Medieval Lit I


Subject: English

Benchmark: The Tower of London

Standards: E1c; E2 a, b, f; E3b; E5a,b 
TOPIC: Medieval Literature--

  Beowulf


  King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table


  Chaucer: Canterbury Tales (General Prologue)

MAJOR THEMES AND IDEAS: The Tower of London, as the Benchmark Description points out, is the quintessential English castle. The Norman invaders built the Tower in the 11th century, shortly after the Battle of Hastings. It has had a thousand years of accretions and changes. It is identified in popular imagination with dramatic moments in British history, most sensationally, with the imprisonment of royal personages—such as Lady Jane Grey, Anne Boleyn and Queen Elizabeth herself, and of course the Little Princes in the story of Richard III. 

The Benchmark Description offers some interesting suggestions for the English class, along the lines of  “If these walls could talk…” and exploration of the diaries or final utterances of some of the greats before their execution. All of these would work as reading and writing assignments, but since the English syllabus does not really reach English literature of the 16th and 17th centuries until the second semester, it seems more relevant to link the Tower of London to its earliest period: the Norman Conquest, roughly contemporaneous with the composition of the only extant manuscript of Beowulf (now in the British Library) and to the transition in British culture and letters from the Anglo-Saxon world to the Norman world of feudalism  that castles represent. The story of King Arthur, the semi-legendary, semi-historical figure from the distant British past—as distant as the past of the quasi historical Beowulf-- comes to us through a patchwork of tales and chronicles originating well before the Norman Conquest, but the version most of us know comes from Sir Thomas Malory in the 16th century. So let us focus on the White Tower with its ancient chapel of St. John the Evangelist, where the Knights of the Garter keep vigil before their investiture, of the whole feudal system and the ethos of knighthood made manifest in the oaths of loyalty of the Knights of the Round Table, and the code of chivalry evoked for modern tourists by the collection of armor in the Tower of London today, of the Crusades and their influence on the development of castle architecture, of the Norman Conquest itself and the huge changes it brought to British language, law and culture. Geoffrey Chaucer, whom we will think of primarily in connection with the Chartres Cathedral Benchmark, has a small linkage to the Tower of London through his role as Keeper of the King’s Works, and of course, Chaucer’s Knight, one of the company of pilgrims on the road to Canterbury along with his Squire, is part of the rich cross section of society that Chaucer explores.

SUGGESTED AIMS:

· In what way is the building of the Tower of London part of the story of the Norman Conquest?

· What were some of the effects of the Norman Conquest on the development of the English language?

· How was the English language (Middle English) different in Chaucer’s time from the language of the Beowulf manuscript?

· What were the original parts of the castle, and how did that arrangement reflect the life that went on inside the castle?

· What were the Crusades, and how did the experiences of the Crusades affect castle architecture?

· What features of Norman architecture are reflected in the Chapel of St. John?

· How is Norman religious architecture different from Gothic religious architecture? 

· Who was Beowulf and who wrote the epic poem about him?

· Where, geographically, does the action of Beowulf take place?

· What values are reflected in the Beowulf epic?

· What do we know about Anglo-Saxon art and culture?

· Who was King Arthur? Was he a historical character? A mythical character?

· Who were some of the early British historians, and what did they write about King Arthur? 

· Who were the important followers of King Arthur?

· What was the Round Table, and what was its oath?

· What is chivalry?

· Who were the heroes of the King Arthur stories? How can they be compared to other epic heroes you have studied?

· Have any of the values of chivalry survived to modern times?

· What are some of the most famous stories associated with The Tower of London?

VISUAL EXAMPLES:

· Illustrations from World Masterpieces
· Reproductions of illuminated manuscripts from books and the Internet

· A virtual tour of The Tower of London on the Internet – 

http://www.toweroflondontour.com/
· Electronic Beowulf
· Beowulf in comic book form

· Pictures of panels from the Bayeux Tapestry

· Drawings, diagrams and recreations from living history Internet sites

· Surveys of centuries of illustrations of the King Arthur story from the Internet

· Visit to the Arms and Armor Department of the Metropolitan Museum 

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:
· Make a map of the locations of the story of Beowulf
· Make a timeline of the various versions of the King Arthur story
· Research how life was lived inside a castle and make a graphic representation of your findings.

· Make a storyboard representation of key scenes from Beowulf
· Illustrate some of your favorite scenes from the King Arthur stories modeled on the style of some of the great illustrators, such as Walter Crane, William Morris or Gustave Dore.

· Compare Gilgamesh, Odysseus and King Arthur as epic heroes. Make a chart to illustrate your conclusions graphically, and then write a short explanatory essay.

· Write notes for an essay or a discussion of this statement: “Beowulf is not simply a tale of a superhero who battles monsters and dies in a final confrontation with a fire-breathing dragon. On a deeper and broader level it is about humankind’s constant conflict with evil: the murderous jealousy and the killing of kin; with the urge for vengeance and the vicious tradition of representing it as noble rather than monstrous behavior; and with violent self-destructive greed and its dire consequences for kings and countries.” –Kevin Kleman, “Electronic Beowulf,” see reference to FATHOM website below.

· How was Anglo-Saxon written? How did the written language look? What can we learn from studying the digital reproduction of Beowulf that we can’t learn from modern, edited versions and translations? Read Kevin Kleman’s article “Electronic Beowulf,” and then explore the Electronic Beowulf on the Internet. Make a presentation to the class about what you have learned. 

· Small groups: Research the difference between Old English and Middle English—in sound, vocabulary, spelling and grammar by listening to the excerpts and doing the exercises in the British Library  

· Explore some of the great Anglo-Saxon illuminated manuscripts through reproductions in books or on the Internet. What are some of the chief characteristics of Anglo-Saxon manuscript style? Make some designs of your own using Anglo-Saxon motifs 

· Write an account of a modern epic struggle, using the meter and verse form of Anglo-Saxon poetry.

· Read and solve some Anglo-Saxon riddles. Invent some kennings and make some riddles of your own.

· Read and compare the death scenes of Beowulf and King Arthur. What qualities of these great leaders are celebrated in their death scenes? What words and images seem particularly memorable to you? Write a short reflective response to the idea of “nobility.”

· Create some living history characters for an Arthurian- or an Anglo-Saxon- themed organization. Base your characters on your reading of literature and other research. Try your characters out on your class in a carefully constructed presentation.

· Research the preservation issues being faced by the Tower of London and other medieval castles. How are these problems being addressed? Write an appeal to a major foundation, outlining the problems, suggesting a plan of action and asking for funds.  

RESOURCES:
· http://www.georgetown.edu/labyrinth/labyrinth-home.html - This extraordinary website of resources for Medieval Studies, is sponsored by the Georgetown University Medieval Studies Program. It is a gold mine of information and links for teachers, including a section under Pedagogy, “Medieval Studies for K-12,” which has links to specific lesson plans. For the study of Beowulf, King Arthur and Chaucer, this site is a must.

Beowulf 

·  http://www.kami.demon.co.uk/gesithas/readings/bss_oe.html Listen to “The Funeral of Scyld Scefing” by clicking on the ornamental initial letters of each verse. (See also a recording of other lines from Beowulf from the British Library’s “Beowulf to Buzzwords” site, below.)

· http://www.engl.virginia.edu/OE/Beowulf.Readings/Beowulf.Readings.html   “Readings from Beowulf.” Some selected passages (in Old English) from Beowulf: Prologue; Grendel’s Approach to Heorot; The Lament of the Last Survivor; Beowulf’s Funeral.

· http://www.legends.dm.net/beowulf/index.html “Legends: Beowulf” This is an excellent collection of links arranged under the headings Beowulf on the Net and Beowulf’s World. One link is to sample pages of a dynamic graphic novel by Gareth Hinds based on the Francis B. Gummere translation. http://www.thecomic.com/thecomic/beowulf.htm Other links are to living history sites and even an online introduction to Old English for beginners. This is a good site for both teachers and students.

·  http://www.angelcynn.org.uk/poetry_beowulf.html “Beowulf Poem: The Historical Background of Beowulf” This is a very good historical-cultural introduction, with audio links to a couple of passages from the poem, offered by the Angelcynn Living history society. 

Anglo -Saxon England

· http://www.georgetown.edu/cball/oe/oe-map.html Map of Anglo-Saxon England (the kingdoms of Northumbria, Mercia and Wessex c.830) with important sites (some later) such as Sutton Hoo, London, Hastings and Canterbury clearly marked. Compare to the maps of earlier periods-- Roman “Saxon Shore” Forts c.370 AD; Britain in the 5th Century; Saxon Invasions and Land Holdings c. 500 AD-- on the Britannia site http://www.britannia.com/history/saxshor.html
· http://www.gla.ac.uk/Acad/Archaeology/resources/Anglo-Saxon/index.html “Anglo-Saxon Archaeology” Good links to Anglo-Saxon archaeological sites, historical studies and several living history sites. 

· http://www.nyu.edu/classes/garcia/hum2/ASArt/ “Anglo- and Hiberno-Saxon Art.” A page of links to images from Sutton Hoo, the Lindisfarne Gospels and the Book of Kells with an introduction and contextual overview, from an NYU art history course.

· http://www.esotericart.com/fringe/art/symbolic/BookKell/kells.htm “The Book of Kells.” Nine images from this great Hiberno-Saxon illuminated manuscript.

· http://www.angelcynn.org.uk/intro.html Angelcynn: Anglo-Saxon Living History 400-900 AD. This is an organization devoted to research on the period and accurate recreation of Anglo-Saxon life and culture.

· http://www.regia.org/  RegiaAnglorum: Anglo-Saxon, Viking, Norman and British Living History 950-1066 AD A living history organization dedicated to recreation of life about 100 years before the Norman Conquest. Their website is full of fascinating information and virtual experiences. The membership information page stresses the educational slant of the organization and the numbers of historians, archaeologists and other scholars among its members. One section, “Games of the Viking and Anglo-Saxon Age,” http://www.regia.org/games.htm will especially interest students

· http://members.aol.com/_ht_vanishwood/keep/garb1.htm?mtbrand=AOL_US This is a page on “11th Century Anglo Saxon Men’s Garb” from the website of The Society for Creative Anachronism, an international living history group for the study of the Middle Ages. Students who enjoy computers will probably like the interactive map of the imaginary shire of “Vanished Wood” and the various links to other sites and topics. There’s no guarantee of historical accuracy, but the clothing article above indicates his sources fairly carefully. Several of his references are to the Sutton Hoo burial. 

Development of the English Language
· http://www.education.bl.uk/projects/changelang/main.htm “Changing Language: Beowulf to Buzzwords.” This very interesting website of the British Library for teachers and students is geared to two levels: “Stage 3,” and “Post 16.” Each level has a variety of activities (including printable worksheets) for exploration of the origins and evolution of the English language. Both levels use excerpts from Beowulf and The Canterbury Tales and audio readings as a starting point. The K3 level begins with a vivid, short introduction to Beowulf, Lines 1357-1367 and 1377-1382 (Beowulf and Grendel’s Mother) and provides guided activities; the Post 16 level offers Lines 1357-1382 with more challenging activities, including some analysis of Anglo-Saxon grammar, and worksheets for comparing Anglo-Saxon, Middle English, and Modern English. For Chaucer, the K3 level excerpt is from “The Squire’s Tale,” and the Post 16 excerpt is from “The Wife of Bath’s Prologue,” both with introduction, audio and activities. With teacher previewing and supervision, both levels of this site could be very useful for the 10th Grade. Later parts of the site continue the chronological survey of English and will be valuable for later units of World Literature.

· http://www.fathom.com/story_printable.jhtml?storyId=122102 The British Library owns the only known medieval manuscript of Beowulf. This is an article from the FATHOM website about the digital preservation project Electronic Beowulf 

Castles
· http://britannia.com/history/david1html “The English Medieval Castle,” by David Dawson. This is the first of a series of three (linked) articles about the development of British castles and their major features. These readable and relatively brief articles are detailed in their description of castle architecture and their historical context, from Roman fortifications on. There are interesting pages on feudal life and on the role of the seige warfare of the Crusades in the improvement of castle defenses.  The articles, being geared to tourists, are illustrated with pictures of several different castles in Great Britain and help to put the Tower of London in a broader cultural context.

The Bayeux Tapestry and the Norman Conquest
· http://www.hastings1066.com/ This website has links to both a full reproduction of the Bayeux Tapestry and to selected highlights, each with a full Latin-English translation. Another link tells about the construction and history of the tapestry and a fourth link leads to Battle1066.com, a historical site. The presentation is a little overdone , but the captions and the actual pictures of the tapestry are good.  

· http://www.sjolander.com/viking/museum/bt/bt.htm Another site for pictures of the whole tapestry. No captions, but good, clear pictures.

· http://www.ibiscom.com/bayeux.htm “Invasion of England,1066;” A two-part historical presentation from the EyeWitness website that sets up the historical context of the Norman Conquest and then uses sections of the Bayeux Tapestry as the “eyewitness” report, explicating each panel clearly and interestingly in a straight forward narration that is easy to read and understand. 
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