
Introduction to Medieval English Literature and Culture Langeslag

Exam Specifications

The exam takes place Thursday 13 February in KWZ 0.606, 10:00 sharp–12:00 sharp.

Structure
⒈ Lecture material (25% — count 30 minutes)

⒉ Seminar material (75% — count 90 minutes)

⒜ Commentary of a seen passage of Old English verse (30%)
⒝ Translation of an unseen passage of Old English prose (40%)
⒞ Discussion of a seen Middle English text (30%)

Specification
Lecture Material
Professor Rudolf will provide the questions relating to the lecture; I have no further information.

Commentary
This assignment will quote a short verse passage (8–12 lines, with no or minimal glosses) that
has been translated and discussed in class. You will be asked to comment on all aspects of the
passage: form (rhythm and alliteration; diction), content/argument, and cultural context. This
part is usually left wide open: you will be given a passage and are expected to comment on it, and
on the wider text from which it has been excerpted, without further specification. To prepare for
this assignment, reread your class notes for Cædmon’s Hymn and The Dream of the Rood and the
editors’ notes below the text in the textbook, but also read Ó Carragáin and North, “The Dream
of the Rood and Anglo-Saxon Northumbria”, provided on StudIP, and closely study the example
commentary on the reverse of this sheet! You can anticipate much of what should be in your
commentary ahead of time.

Unseen Passage
This will be a short prose extract, thoroughly but not exhaustively glossed. Words that we have
often encountered may not be glossed, and the same is true for words whose senses are transparent
from their Modern English or German reflexes. To prepare for this, learn your paradigms, but
also practise reading familiar and new prose texts in the textbook.
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Discussion
This is a short essay question which you should answer in (roughly) one to three paragraphs. It will
concern the Middle English text we have read (i.e. The Franklin’s Tale) and explore one particular
issue the author raises, or a cultural phenomenon he explores. For instance, the poem ends with
the question which character in the tale is “the most free”; that could be a natural essay question
to ask here. You may or may not be given a choice to answer one question out of several.

Example Commentary
Fela ic on þām beorge gebiden hæbbe50
wrāðra wyrda: geseah ic weruda God
þearle þenian. Þȳstro hæfdon
bewrigen mid wolcnum Wealdendes hrǣw,
scīrne scīman; sceadu forð ēode,
wann under wolcnum. Wēop eal gesceaft,55
cwīðdon Cyninges fyll: Crīst wæs on rōde.
Hwæðere þǣr fūse feorran cwōman
tō þām Æðelinge; ic þæt eall behēold.

Your commentary should look somewhat like this:

This passage is in standard Old English metre, with four stressed syllables per line,
two to three of which alliterate (e.g. “þearle þenian. Þȳstro hæfdon”, l. 52). Much
of the surrounding text outside the quoted passage is in hypermetric verse, meaning
there are extra stressed and/or unstressed syllables.

The speaker, not identified in this extract, is the cross on which Christ has been
crucified. In this poem, called The Dream of the Rood by its editors, a man dreams
that he hears the cross speak. The poem is thus both a dream vision and an example of
prosopopoeia, the assignment of speech or action to inanimate objects. Prosopopoeia
is arguably also found in line 55b, which asserts that all creation wept. This extract
makes use of chiaroscuro, the contrast of light and dark: Christ’s body is described as
a “bright splendour” (54a), chasing away the dark shadows below the clouds (54–55).

The word here used for the cross is rōd (56b), a word that does indeed mean cross;
for much of the poem, the words used are instead words for tree or gallows, perhaps
signalling the greater familiarity of trees and gallows as instruments of death among
the Anglo-Saxons, but also echoing the concept of the tree of life in the garden of
Eden: according to Christian theology, Christ’s death on the cross gives eternal life
to Christians, so its association with the tree of life is thematically appropriate. In
addition, medieval tradition held that the tree out of which the cross was made grew
out of a seed or sapling of the tree of life. The “eager ones” travelling to Christ’s corpse
in lines 57–8 are not identified but should be understood to be Joseph of Arimathea
and Nicodemus, who collect his body in the gospel tradition.
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