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We turn now to the translations of Geoffrey’s of Monmouth’s history done by the Norman clergyman Wace and by the English priest Layamon.  These are the first two extended treatments of the Arthurian story in French and English, which will come to be, of course, the two languages in which the tradition develops most fully in the centuries to come.

We need to understand that these works are not translations in quite our sense of the word.  Medieval translators felt free to elaborate on the original to a degree that modern translators would find unacceptable; a medieval translation is in effect a re-writing, a new version of the work.
While these two translations are into different languages, French and English, they are both written for audiences in England.  During this period, England is a two-language culture: French for the upper classes, English for all those below.  Important to realize that the two languages don’t really begin to merge until after 1204, when King John lost Normandy to France and thus the King of England was now no longer also Duke of Normandy.  The royal court remained predominantly French-speaking for another century and a half, but the incentive to assimilate was much greater now, and starting at around 1250 the two languages (Anglo-Saxon and French) begin to merge in earnest.

We retain some of this class distinction in a word pair in Modern English like “house” and “mansion.”  “House” is from the Anglo-Saxon word for a dwelling; “mansion” is from the French, and originally also means a dwelling (“maison”).  But with two words for the same thing, the French-derived word comes to mean a very fancy dwelling.

You can see the opposite development in words relating to smell.  There are many French-derived words in English for good smells: perfume, aroma, fragrance, scent--all of these have positive connotations.  Whereas the Anglo-Saxon word for smell, “stench,” while originally a purely neutral term, comes to have highly negative connotations, being associated with the lower classes.  Don’t try complimenting someone on the lovely stench of her perfume...
Well, back to Wace and Layamon.

Wace is from Normandy, educated in France, but he writes for the French-speaking Norman aristocracy in England and dedicates his Roman de Brut to Eleanor of Aquitaine, wife of Henry II of England. The work was presented to the queen in 1155, so fewer than twenty years after Geoffrey had completed his history in Latin prose Wace translates it into French verse.  18 manuscripts of the complete work survive, as well as several fragments.

[Anglo-Norman: the dialect of French spoken by the Normans living in England.  Quite a bit of literature in Anglo-Norman survives; for a good overview, see the essay by Susan Crane listed above.]

A good exercise would be to compare the passages in our selection from Wace that draw on passages that we read in Geoffrey and note quite carefully the changes that Wace makes.  I should have asked you to do this for today, but I didn’t.  So more generally, what sorts of spin does Wace put on Geoffrey’s narrative?  [Discussion: more vivid, lively, dramatic; not very interested in scenes of battle; expands dialogue; interested in love intrigue, manners, magic.]

Comparison: Uther and Igerna at dinner in Geoffrey (pages 64-5) versus the same scene in Wace (page 103).  Or the very short description of the fifteen-year-old Arthur in Geoffrey (page 67) with the more elaborate descripton in Wace (page 106), emphasizing his chivalric, courtly qualities.
Also in Wace first mention of Round Table, “about which the Britons tell many a tale”--a phrase perhaps indicating a Celtic origin.  Some evidence of a Celtic tradition of warbands assembling around a circular table.
Excalibur called this (rather than “Caliburn,” as in Geoffrey).  And for the first time we hear about the so-called “Breton hope” that Arthur may return from Avalon.

Layamon--English priest, composes poem probably in 1190’s.  First full-scale treatment of Arthurian materials in English.  Survives in two manuscripts.

Important point to emphasize is how much Layamon tries to highlight the Englishness of his version.  By definition, as we’ve seen, his audience must be non-aristocratic, and he seems to consciously avoid using English words of French origin, employing Anglo-Saxon vocabulary whenever he can.  He writes in the alliterative meter of Old English poetry most familiar to us from Beowulf.  

Layamon is himself translating Wace’s translation of Geoffrey--a translation of a translation.  What kind of spin does Layamon put on the story?  [Takes it back to heroic epic, whereas Wace took it forward to chivalric romance.  Alliterative meter is wonderful for narrating scenes of combat.]

Passage: Arthur’s dream (pages 112-13) reflects these interests.  The rather unchivalric moment of Arthur dismembering Wenhaver [Guinevere]!

The Early Middle English language of Layamon’s poem is at some midpoint between the Anglo-Saxon of Beowulf and Chaucer’s Middle English.  Let’s read and listen to an excerpt, the final battle with Mordred as Layamon relates it (lines 14235-14297).  You will not be held responsible for this material on your exam, so just sit back and enjoy a rich medieval text that very few people know.  (Certainly none of your other professors.  Just try asking Helen Emmitt or Mark Lucas if they’ve read any Layamon lately!)
Go over excerpt and then play on tape.

