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The Medieval Period

The medieval period in English literature extends for more
than 800 years. The change from Old to Middle English was ap-
proximately completed at the end of the 13" century. I William
Langland, the 14" century composer of the verse Piers Plough-
man , still had alliteration and caesura dominate his writing, then
Geoffrey Chaucer, Langland’s contemporary, embraced the
stressed and rhymed verses of renaissance Europe. The two ma-
jor poets of the medieval period, each creating works in the new
language, set the course of poetry in English.

Ballad was also a literary genre of this period. It was meant
for singing and was probably connected in its origins with the
communal dances. Although these narrative poems were proba-
bly composed far beyond the medieval period, they were of great
literary interest and vividly reflected the societies of this age and
the people who lived within,

Geoffrey Chaucer c. 1343-1400

The known facts of Chaucer’'s life are fragmentary and are
based almost entirely on official records. He was born in Lon-
don between 1340 and 1344, the son of John Chaucer, a vint-
ner.
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Chaucer’ s literary career is roughly divided into three peri-
ods: the French period (to 1372), the Itahan period (1372-
1385) and the English period. His masterpiece, The Canterbury
Tales (written mostly after 1387) belongs to his final period, 1n
which he achieved his fullest artistic power. This unfinished po-
em, about 17,000 lines, 1s one of the most brilliant works 1n all
literature. The poem introduces a group of pilgrims journeying
from London to the shrine of St. Thomas a Becket at Canterbu-
ry. To help pass the time they decide to tell stories. Together,
the pilgrims represent a wide range of the 14%-century English
life.

The pilgrims’ tales include a variety of medieval genres
from the humorous fabliau to the serious homily, and they viv-
idly indicate medieval attitudes and customs in such areas as
love, marriage, and religion. Through Chaucer’s superb pow-
ers of characterization, the pilgrims—such as the earthy wife of
Bath, the gentle kmight, and the worldly prioress—come 1n-
tensely alive.

The official date of Chaucer’s death 1s October, 25, 1400,
He was buried in Westminster Abbey.

The General Prologue (From The Canterbury Tales)

There also was a Nun, a Prioress;

Simple her way of smiling was and coy

Her greatest oath was only ‘By St Loy!’

And she was known as Madam Eglantine

And well she sang a service, with a fine
Intoning through her nose, as was most seemly,
And she spoke daintily in French, extremely,
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After the school of Stratford-atte-BoweQ;
French in the Paris style she did not know.
At meat her manners were well taught withal;
No morsel from her lips did she let fall,

Nor dipped her fingers in the sauce too deep;
But she could carry a morsel up and keep
The smallest drop from falling on her breast.
For courtliness she had a special zest.

And she would wipe her upper lip so clean
That not a trace of grease was to be seen
Upon the cup when she had drunk; to eat,
She reached a hand sedately for the meat.
She certainly was very entertaining,

Pleasant and friendly in her ways, and straining
To counterf;it a courtly kind of grace,

A stately bearing fitting to her place,

And to seem dignified in all her dealings.

As for her sympathies and tender feelings,
She was so charitably solicitous

She used to weep if she but saw a mouse
Caught in a trap, if it were dead or bleeding.
And she had little dogs she would be feeding
With roasted flesh, or milk, or fine white bread.
Sorely she wept if one of them were dead
Or someone took a stick and made it smart;
She was all sentiment and tender heart.

Her veil was gathered in a seemly way,

Her nose was elegant, her eyes glass-grey;
Her mouth was very small, but soft and red,
And certainly she had a well-shaped head,
Almost a span across the brows, | own;

0 RE—HK
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She was indeed by no means undergrown.

Her cloak, | noticed, had a graceful charm.

She wore a coral trinket on her arm,

A set of beads, the gaudies tricked in green,
Whence hung a golden brooch of brightest sheen
On which there first was graven a crowned A,
And lower, Amor vincitt omnia

@ Questions ;

How 1s the long poem organized? Can you elaborate on one
or two stories in the Canterbury Tales?
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Popular Ballads

Ballad is a short, narrative poem usually relating a single,
dramatic event. Two forms of ballads are often distinguished—
the folk ballad, dating from about the 12" century, and the liter-
ary ballad, dating from the late 18" century.

The folk ballad, or popular ballad, is primarily based on an
old legend or romance. This type of ballad is usually a short,
simple song that tells a dramatic story through dialogue and ac-
tion, briefly alluding to what has gone before gnd devoting little
attention to depth of character, setting, or moral commentary. It
uses simple language, dramatic contrasts, epithets and set phra-
ses. Each stanza usually has four lines with four or three stresses
alternating and with the second and fourth lines rhyming.

The literary ballad is a narrative poem created by a poet in
imitation of the old anonymous folk ballad. Usually the literary
ballad is more elaborate and complex; the poet may retain only
some of the devices and conventions of the older verse narrative.
Literary ballads were quite popular in England during the 19
century. Examples of this form of ballad are found in Keats's “La
Belle Dame sans Merci,” and Coleridge’s “The Rime of the
Ancient Mariner”.

®© RTIOZE&KE—Y
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Sir Patrick Spens

The king sits in Dumferline town,
Drinking the blood-red wine:

“O where | get a good sailor

To sail this ship of mine?”

Up and speak an elder knight,

Sat at the king's right knee:

“Sir Patrick Spens is the best sailor
That sails upon the sea.”

The King has written a broad letter
And signed it with his hand,

And sent it to Sir Patrick Spens,
Who was walking on the sand.

The first line that Sir Patrick read,
A toud lauch laughed he;
The next line that Sir Patrick read,
The tear blinded his eye.

“O who is this that has done this deed,
This ill deed done to me,

To send me out this time of the year,
To sail upon the sea?”

“Make haste, make hast my merry men all,
QOur guid ship sails the morn. ”

“0O say not so, my master dear,

For | fear a deadly storm.”
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“Late late yesterday evening | saw the new moon
With the old moon in her arm, '
And | fear, | fear, my dear master,

That we will come to harm. ”

O our Scots nobles were very loath
To wet their cork-heeled shoes,

But long over all the play were played
Their hats they swam above.

O long long may their ladies sit,
With their fans into their hand,

Or ever they see Sir Patrick Spens
Coming sailing to the land.

O iong long may the ladies stand,
With their gold combs in their hair,
Waiting for their own dear lords,
For theyll see them no more.

Half over, half over to Aberdour®

Its fifty fathom deep,

And there lies good Sir Patrick Spens,
With the Scots lords at his feet.

> Questions .

What actually happens in the last stanza? Read carefully,
note the details and describe the picture that emerges.
What, physically, has happened to Sir Patrick Spens?

O FAER, 7 2 ~—U 0T
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The Two Ravens

As | was walking all alone,

| heard two ravens making complaints;
The one unto the other say,

“Where shall we go and dine today?”

“In behind that old wall of turf,

| know there lies a new slain knight;
And nobody knows that he lies there,
But his hawk, his hound, and lady fair.

“His hound is to the hunting gone,
His hawk to fetch the wild-fowl home,
His lady's taken another mate,

So we may make our dinner sweet.

“Youll sit on his white neck-bone,

And Pll pike out his pretty blue eye;
With one lock of his golden hair

We'll thatch our nest when it grows bare.

“Many a one for him makes complaints,
But none shall know where he is gone;
O'ver his white bones, when they are bare,
The wind shall blow for ever more. ”

@ Questions ;-

Who is the lady fair, at what audience is this poem aimed?
What is the conclusion you may draw from 1t? -
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Barbara Allan

It was in and about the Martinmas time, @
When the green leaves were a-fallin,
That Sir John Graeme in the West Country
Fell in love with Barbara Allan.

He sent his man down through the town
To the place where she was dwellin’ ;
“O haste and come to my master dear,
if you be BarbarafAllan. ”

O slowly, slowly rise she up,

To the-place where he was lyin’,

And when she drew the curtain by

“Young man, | think youre dyin’.”

“Qit’s I”’'m sick, and very, very sick,
And it is ali for Barbara Allan.”

“QO the better for me you shall never be
Though your heart's biood were a-spillin’.”

“O do you mind, young man,” said she,
*“When you the cups were fillin”,

That you made the toasts go round and round,
And slighted Barbara Allan?”

He turred his face unto the wall,
And death with him was dealin’:
“Adieu, adieu, my dear friends all,
And be kind to Barbara Allan. ”

@ November 11



