most forceful
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of English Kings to do it. So much for Wyclif’s life: now
about his work in literature.

We need speak here only of his translation of the Bible! —
not from the Hebrew, but from the Latin. It appeared about
1380, and immediately began to influence the English language
all over the country. Of course a perfect translation of the
original text could not have been made in those days;—the
translation containing many obvious errors just as the original
Latin does, the Vulgate Version. But the Vulgate Version
from a literary point of view is a grand work—full of sono-
rous words; and Wyclif made an admirable literary rendering.
Nothing is more interesting for a person who loves quaint lan-
guage than to read some of the more poetical parts of the Bible
in Wyclif’s version and to compare them with the modern text.
I shall give you a short extract from the description of a horse

in T he Book of Job (xxxiX).

WrycLIF

Whether thou schalt |
gyue strengthe to an |
hors, ether schal gyue |

WYCLIF (modernized)

Whether thou shalt :
: horse strength? hast
: thou clothed his neck

give strength to an
horse, either shall give

KinGg JaAMES' VERSION

Hast thou given the

neiyng aboute his | neiyng about his neck ? with thunder? Canst
necke? Whether thou;? Whether thou shalt thou make him afraid
schalt reyse hym as§ raise him as locusts? : as a grasshopper? the
locustis? The glorief The glory of his nos- gglory of his nostrils is
of hise nosethirlis és| trils is dreadful. He :terrible. He paweth
drede. He diggith diggeth earth with the in the valley, and re-

erthe with the foot, he

arowe-caas schal sowne

on hym; a spere and |
scheeld schal florische. |
He is hoot, and gnas- !

. foot, he fully joyeth
fulli ioieth booldli; he |
goith agens armed men. |
He dispisith ferdful- |
nesse, and he gyuethi
not stide to swerd. An |
: shall sound upon him;
a spear and shield shall :
flourish. Heis hot, and :
' the shield. He swal-

boldly; he goeth against
armed men.
spiseth fearfulness, and
he giveth not stide to
sword. An arrow-case

gnasheth and swal-

! joiceth in his strength:
he goeth on to meet
He de- Ethe armed men.
mocketh at fear, and is
' not affrighted; neither
Eturneth he back from

: the sword. The quiver

He

rattleth against him,
the glittering spear and

1 The Holy Bible, made from the Latin Vulgate by John Wyclif and his followers
1382, 1388 (ed. J. Forshall and Sir F. Madden 1850).
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tith, and swolewith the |
erthe; and he arettith |
not that the crie of§
the trumpe sowneth.
Whanne he herith a|
clarioun, he seith, Joie!
| leth battle afar, — the
exciting of dukes, and

he smellith batel afer;
the excityng of duykis,
and the gellyng of the

loweth the ground;
and he aretteth not that

the cry of the trump

soundeth. When he
heareth a clarion, he
saieth, Joy! He smel-
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: loweth the ground with
| fierceness and rage:

neither believeth he

“that i¢ is the sound of
' the trumpet.
'among the trumpets,
Ha, ha; and he smelleth
 the battle afar off, the

He saith

the yelling of the host. | thunder of the captains,

oost. ‘ and the shouting.

How much finer, you may say, is the King James’ Version
than Wyclif’'s! Yes,—but it took the united labour of hun-
dreds of scholars working through hundreds of years, always
improving, always bettering, to make the English of the mod-
ern version; and Wyclif was the pioneer. The interesting
thing is that we can read him even now with pleasure and find
beauty in his language. Of course he could not give us a line
so splendid as that famous phrase about ‘“the thunder of the
captains, and the shouting.” But after all what a very vivid
picture is brought before us by his equivalent part;—*‘the ex-
citing of the dukes, and the yelling of the host.” Here you
have the difference between the idea of battle formed by a man
of the 14th century and the idea of a man about battle many
hundreds of years later. Each tries to render a foreign text by
a familiar image, by a picture;—and if the modern is so very
much stronger, so also is the modern experience.

Langland,! like Wyclif, was a reformer. We do not know
much about him. All that has been written about his life in
literary fragments and histories of literature has been proved
to be untrustworthy. We do not even know whether his first
name was William, or something else. The best study about
his work has been made by a French Professor of English
Literature, M. Jusserand; and even that splendid work of in-
vestigation tells us nothing definite about the writer’s person-
ality. But from his poems we know that he must have been a
good scholar; and his mastery of language is not inferior to

1 William Langland (1330 ?7-1400 7).
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that of Chaucer. We know also from his work that he was a
very sincere and zealous Protestant—though not quite of the
same degree as Wyclif. The great difference, however, in the
utterance of the two men may have been due to difference in
position and circumstances. Wyclif could dare a great deal;
he was known as the first scholar in England; he was a Master
in Oxford University; he was protected by powerful nobles;
and he had the ear of the King. Langland was a comparatively
obscure person; and he had to be very careful indeed as to
what he wrote or said—for a simple charge of heresy might
have brought him to the stake.

His great work, The Vision of Piers Plowman,! is an allit-
erative poem of great length, attacking existing evil in Church
and State, under the form of an allegory. AsI told you he had
to be very careful not to make his allegory offensively clear in
certain directians; and the consequence is that to-day no mortal
man can understand the whole of that poem. Even Professor
Saintsbury, who declared that Browning had no obscurity for
him, is obliged to confess that he can make nothing out of part
of Langland. But in the time of Langland himself—he lived
with Wyclif and Chaucer—the allusions of The Vision were
perfectly understood; and the composition had an immense
success. Several editions were called for in the author’s own
lifetime—and that was before the time of printing. I do not
think that you could possibly be interested in 7T/%e Vision as a
whole. It opens with a description of the country as seen from
the Malvern Hills; and in the middle of the landscape the poet
beholds the vision of a tower, a prison and many allegorical
figures. The Church is represented under the figure of a beau-
tiful lady; conscience under that of another; and there are
figures called Meed or Merit, Reason, Fraud, etc. The whole
thing reminds us now of the stage of a Miracle play upon
which the virtue and vices take the roles of actors. After a
wedding ceremony or at least the preparations for it and a
court trial held before the King, the scene suddenly changes;

1 The vision of William concerning Piers Plowman. A. text 1362; B. text 1377;
C. text 1393 (ed. Skeat; E,E.T.S. 1867-85).



92 HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE

and we are introduced into another series of allegorical pictures
having scarcely anything to do with the first. But here at
least, there is something that we can understand and admire.
There is, for example, a set of studies, taken from real life, rep-
resenting the seven deadly sins — Pride, Covetousness, Lust,
Anger, Gluttony, Envy and Sloth. Now these studies have
been really made from the London life of the 14th century.
The most famous is a description of a drunkard’s drinking in a
tavern; and that description shows that Langland could paint
reality almost as well as Chaucer. If you want to read ex-
tracts from the best part of Langland, you had better look
at Jusserand’s work with the title of L’Epopée Mystique. But
we need not delay further with Langland; suffice to say that
his poem, through its popularity, helped to fix the standard of
Middle English.

Another writer, with whose work we need not much trouble
ourselves, though he must be mentioned, is John Gower. In
the latter part of the 14th century there seemed to have been
many Englishmen capable of doing what perhaps no English-
man could do to-day (except Mr. Swinburne)—namely, of writ-
ing poetry equally well in three languages. John Gower! was
one of these. He wrote three vast compositions—one in Latin,
one in French, and one in English; — and these were respec-
tively called Vox Clamantis, Speculum Meditantis, and Confessio
Amantis? or. Lover’s Confession, by which Gower belongs to
English literature in an important way—a vast poem of nearly
40,000 lines or, perhaps we had better say, a vast collection of
poems.

A fact not often noted but very important to notice, is that
Gower happened to have exactly the same idea as Chaucer,
and even somewhat earlier; but he was much less successful
in carrying it out, like Chaucer. There are differences in the
plan, of course; but the general idea, the fundamental idea of
both poets was to put together a great collection of romantic
stories, uniting all by a single thread of narrative. Gower’s

1 John Gower (13257-1408).
2 Confessio amanits 1390 (R. Pauli 18567; Eng. Works. E.E.T.S. 1900).
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thread of narrative was this:—a lover goes to the temple of
the goddess Venus, and confesses his love for a certain girl to
the priest of that temple. He tells the priest that he woos in
vain; that he cannot win and does not know what to do. And
then the priest, in order to console him, relates all the stories
of unhappy lovers, recounted either by the classic writers or
by the writers of romance. And when all the stories have
been told, the goddess Venus comes and heals the heart of the
unhappy lover with a magical balm. There is no doubt that
Gower wrote good verse; but it is quite certain that he did not
write good poetry. His work speedily fell into oblivion, and
remained forgotten until the new interest in Middle English
caused it to be reprinted about a year ago. But even now I
am pretty sure that nobody will read it except for philological
reasons. On the contrary Chaucer always kept public favour;
and his reputation continued to grow through the centuries.
Now there is something wrong about the character of John
Gower, which probably accounts for his failure in poetry. I
told you long ago that no bad man ever could write good
poetry; and I am afraid that we must believe Gower to have
been something of a bad man. He used to be called a brave
reformer, and an outspoken patriot—and all that sort of thing.
But we know a little more about his private history; and he
appears to have been a very insincere and disloyal person. His
book of Latin poetry Vox Clamantis! (“ The Voice of One Crying
in the Wilderness”) was chiefly an attack upon the corruptions
and follies of society in the days of King Richard II,—the King
himself being attacked. This was the book that made for
Gower a reputation as patriot; but we must now suppose that
he wrote it merely for a cunning purpose. King Richard had
been his friend, had kept him in high position, had made him
rich gifts and had even encouraged him to write English poetry.
It was then that he wrote his Lover’s Confession (Confessio
Amantis). But the moment that King Richard’s authority be-
came weak, John Gower deserted his King, went over to the
side of the usurper, and abused his benefactor., Poetry re-

1 Vox ctamantzs ? ¢ 1382
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quires a sincere character, and somehow Nature never allows
a perfectly insincere man to produce a good poem. Gower
could write perfect verse in three languages; — he could rise
to high position in the State by his talent and by his cunning
—he could even become the intimate friend of a proud and
passionate king. But he could not write good poetry in any
language—simply because his character unfitted him to utter
truth. There is something repulsively cold and dead about all
his work. The form may be praised ;—and that form helped
to fix Middle English, but after all the poem is a corpse and its
beauty is only like that of a dead face.

It was very different with Chaucer—Geoffrey Chaucer! —
the greatest poet of the 14th century, and one of the greatest
in the history of English literature. The stories written about
him now seem to have been mostly imaginary. We do not
know much about his life; and what we do know depends al-
most altogether upon the entries made in Court Records, and
in the accounts of the City of London. There we find mention
of the fact that he had a pension, and gifts from successive
Governments; and there is a record of salary paid him as an
officer of customs — showing that he once held a good civil
position. We also know that he was at one time a soldier in
France, and that he was taken prisoner by the French, and
ransomed. We know that he was employed on some Govern-
ment missions in different parts of Europe. Finally we know
that he was married and that he had a little son, whom he
wrote about in a very beautiful way. But we do not know
what his wife’s name was, and nobody knows what became of
his son; and you must not believe the stories about Chaucer’s
life which used to appear in literary histories. They are simply
made of moonshine. We can only guess the real history of
the man.

How so? From the records of which I have spoken in part
—but much more from his work. Both his poetry and his prose
teach us a good deal about his character. They show us that
he must have been a sympathetic and kindly person; and the

Geoffrey Chaucer (1340 ?-1400).
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financial records assure us that he must have been sincerely
liked, — for in spite of all the changes of Governments that
occurred in his time, he never lost good will in high places.
Sometimes, indeed, when new Governments came to power, he
was thrown out of his position. But that seems to have been
only a momentary lot, the new king or the new party soon
recognizing the merit of the old servant who never spoke un-
kindly about anybody. One thing more may be worth men-
tioning—that he was the son of a London wine-merchant, that
he was employed, almost from boyhood, at the court of King
Edward III. This shows that his family must have been greatly
esteemed, in spite of being common people.

There is even a primer of Chaucer to-day, in which it is
attempted to classify and analyse and group and chronicle his
work almost as elaborately as has been done in the case of
Shakespeare. But you may be sure that the primer itself was
only a phenomenon of passing fashion in literature when the
study of Middle English temporarily became the ““rage.” It is
quite unnecessary and would be mere waste of time for you to
study Chaucer after the fashion of an English classic—unless
you are doing so in connection with a special branch of Eng-
lish philology. Enough to say that Chaucer’s place in English
literature has been established altogether by the Canterbury
Tales; and that we need not dwell upon anything except these
for the present. Of course it may be worth while to know that
Chaucer was first influenced by French literature, when he
translated T he Romaunt of the Rose; 1—that he was influenced
by Italian literature when he rendered into English from Boc-
caccio the story of Troilus and Criseyde ;2—that at last he turned
altogether to English subjects and wrote free from the influ-
ence of foreign literatures of any kind. But it is not in the
least necessary to know those things and there is nothing of
Chaucer’s work which need concern us here except his really
English studies. So we shall speak of the Canterbury Tales 3
only. Like Gower, Chaucer wanted to write a great number

1 The romaunt of the rose a 13686.
2 Troilus and Criseyde ¢ 1374.
8 Canterbury Tales ¢ 1386.
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of romantic stories, together in one scheme; but his idea of
the scheme was quite original and incomparably better than
Gower’s. In Chaucer’s time, religious pilgrimages were very
much in fashion, and the shrine of Canterbury especially at-
tracted great numbers of pilgrims from all parts of the country.
The pilgrims were not by any means the poorer classes only ;
even noblemen joined the pilgrim parties, with a numerous ret-
inue, for it was an age of great faith. And Chaucer had ob-
served that all classes of society were sometimes represented
in a single procession of pilgrims. It occurred to him that the
assembling and ordering of one of these pilgrimages would
therefore admirably serve him as an incident upon which to
base his personal narrative. There was an inn in London,
where parties were often arranged for such pilgrimages; and
Chaucer represents himself as having joined such a party at
the inn. The landlord undertakes to act as guide and leader
to the pilgrims; and in order that the time may be passed
pleasantly, it is agreed that on the journey each of the pilgrims
shall tell two good stories and that on the way back each shall
tell two stories more. Such was the general plan.

The work opens with 7/e Prologue, in which the gather-
ing of the pilgrims at the Tabard Inn is recounted and each of
the pilgrims described. There are about thirty in the party
and these thirty represent almost every class of ithe English
society of that time. There was a Knight, for example, who
had been to the Crusades, and his son, a handsome Squire;
these two represented the feudal chivalry of the 14th century.
There was a Yeoman,— who attended upon the Knight, rep-
resenting that sturdy class of feudal retainers, drawn from the
peasantry, who afterwards won so many splendid victories by
their terrible archery. There were monks of different orders
also, and nuns and priests. There were tradespeople, sailors,
a miller,—various people of the artisan class. The manufac-
turing class was represented by a city-dame who owned a large
cloth factory; this person being the famous Wife of Bath. The
gentry were also represented by a Franklin, that is to say, a
free-holder, or landed proprietor, who acted both as ruler and
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magistrate in his country parish, much as the English “country-
squire” does to-day. A very motley gathering indeed; but
certainly according to the time and drawn+*from life.

Now there is nothing in the Canterbury Tales more valu-
able and more interesting than this Prologue. And the more
that we know about the English history of the period between
1300 and 1400, the more pleasure you will find in studying that
Prologue. Every figure in it is drawn with the accuracy of a
portrait, and with every detail of costume, and every eccen-
tricity of action and every particularity of manner. All these
people are intensely alive. From looking at Chaucer’s word
pictures, we know exactly how people ate, drank, dressed,
spoke, and generally conducted themselves in that era. You
see the Yeoman, for example, in his green coat and hood, with
his leather belt about his waist and the sword hanging thereto
—ryou see the bow in his hand, the arrows in his quiver. Any-
body might show you that, but Chaucer takes care that you
shall see something more—namely, how the character of the
man is indicated by the care that he takes of his weapons.
Chaucer tells you to look at the arrows in the arrow-case; they
are feathered with peacock’s feathers,—and he bids you ob-
serve that not a single feather is in the least frayed. That is
proof that the archer knows his business: badly feathered or
carelessly kept arrows indicated a bad marksman. Again we
have the Wife of Bath described for us in her riding costume—
booted and spurred and wearing an immense hat wide enough
to protect her shoulders as well as her head from wind and sun.
Every detail of her dress is told us. Now from this sketch we
know that in Chaucer’s time English women still rode in the
same way as men — straddling the horse and wearing spurs.
The custom of riding ““side-saddle,” as it is called, did not come
into vogue until some time later. Another fact is interesting
to observe,—namely, that the character of the gentleman, as
understood in the 14th century, was at least as noble as the
best ideas of our own time upon the same subject. The Knight,
we are told, fought in a great many battles, travelled ina great
many countries, won a great many prizes at tournaments, and
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was highly esteemed as a warrior and leader ; — but he had
never been known to speak one unkind word to any man, of
any rank, or even to speak evil of his enemies. This is very
much the identical definition of a gentleman as given by Charles
Kingsley: a person who minds his own business, and never
speaks unkindly. Yet one more detail of T/e Prologue may be
noticed—the extreme vividness'with which the character of the
Abbess is drawn for us. She represents the religious gentility
of her time; and we are told to observe how nicely she eats
and drinks. Always before drinking she wipes her lips very
carefully so that she never leaves a stain upon the edge of the
glass ;—she cuts her meat finely, never putting a large piece of
food into her mouth and never letting a crumb or a drop fall
while she is eating. English children are still taught to behave
at table like the Abbess of the Canterbury Tales. As 1 have
said, every figure is alive; and the vulgar figures are drawn
quite as vividly and as truthfully as the genteel ones. But
they are also drawn very sympathetically. The most vulgar
of the pilgrims is not less kindly treated than the Knight or
the Franklin. Chaucer makes us laugh at them occasionally,
but he also makes us like them for the most part,—and so
proves himself a man above every kind of prejudice.

Before saying anything further about the Canterbury Tales,
I want very much to impress upon your mind one fact about
them—a fact which is not sufficiently insisted upon in most
histories of English literature. I mean the fact that they were
never finished at all. By this I do not mean merely to say that
Chaucer could not carry out his original plan: everybody knows
that. I mean to say that probably not even one of all stories in
the Canterbury Tales was really finished, in the literary sense,
at the time of Chaucer’s death. T/he Prologue was probably
quite finished—rewritten and improved and made as perfect as
he could make it. But the rest of the work appears to have
been only half finished or three-quarters finished—and in some
cases the story does not appear even to have been fully plan-
ned. Remember that all this was before the age of printing.
Chaucer was really published only long after his death.
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As for the stories, there are altogether about 24, including
fragments of stories. Between the stories, there are shorter
prologues and bits of conversation,—accounts of disputes be-
tween members of the party, and of peace-making,—also, little
narratives told by various persons concerning their own expe-
rience of life. Four of the stories are old-fashioned romances;
a large number of the remainder are tales of a very light kind
—such as the French would call, if written in prose, nouvelles,
and if written in verse, fabliaux. These remind us of the Italian
and French love-tales of a similar sort—tales of deceived hus-
bands, tales of tricks played upon unfortunate lovers, and a
few tales of a rather loose kind. Altogether, it would appear
as if considerably less than one half of the original plan had
been carried out. Many of Chaucer’s pilgrims do not speak at
all ;—for example, none of the mechanics in the party tells a
story. The work ends with the account of the ascent of the
slope leading to Canterbury — the pilgrims are nearing their
goal, but they never reach it, and vanish away into the night
of the past. The effect of the whole thing is that of an ex-
ceedingly vivid dream in which voices are heard and faces are
seen with astonishing ‘distinctness,—a dream which we never
forget, but which we cannot help regretting the incomplete-
ness of ;j—we have been too soon and too suddenly awakened.
Something prevented Chaucer from even half completing his
undertaking; and what that something was we shall never
know.

The best critics all agree in calling The Prologne to the
Tale of the Wife of Bath the best thing in the Canterbury Tales
—because it is the most accurate study of nature. The Wife
of Bath, who is one of the pilgrims, is a woman who married
five husbands, expects to marry one or two more. She is a
good-hearted, merry, somewhat vulgar, and exceedingly talka-
tive woman — that kind of woman who cannot help saying
everything that she feels and telling everything that she knows,
-—and of course she thinks herself a little cleverer than she
really is. Somebody in the party starts her to talking about her
husband; and she then relates the whole story of her married
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life. In some way or other, she says, she had always been able
to master her husband and to rule the house. Sometimes she
managed it by making the husband jealous, sometimes she
managed it because the husband was old and she young and
pretty enough to impose upon him through his affectionate
side. There was but one husband whom she could not easily
master: he treated her badly. In another case she got the
better of her husband by provoking him to beat her, and then
pretending to be dead. By this trick she succeeded in getting
all the property into her hand. For all she did she justifies
herself to the party by quoting text from the Bible in the most
extraordinary way and with the most extraordinary comments.
But of course she makes herself appear a worse woman than
she really is. She is not bad at all; but she is vain enough to
think that, by making herself appear bad, people would think
her clever. Everybody, however, sees through her innocent
disguise, and likes her all the same. She is a good creature
and very original. Another fact worth noticing is that the
romance which she tells is perhaps the best in the book. In
the story of the knight who saved himself from death by an-
swering the riddle, “ What is the thing that women most desire
in this world ?,” the answer is, “To have their own way;”
—and that is indeed true of the Wife of Bath herself. It is
worth remembering also that no original of this story is known.
Where Chaucer got it from has not yet been discovered. The
strange marriage scene in the romance where the withered old
wife is suddenly transformed into a beautiful girl,—that scene
is indeed the subject of several old English ballads. But the
ballads are much later than Chaucer’s work—so the mystery
remains.

Chaucer is now made accessible to students in excellent
scholarly editions which are cheap and which are furnished
with glossaries and accent points. Probably the finest example
of an edition for students is that of Skeat in one volume —
abridged from the grand edition in four volumes. But it is
less handy than the Macmillan edition of one volume—edited
by four different scholars; and this Macmillan edition has the
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great advantage of being furnished with particular accents to
indicate the Middle English pronunciation of the final “e.”
Unless you know how to pronounce this “e” you cannot scan
Chaucer, and cannot hear the quiet music of his verse. To
read him for amusement is quite possible: it only requires a
little patience. His importance to English literature must not
be thought of as only philological. Even the poets of the Vic-
torian period were greatly influenced by his charm—a charm
which affected the later as well as the earlier romantic move-
ment. And the plan which he followed has inspired almost as
many 19th century poets as it did 15th century poets. Two
noteworthy examples are afforded by Longfellow and by Wil-
liam Morris. Longfellow composed his delightful 7Tales of a
Wayside Inn after the teaching of Chaucer, and William Morris
built his vast poem— The Earthly Paradise—upon the same
foundation.

One more name awaits our attention —a name of very
importance in the history of English literature ; not the litera-
ture of poetry but of prose. I mean Sir John Mandeville.

Sir John Mandeville! is still read by three classes of persons
—by children, for amusement; by philologists, for the study of
late Middle English; by men of letters, for the pure delight of
the fancy and style of the book. If you read it when very
young—before the love of fairy tales is dead within you—then
you will like it very much. Later on, after you have learned a
great deal about geography and other modern things, you may
consider it childish. But that is a mistake of yours. When
you become an old man, then, providing that you have some
literary taste, you will be able to find a new pleasure—pleasure
of quite a new kind—in Si» John Mandeville.

The book is, you know, a book of travel;—it really pro-
fesses to be a kind of guide-book to the Holy Land. Its author
was said to be an English knight who left his home in the first
half of the century, about 1322, to travel to the Holy Land, and
travelled much farther —even to the Border of China — and

1The buke of John Maundcuill being the travels of Sir J. Mandeville knight 1322-
56 ¢ 1400 (Roxburghe Club 1889).
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came back at last after thirty years’ absence. The book de-
scribes kingdoms that never existed, realms as shadowy and as
charming as Horai;—potentates not less wonderful than the
Merlin of the Arthurian legend: for example, the mystical
Prester John. But that has nothing to do with the reason of
the book’s value. It is not a great book either because it de-
scribes what is, or because it describes what is not: it is a great
book because it is a great romance. It is the very first ex-
ample of a grand romantic style in English prose; —it is the
first prose romance in English which we can still read. When
I say “ grand style,” I refer rather to the emotional quality of
the book than to any artistic devices of language. Indeed, there
are no devices at all: the book is written in the simplest im-
aginable way—all in short sentences. It is the very ideal of
a simple style. Nevertheless, it is a most romantic style, by
reason of the charm that it has, and by the reason that it is
not written according to any fixed rule of composition. How
did Mandeville obtain such a style? Remember that he had no
predecessors in prose to teach him—I mean no English writers.
Of course the author of the Ancren Riwle had a style; I gave
you a specimen of it. But that was very early English, almost
Anglo-Saxon; and Mandeville could not have learned much
from it : his style is utterly different. Undoubtedly his model
was the Bible; but even the Bible he studied was prabably not
English. It seems to have been the Latin Vulgate. And re-
member that this book appeared in three different languages—
in Latin, in French and last of all in English.

If you study the text of the Bible a little, you will observe
that all the sentences are very short; and that a great many of
them begin with the word ‘““and.” That is exactly the manner
in which Sir John writes;—all his sentences are short; and a
great number of them begin with “and” or with “for.” This,
of course, gives an effect of quaintness. And this quaintness
joined with the delightful imagination of the book, with its
love of wonder and mystery, and its sympathy with all good
and beautiful things—produces a charm of a very extraordi-
nary kind. As for the author—the real author —nothing is
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known about him. It is quite possible that there never was
any Sir John Mandeville, but the name is nothing and the work
is everything.

English prose thus found a very considerable development
in the 14th century. Nevertheless there are very few repre-
senting it ;—Wyclif’s Bible, Chaucer’s prose tales and transla-
tions, together with his Treatise on the Astrolabe! (the astrolabe
was an instrument formerly used for the same purpose as the
modern sextant); — Sir John Mandeville’s Travels: these are
the principal. We might also mention a translation by John
Trevisa2 into English prose of Higden’s Polychronicon®—a kind
of general history, written by a monk. But Trevisa did not
have the romantic imagination of the person called Sir John
Mandeville, and he did not have the good education of Chaucer.
So that his English is not of much value. It does not represent
anything particular in style. But the Bible of Wyclif and the
prose of Chaucer, and, above all, the prose of Mandeville, rep-
resent style —real style. If Chaucer had not been chiefly a
translator, he would probably have written like Sir John. If
Sir John had not written in the 14th century, Sir Thomas Malory
would not have written, perhaps, in the 15th century. To sum
up everything :—

I. Most of the form of modern English poetry were dis-
covered and tested in English literature before the
end of the 14th century.

II. English prose of two kinds was also developed during
this period—the plain style and the romantic style,
which gives the effect of poetry without verse.

1 A treatise on the Astrolabe ¢ 1931 (E E.T.S., Chaucer Soc. 1872).
2 John de Trevisa (1326-1412).
8 Polychronicon Ranulphi Higden tr. 1387 (Rolls series 1865-86).
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CHAUCER died in the year 1400; and his death may be said
to mark the beginning of another era in literature as well as in
literary history. But as the primers declare, the 100 years that
followed the death of Chaucer were years of barrenness: Mr.
Brooke says that the period was ‘““the most barren” in all Eng-
lish literature. Other equally competent scholars do not agree
with him at all. It seems to me that both Mr. Brooke and his
critics are right ;—the difference is due only to difference in
point of view. Mr. Brooke thinks of the number of great books
produced from 1400 to 1500; Mr. Saintsbury and others think
rather of the great new movements in literature during that
period—movements not indicated by the production of great
books so much as by a new tendency in literary history. The
latter point of view is certainly the best for the following reason.

No period in English literature is more important than this,
if we consider the great happenings of the time. Here are
facts to think of :

I. The invention of printing.

II. The beginning of the great Renaissance movement in
Italy and the revival of Greek study.

III. The ending of the mediseval romance —a glorious
ending in England; for it closed with the very great-
est of all romances ever written—the book of Sir
Thomas Malory.

IV. The production and the collection of ballads.

V. Thebeginning of English drama through the religious

plays.

You see at a glance from these five heads what the 15th
century really meant to English literature. We need not trouble
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ourselves about the fact that few great books were then pro-
duced. Other things produced were so important that we
can very easily overlook the dearth in original production, for
the purpose of considering changes that influenced literature
throughout the whole of Europe, not only for that time, but
for all centuries following.

First of all let us talk about the invention of printing—
about its signification. Never did any event occur at a more
opportune time than this event, the date of which is 1454. Why?
Because Mahomet II. captured Constantinople in 1453. All the
Greek literature and Greek scholarship might then have been
lost to us, had not printing been invented in the very next year.
Then the Greek scholars driven out of their own country and
scattered all over Europe were enabled to conserve their learn-
ing and their precious manuscripts by the art of typography.

I must here say something about the condition of literary
production before the invention of printing in Western coun-
tries. You must understand that although it is loosely said
that ‘“ printing was invented in 1454, there were printed books
before that date;—and the common saying, to be quite correct,
should be worded in this way: “Printing with movable type
was invented in 1454.”

These earlier printed books were made like many of the
old Buddhist books were made in Japan — each page being
printed from a single block of wood,—for which reason such
books were called ‘ block-books.” Now block-books could be
very beautiful: some Japanese block-books which I have seen
are wonderful examples of art and more beautiful than any-
thing made with movable type. But this way of making a
book was very costly and very slow, because it took a long
time to cut all the blocks. The value of movable type lay in
the advantage which was offered of rapid production. But I
think you know that the actual principle of block-printing has
come back again; and that now nearly all of our books are
printed from blocks —metal blocks —each page being repre-
sented by a single stereotype or electrotyped plate. However,
the book is always first composed in type; then a cast is made
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from the type; then a metal block or plate is made from the
cast. The only great advantage which we now have over the
early printers is in our improved machinery. For example, in-
stead of composing type with the fingers, it is now composed
with what are called type-setting machines.

Well, I have spoken of the early block-books. They were
not, however, very early. Moreover there were very few of
them; and they were only made when something cheap was
wanted. No fine books were printed from blocks in Europe
during the Middle Ages;—the art of block-printing was not de-
veloped as in China and Japan. But the art of caligraphy was
very highly developed. Books were beautifully copied in writ-
ing of the most exquisite kind at a comparatively small cost.
However, paper was very little used —it came into use only
about the middle of the 14th century, and it was then rather
dear. You see that the world of the Middle Ages had fallen
back very greatly as regards industrial production from the
time of the Greeks and the Romans. The Greeks and the
Romans used both paper and parchment for books; but parch-
ment was used chiefly for record and law books, while the
paper, or charta, as the Romans called it, was used for books
of literature. The Romans and Greeks also had two forms of
books. The literary form was almost exactly that of the Japa-
nese Makimono; the other form, used for record and law books,
was much like that of a book of to-day,—only that, as in Japa-
nese books of a certain class, the sheet was written on one side
only and folded like a Japanese sheet. Afterwards there were
changes; but this was the general rule for centuries. Now
with the destruction of Roman civilization, the art of making
paper books and paper would seem to have been for a long
time forgotten. Books were made of parchment of different
quality. That, of course, caused quite an expense, in spite of
cheapness of copying. But some of these books were often of
extraordinary beauty. Occasionally all the leaves of the book
would be sky-blue, and on that azure surface all the text would
be written in raised letters of gold. Again the initial letters
and heads of chapters used to be decorated with miniature
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paintings of great beauty and the border of pages were also de-
corated. The art of making such decorated books was called
‘“illumination.”” Some of these books to-day are worth enor-
mous sums of money. Bindings were also of the costliest and
the most beautiful kind,—our modern binders could scarcely
equal them. So there were libraries full of beautiful books;
but they were not accessible to the ordinary reader. And,
nevertheless, when printing had been invented, the great book
collectors were prejudiced against it. They thought that the
printed books were vulgar and cheap; and one of the greatest
of Italian librarians would not allow a single printed book to
enter his library.

The first printing from movable type was executed, as you
know, at the city of Mainz on the Rhine, in Germany, and the
credit belongs to three German printers, two of whom are
spoken of as Gutenberg and Fust, or Faust. But we do not
really know which of the three first got the idea into practical
shape; and we are not able to say exactly who invented print-
ing. But it does not matter ;—it is enough to know that the
first printing was done by three German printers at Mainz.
Within a few years afterwards, however, the city of Mainz was
sacked during a year of war; and the printers were scattered
in all directions. Some of them went to Italy; some of them
went to Flanders. So the first countries to adopt printing
were Germany, Italy and Belgium. The invention spread so
rapidly that by the year 1500 nearly 5,000 different books had
been printed in Italy alone. I need scarcely tell you that the
Italians became the greatest of all printers: indeed the early
Italian work can scarcely be equalled to-day. And the name
of the great house of Aldus Manutius at Venice, called the
Aldine Press, produced the most beautiful books that have
ever been made in Europe.

Now the first English printer, William Caxton,! happened
to be a merchant by profession, and not a scholar. This was a
very lucky thing for English literature. If Caxton had been a
great scholar, he would have tried to do what the Italian printers

1 William Caxton (1422 ?-1491).
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were doing and he never could have done half so well. The
Italian printers were printing the whole of the old Greek and
old Latin literature, — more especially the Greek literature.
They were reviving scholarship—doing an inestimable service
to mankind. But these Italians were themselves scholars; and
in their printing offices they had Greek professors to help them
— Greek men of learning who had been driven out of Con-
stantinople by Mahomet II. Caxton could not have attempted
such a work with equal success, and if he had attempted it
probably many great English books would have been lost for
us. But Caxton, with extraordinary good sense, turned his at-
tention only to English literature; and he began to print the
old romances and new romances and Chaucer, and the books
of history and old poetry. He printed a very great number of
good books; and it is probable that he saved a great number
from being lost—either by fire or by some other accident.

He seems to have been born in 1422, and to have lived until
about 1491 —though we are not sure about the second date.
He began life as a merchant’s apprentice; gradually rose to
high position in the house and then was sent to the city of
Bruges, in Flanders, where there was a great English company
of merchants. He finally became governor of that company;
and he learned the printing business abroad. Indeed his first
books were not printed in England; and he only established
his English printing house in 1476. That is the date from
which the history proper of English printed literature begins.
One more fact about Caxton. He was a very good translator
from French—as he knew the language well; and his services
to English literature as a translator were almost as great as
his services in the publishing business! But his books were not
beautiful books, like the Italians. They were printed rather in
the German fashion, with heavy black-letter type—good, plain,
readable, but rather ugly books—still to-day very great prices
are paid for them.

Of what inestimable worth the invention of printing has
been to intellectual progress, I need not speak ; and this inven-
tion, remember, belongs to the 15th century. There were three
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other great events in the same century—at least three events
which had their beginning in that century—of vast importance
not only to literature directly or indirectly, but also to politics,
to history and to civilization at large. There were the Renais-
sance, the Discovery of America (in 1492), and the beginnings
of the Protestant Reformation—Luther, remember, was born
in 1483; and his great struggle had been preparing even before
his birth.

Of these three events, the Renaissance has the most direct
influence upon English literature. The Discovery of America
signifying the expansion of the world to mankind, the enlarge-
ment of civilization, and many other things affected literature
seriously only at a considerably later time. As for the Refor-
mation—that too had a less direct influence than the Renais-
sance. It did not, indeed, show its best proofs before the period
of Elizabeth. It signified, for literature, larger freedom of
thought and feeling; but the change was not sudden. The
first Protestants were quite as intolerant as the old Catholics
in spirit and it required some time to soften that intolerance.
Eventually literature gained much ; but the progress was slow.
I have already told you about Wyclif’s work: he was really
the first great English Protestant. But he was born too soon,
and there was a reaction after him. So we may say that, out
of the three great events above mentioned, it is the Renais-
sance with which we have principally to do in connection with
the 15th century literature.

Perhaps the first great event of the Renaissance—a word
meaning ‘“ Rebirth ”’—was the conveyance to Italy, in 1423, of
400 Greek manuscripts. Greek had been previously taught in
the universities; but a vast number of the ancient authors were
still inaccessible. That first importation of a Greek library
might be called the first large event of the new movement.
Presently, after the fall of Constantinople in 1453, the Greek
scholars flocked to Italy by hundreds; the universities were
filled with Greek teachers: and the newly discovered art of
printing came to help their labours.

I suppose you know the meaning of the term “rebirth ” in
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speaking of the great Italian revival of learning. Old Greece,
as well as old Rome, had been practically buried and forgotten
under the ruins of the ancient empire. Ages of barbarism,
followed by ages of semi-barbarism, succeeded. But when men
became civilized enough and intelligent enough to study and
to understand the great works of antiquity—then, so to speak,
ancient Greece was born again; her ancient Gods came back;
her ancient learning was re-incarnated. That is the meaning
of the word ‘Renaissance.” It was not a thing that happens
suddenly like an earthquake or an eruption ;—it was produced
by gradual processes accompanying the growth of intelligence
and taste. And I need scarcely say that it was chiefly rendered
possible by the weakening of the ecclesiastical tyranny in Italy.
Once the taste of Greek literature, and the comprehension of
Greek art, had been developed, search was everywhere made
for Greek manuscripts, bronzes, marbles, gems,—for anything
and everything relating to the buried past. The great glory
of the Renaissance movement in Italy was under the reign of
Lorenzo de’Medici, prince of Florence — great patron of arts
and of letters. This period lasted from 1469 to 1492—the same
year in which Columbus discovered America. Later came what
is called the Catholic Reaction.

During the Renaissance the development of study, the cul-
tivation of Greek learning, the evolution of art in every direc-
tion, could scarcely be exaggerated. Then came the time of
the great painters and sculptors and jewel-smiths and architects
—all of whom drew more or less from the inexhaustible sources
of antique knowledge. And to all this, at first the Church of-
fered little opposition; on the contrary it patronized the new
artist and the new sculptor and the new learning. There were
indeed fierce reformers who perceived the danger in the dis-
tance, like Savonarola, who preached against the new luxury
and the new art with unexampled vehemence. For the time
being, this attempted reaction failed. Savonarola, a sincere
man, was a little too sincere for his time and his time was that
of Pope Alexander VI.— certainly one of the wickedest men
that ever lived. Alexander burned him—not for art’s sake, but
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for policy’s sake. And the Renaissance went on, anticipating
perhaps a conflict between the classical and the ecclesiastical
conception of things, when one grand Italian conceived the
idea of harmonizing Greek art and philosophy with Catholic
doctrine. This man was one of the most delightful figures in
Italian history. He is said to have been so handsome that he
appeared in the eyes of women a veritable angel, and he was
such a scholar that he could issue a challenge to all the univer-
sities to dispute with him in Latin upon 800 different subjects.
The challenge, I believe, was never fully accepted. This
scholar’s name was Pico della Mirandola. He was as modest
as he was learned; and if he issued that extraordinary chal-
lenge of which I have spoken it was only in obedience to uni-
versity customs of the age which demanded of scholars some
public exhibition of his power through the medium of Latin
disputation. But Mirandola’s theory and hopes were only de-
lightful dreams; he desired to reconcile the impossible—impos-
sible at least in that age—and he died without accomplishing
anything. But he has left behind him a delightful memory,
and some strange, beautiful and mystical books.

Now there are many stories, belonging to this age, of
statues found so beautiful that mischief resulted to those who
found them. Even to-day stories are still written about the
fascination of Greek statues discovered during the Renaissance.
The general type of all the stories is this: an image of Aphro-
dite, or Venus, is disinterred; and its loveliness bewitches those
who look upon it. That superhuman beauty fills young men
with bewilderment and sadness,—and they sickened and died.
Finally some monk discovers that a statue is animated by an
evil spirit—that isto say, by the goddess herself, who to monk-
ish imagination was, of course, a devil. The statue is buried
again; and the affliction of the youth passes away. This ro-
mantic idea is really an emblem of what actually took place in
the history of the Renaissance. The unearthing of Greek
statues and of Greek gems, the recovery of Greek literature,
the archaological researches of scholars, did not result alto-
gether in immediate fruit.
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For a while some men turned only to the best things of
Greek life and of Roman life—the things which are eternally
beautiful and eternally grand—many others turned rather to
the worst side of Greek life and Roman life—the things which
are contrary to the sum of human model experience. A strange
revival of Greek vices and of Roman cruelty made itself mani-
fest;—and although this manifestation was partly a natural re-
sult of Italian social condition, not a result merely of classical
study, the Church naturally looked on, and cried out, “Lo! all
that Christianity was established to destroy, has come back
amongst us!” The Renaissance was indeed the age of art; but
it was also an age of moral monsters, the age of Borgias, the
age of Malatestas. The reaction provoked by the Church, zeal-
ous to reform itself and to reform everything else after the
horrible period of Alexander VI,—at last checked the Renais-
sance movement. As the mode of checking was in itself in-
tolerant, stupid and often wicked, the result was not happy.
Morals, instead of improving, would seem to have become even
worse for a time. But the silencing of scholarship, and the
temporary demoralization of the university could not last. The
Renaissance movement once fairly started, could not be alto-
gether killed even in Italy. Throughout Europe it spread; and
all our great modern art and modern literature may be said to
date from it. It was the awakening of the human mind to the
sense of beauty after the long black dream of the Middle Ages.

That is the history of the Renaissance in epitome. The
influence of Greek studies in England during the 15th century
was not inconsiderable; and English students leaving Oxford
or Cambridge used to go after that to Italian universities to
finish up. Not a few English poets and scholars of the 15th
century were graduates of Padua. Of course the effect upon
English literature did not at first show themselves strongly ; —
the full force of the Renaissance did not show itself until the
time of Elizabeth. But the study of Greek and of Greek art
was preparing the nation for that grand era.

It was also during the 15th century especially that the
English ballads appear to have come into existence. They
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were not printed until long after, but our manuscripts of them
date from this century. These narrative poems— usually in
the form of the quatrain, though sometimes in other forms,
and written in the common speech of the peasantry—may be
said to represent the romance of the people. Great scholars
have not yet determined whether epics originally grew out of
ballads, or whether ballads do not represent the detritus or dis-
integration of romance. Probably there is truth in both theo-
ries. According to the evolutional law, it is certainly probable
that the earliest epics were gradually built up with ballad mat-
ter for the material. But it is also very probable that a large
number of ballads were composed upon the subject of already
existing epics and romances—and the reason that it is very
probable is that we possess many ballads upon subjects rep-
resented in romances of a much earlier time. However, it is
not necessary to discuss the matter here. The importance of
the popular ballad to English literature is the main considera-
tion. In other lectures I have spoken at length about that. !
The influence of ballads in English literature did not begin
until the close of the 18th century;—then it lasted into the
19th, constantly growing, and was never stronger than it is to-
day. So it is worth while remembering that the ballads date
from the 15th century.

The next great event which I spoke of at the outset of this
lecture was the ending of romance. It has been said that
romance ended with the use of gun-powder in warfare; —I
think you remember how the perfect knight Bayard, as he lay
dying, with his back shattered by a cannon-ball, exclaimed:
“There will be no more chivalry.” But really neither gun-
powder nor any other exterior matter ended romance; and in
spite of Bayard’s prediction, chivalry will always live in the
character of any true gentleman. Romance died only after
having exhausted itself. It died a natural and very happy
death; and its last production in England—its last great pro-
duction in the mediaval spirit (I am speaking of only mediaval
romance) has been justly termed the greatest of all romances,

1 See the author’s Lectures On Poetry, Ch. Ii. & III.
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of any age or country. It was written in prose and its title is
Morte d’ Arthur,! by Sir Thomas Malory.

We do not know anything about Sir Thomas Malory 2—in
spite of all that has been written on the subject by Sir Edward
Strachey and others. He is, so far as personality goes, a mere
ghost. But whoever the gentleman was who wrote the book in
1470, we may be sure that he was a gentleman and a scholar
and a master of exquisite English prose. I told you that the
first great prose romance was the 77avels of that other shadowy
gentleman Sir John Mandeville. To some degree the style of
Malory will remind you of the style of Mandeville; but Malory
is far stronger, much more musical, much more poetical, and,
above all, much more modern than Sir John Mandeville. There
is no book in English prose more delightful to read than this
15th century text; and we do not need any glossary or diction-
ary of Middle English to help us in reading. Even such un-
familiar words as ‘““truller” are easily understood from the
context. Nor is the charm of the book merely a charm of fine-
sounding and beautiful English. The immense charm of the
book is in the idea which it expresses —the idea of perfect
knighthood, in the conduct of the warrior, the conduct of the
retainer, the conduct of the leader, the conduct of the friend.
There is not very much about the conduct of lover and hus-
band; but it is sufficiently implied. And all those ideas of the
West and the East—of Mediaeval Europe and Old Japan—are in
some respects very different indeed ; nevertheless I cannot im-
agine that any Japanese student could read this book without
pleasure. All that the old Samura: idea implied in this country,
was expressed in England by the idea figured in this wonderful
book. The English knight and the Japanese knight had not
the same idea of duty as to detail; but the fundamental idea
was certainly the same ;—and if you read the volume, you will
feel that the two were, after a fashion, ghostly brothers. The
best cheap edition is in the Macmillan Globe Library — the
edition of Strachey. It is one of the books that ought to be a

1 Le morte Darthur tr. 1470-85 (Copland 1557 ; 1634 ; Southey 1817 ; Sommer 1889).
2 Sir Thomas Malory (fl. 1470).
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part of everybody’s library; butI shall not occupy more time
in speaking of it, except to say that we owe the book in its
present state to the good sense of Caxton, the first English
printer. His edition appeared in 1485—fifteen years after the
production of the manuscript. With the apparition of this ex-
traordinary book, English mediaval romance came to an end.
It was something better than any romance which had preceeded
it; and it was hopeless to attempt to surpass it, or even to equal
it. Whenever one form of literary production has developed in
its utmost, has produced its very best, its superlative expression
—nothing more in the same direction can be done.

The other great event which remains to be noticed was
the beginning of the drama. But this subject requires a special
lecture and I am going to put it off until next term, when our
study of 16th century literature properly begins. Indeed that
is the most appropriate place in which to treat of the matter;
for it was then that the foundations of the Elizabethan drama
were laid—in the 16th century. Therefore, by attaching the
history of dramatic beginning to the period immediately pre-
ceeding the Elizabethan age, the student can obtain a better
general notion of the whole subject, than he could by consider-
ing it piecemeal. Instead, therefore, of talking here about the
drama, I shall speak only of the principal English men of letters
of the 15th century.

There were, in England proper, the immediate successors
of Chaucer in poetry, together with about four prose writers,
of whom only one, Malory, is really of first importance and we
have already talked about him. The poetical successors of
Chaucer w