NOTES TAKEN FROM THE LECTURES : CULTURE ANGLAISE

Lecturer: JL FABRY
Class 1
1) Pre-history

2) Romans

3) Anglo-Saxon vs Vikings


1) Prehistory

Homo Heidelbergensis

· Evidence such as animal bones bearing cut marks going back way before the Anglian Stage (glaciation around 450,000 years BC) makes a human presence in Britain almost certain. These humans, Homo Heidelbergensis,  were ancestors of the Neanderthals.  However, as this ice age surged, conditions deteriorated. The ice sheet was so powerful that it bulldozed the course of the Thames further south and humans sought refuge in areas like Southern France or Spain.
The Neanderthals

· They are still “alive”, we are them (partially) (in our DNA).  Initially, they were seen as a stupid, brutish species, little more intelligent than the apes and were feared to have been exterminated by modern humans. Indeed, Neanderthals disappeared around 30 000 BC. The last place where they lived: near Gibraltar.  As they were less agile runners than modern humans, they probably lost the competition for food. However, there is no question that Neanderthals and modern humans did manage to coexist for a while and “live” together as evidenced by the presence of their DNA in “our” DNA – “our” DNA in inverted commas as only  modern European and Asian populations have this genetic characteristic. Prehistoric Africans never met the Neanderthals.
The presence of 1 to 2% of Neanderthal DNA in the Europeans’ genome may be ascribed to as few as 400 fertile encounters.
· Neanderthals were present in Britain but not much and not always, because of the glaciation/ interglacial cycles. A strange factor is that Britain may then have been abandoned by humans who only came back around 70,000 years ago.

· During a glaciation ice could cover most of northern  Europe, with an ice sheet 2km high. The water of this ice sheet came from oceans. The lower sea level made a land bridge appear where we now have the Channel. Accordingly animals and humans could travel back and forth depending on the evolving climate. Around 8,000 years ago, however an ice dammed lake situated west of Holland broke and drowned Doggerland, a vast land area with lakes, rivers and hills between England and southern Scandinavia *.  The best evidence of this gigantic flood are the skulls, bones and teeth of mammoths and other animals which are still currently being dredged up  off the Dutch coast.  That few signs of Neanderthal or Mesolithic men’s presence in England were ever found is due to the fact many traces they left were submerged with the rising sea levels at the end of the Ice Age. 
	“Dogger bank”:  Dogger Bank is a large sandbank in a shallow area of the North Sea about 100 kilometres off the east coast of England. During the last ice age the bank was part of a large landmass connecting Europe and the British Isles, now known as *Doggerland.


Homo sapiens: 
· hunter-gatherers, the basic Homo-Sapiens population of Britain arrived around 30,000 years ago. They were replaced  around 5,000 years BC  by  the population which built Stonehenge. This new  efficient population were farmers originating  from Central Asia.

The building of Stonehenge certainly denoted a powerful social organisation as the stones appear to have been quarried in west Wales (Preseli Hills – north Pembrokeshire)  and carried over a 100 miles to be installed on Salisbury plain. 
By some accounts  800 BC marked the onset of the last stage of prehistoric Britain  with the emergence of the iron age civilisation. For Britain this involved turbulent times and warring tribes led by warrior kings as populations increasingly sought  protection in hillforts like Ambledon Hill (Dorset). 
These  Celts are still present in some regions of Britany, Ireland, Wales, Scotland, Cornwall. During the 1st century BC Germanic tribes also reached the British Isles. 
recommended personal research: Cheddar Man

2) Romans (44AD->409)
· The Romans and Julius Caesar first reached Britain in 55 and 54 BC but were unable to defeat conclusively Cassivellaunus, the  leader of an alliance of British tribes at that time. It is out of question to speak of a Roman conquest of Britain by Julius Caesar. However, Rome was soon to enjoy a
·  period of absolute dominance. One century later Cassivellaunus’ Celtic and Germanic coalition has collapsed and the Romans invade Britain with ‘another’ Emperor (Claudius) (even if technically Julius Caesar wasn’t an Emperor). So, in 44 AD, almost one century after Caesar’s first attempt, Britain is really conquered by the Romans. The  victory takes place in a place that the Romans called Camulodunum. The Romans were too strong and it was a quick defeat. Camulodunum became the site of the first Roman capital of Britain. Camulodunum, in fact Colonia Claudia Victricensis is the current Colchester. 
recommended personal research: Colonia Claudia Ara Agrippinensium



                   Lindum Colonia
	Cunobelin : King in pre-Roman Britain
Ruler of a large area of south eastern Britain from about AD 10 to 42. Soon after his death, Britain was finally conquered by Rome. He is the Cymbeline in William Shakespeare's play of the same name, although the play's fanciful plot bears no relation to the events in Cunobelinus' career. He made Camulodunum (Colchester) his capital and the seat of his mint. His power and influence were extensively felt in Britain. Cunobelin was leading Celts and Germanic tribes. 


· Because of the harsh Roman rule, a rebellion occurred involving Queen  Boudicca and the Iceni, a strong tribe (Boudicca was the Celtic Queen of the Iceni tribe of modern-day East Anglia, Britain, who led a revolt against Rome in 60/61 CE. ... She mounted a revolt against Rome which left the ancient Roman cities of Camulodunum, Londinium and Verulamium in ruins). 
· During that rebellion, Colchester was burned and razed to the ground, during  emperor Nero’s reign. However, as the Romans were still at the peak of their power, the Iceni were eventually defeated and Boudicca disposed of. 

· LEGACY: (Boudicca  as symbol: statue of a woman riding a chariot and holding a spear,  typical Brittonic military gear. In the 19th century people decided to use her as a symbol of the British fighting spirit. 

Very concrete symbol of the Roman presence in Britain: 

· Hadrian’s Wall and its northern twin the Antonine Wall . Hadrian’s Wall started being built in AD 122  during the reign of  Emperor Hadrian. It went from Carlisle to Newcastle. They built it to protect themselves from invasions from the north (Scotland). Then they decided to build a road to go from East to West (Newcastle to Carlisle), they followed Hadrian’s Wall. Every 5 or 10 miles you had a small castle and a garrison town. one of those was Vindolanda (one of the best preserved).  There in an area where the ground prevented the decay of substances, a huge stock of letters was found. Some of those letters were from women (probably officers’ wives or so) and probably the first extant example of a woman’s handwriting. In a less sentimental vein, those letters also reveal the derogatory term used by the Roman army for the local population: Brittunculi.
The Antonine Wall was built from AD 142  onwards by the Emperor Antoninus Pius, and was abandoned for military purposes in AD 164 . It went west roughly speaking from Edinburgh to the mouth of the river Clyde (Glasgow).
The Roman period: everything was fine except that, from the 4th and 5th century Rome was constantly in trouble, constantly invaded by “horrible” tribes. In AD 409   we can imagine a great scene with the last Roman legion leaving and at that time the Romano-British are left alone. The Roman legions are gone. 
Ultimately Romano-British and  Roman culture in Britain suffered a fatal blow with the Plague of Justinian (541-542), a pandemic whose effects were felt until well into the 8th century, for a possible toll of 13-to 23% of the world population (25 million deaths being a conservative estimate). Pre-existing Romanised Britons were then no match for successive waves of Frankish-German migration across the North Sea.
3) Anglo-Saxon (AS) vs Vikings

5th century( 11th in 1066: Tug of war between Anglo-Saxons and the Vikings. 

· The AS = mix of the debris of the Romano-British culture + new tribes. 

· The Saxons = the Angles, the Jutes, Germanic tribes.

· The Vikings = from Scandinavia (Norway, Denmark and Sweden). 

This half millenium was a characteristically chaotic period of migration, raids by sea-faring tribes – Angles, Saxons and Jutes - ( and - slave and other - trade). The exact time and the exact form of this migration: conquest, invasion or peaceful settlement remains open to debate.
· The Anglo-Saxon era  starts with fragmentation.
At the beginning we have a very fragmented country with lots of kingdoms  - East Anglia, Wessex, Sussex, Essex - until finally some regions emerged. The two most resilient of them were Mercia (=the current English Midlands) and Wessex, a region then including London and most of southern England. Kent, for its part, was at the vanguard of the reconstruction of state structures after the Roman model. At the direction of Æthelberht of Kent (AD 550-616), the minting of coins ( sceatta) resumed with designs derived from the Roman models.  One of the more successful later kings was King Ine of Wessex (AD 670-726 ), who produced a complete law code written in Old English by the end of the 7th century.
recommended personal research: heptarchy
N.B. name of the counties around London? If you live in the east, it’s called Essex. West = Wessex.      North = Northex. ( gotcha! sadly enough this one does not exist; except as a Canadian company) 

South = Sussex.       Middle = Middlesex  (cf joke about the man with a “skirt”)
· The Saxon Kings:

Some high water marks and some low ones.
The high point ►the most famous Saxon king: Alfred. (AD 847-899 ) was King of Wessex from 871 to 899.
1) When he took over from his father and his three elder brothers he inherited the control of Mercia and Wessex. His father had sent him on an ”Erasmus program” to  Rome where he met the Pope and was made a “consul”. 
2) On top of that, Alfred was a bookworm, he read Latin. Even more creditably, Alfred was also very much a philosopher king who did not hesitate to record his own thoughts and concerns on the moral duties of kingship. Finally,  with people like Alcuin, he’s going to become a fierce translator himself (Latin ►English) translating works from pope Gregory I, Boethius and Saint Augustine. He decides that the knowledge of Latin among the clergy is so bad that it is stupid to read in Latin only, and so we need English texts (that’s what he said). He launches a massive translation effort. So, contrary to France, we have an enormous number of texts in Old English (translated around that time) not to mention original literature in Old English dialects like Cædmon's  Hymn written as early as the second half of the  7th century.
3) Alfred fought against the Vikings, lost a few times but finally defeated Guthrum, the King of the Danish Vikings conclusively at the battle of Edington AD 878. 

That’s one of the peaks of Saxon kings. And sometimes he is also considered as the most Roman of them because: when he went to Rome, he realized how big, strong and stable the Roman Empire had been. So like Charlemagne, he’s going to try to stabilize the country, following an ideal of an ordered and settled government.
4) The upshot of Alfred’s victory at Edington was the famous Treaty of Alfred and Guthrum – a document still extant, signed by AD 890.  Guthrum accepted to be baptized and the Vikings decided to desist from plundering and raiding in favour of a less violent type of exploitation of the land. This led to the creation of the Danelaw: originally the laws in force in the Northern and eastern part of England still occupied by the Danes. Now, Danelaw usually refers to the areas themselves.
5)  Alfred dies in AD 899. Conclusion: On the one hand he’s a Saxon king by keeping his Saxon customs and organization. His major success will be to stop the advance of Vikings in England – but not to eliminate them. But because he’s been to Rome and he’s read so much in Latin, he dreamt of reorganizing that stable Roman system. With this in mind, you can consider him as a “Roman” King.
· A complex situation:

Starting from Alfred’s legacy, his descendants further consolidated the institutional structures of the English state and were able to guarantee efficient administration. King Athelstan (894-939) and King Edgar (943-975) even managed for a brief moment to rule over England (including the Danelaw) and Scotland. However, this could not be achieved without the violence concomitant to military campaigns: against the Vikings and the Scots. 

The low point ►  Ethelred (dies 1016)
One of the lowest points was Ethelred. He was an ineffectual ruler who failed to prevent the Danes from overrunning England. Nearly all of the country was ravaged, and Ethelred’s efforts to buy peace only made the invaders more rapacious.

Ethel=the noble; red=reason; his name meant the noble reason. 
The joke at the time is that he was the one with the noble ideas but still he did not have the good ideas. His name was finally transformed to (historical joke) the Unready. “Ethelred the Unready” became a joke (= the king who was not ready), but in fact it was a mistranslation of the Old English word “unræd” (=the king who had bad advice): a twist on his name Ethelred.
The cultural complexity of this situation is made remarkably clear in BEOWULF an epic story written in England somewhere between AD 700  and AD 1000, the time when the manuscript was made. Although this alliterative poem is written in old English, it includes “Scandinavian” events which took place between Denmark and Sweden around the mid-6th century.

“Beowulf tells the story of a Swedish warrior, who is required to do battle with three mythical (and theological) monsters: Grendel, who “had dwelt for a time in misery among the banished monsters, Cain’s clan”  is a kind of Satan-beast, spreading evil and death everywhere he goes; Grendel's monstrous mother  and a dragon. 

Beowulf kills all three of these ogres, but perishes in his final battle against the dragon. “Beowulf explores and finally asserts God's providence, and the triumph over evil: Beowulf the King is an explicitly Christian vanquisher, despite the pagan world in which he operates, and the pagan pyre on which he is memorialised by his loving subjects. “  from the Guardian. Oct. 1999
Nevertheless, Beowulf also presents very clear signs of the warlike feudal society which is about to dominate western Europe for the next couple of centuries. In many instances chieftains (Beowulf or King Hrothgar) are described in banqueting scenes, ceremonies  where the  “ring giver“ doles out “rings and torques” as a sign of badly needed reciprocal loyalty in a world rife with aggression, slaughter and “blood-soaked battlegrounds”. This is in embryonic form the feudal bond where in exchange for a land and some privileges, the overlord could demand military, judiciary and administrative services from his vassals. More broadly this fits in the general concepts of gift and counter-gift connecting all members of society in a web of solidarity: exchanges, gifts and, in fact compulsory, return gifts.
A brief extract describing the cursed lake under which Grendel's monstrous mother  dwells
' At night there, something uncanny happens:

 the water burns. And the mere-bottom 

has never been sounded by the sons of men.

 On its bank, the heather-stepper halts:

 the hart in flight from pursuing hounds 

will turn to face them with firm-set horns

 and die in the wood rather than dive

beneath its surface. That is no good place. 

When wind blows up and stormy weather

 makes clouds scud and the skies weep,

out of its depths a dirty surge 

is pitched towards the heavens.'

                                                                Transl. Seamus Heaney






Section : l. 1345-79
After Beowulf’s death
Then a stern rebuke was bound to come

from the young warrior to the ones who had been cowards.
Wiglaf, son of Weohstan, spoke

disdainfully and in disappointment;

‘Anyone ready to admit the truth

will surely realize that the lord of men        (= Beowulf)
who showered you with gifts and gave you the armour 
you are standing in – when he would distribute
helmets and mail-shirts to men on the mead-benches,  (= a seat during a Germanic feast)
a prince treating his thanes in hall 

to the best he could find, far or near –

was throwing weapons uselessly away.






Transl. Seamus Heaney






Section : l. 2852-85
recommended animated film: 

youtube      https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QKjcoFZmKuA
Canute and Hardacnut
King Canute,  (Canute being the anglicised form of Knut a decidedly Viking name) – dies 1035- and his son Hardacnut – dies 1042- (please refrain from brainless punning on the name) reigned towards the end of the Danish presence in England during a period blessedly free of Viking raids. They ruled at the beginning of the 11th century over a North Sea Empire that included England, Denmark, part of Sweden and sometimes, but not always, Norway.  Canute was described as a king of pragmatic Christian faith, who offered England a measure of stability. As distances did not make central control a convenient solution, Canute had to delegate power to close family members who lacked his prestige or his talents as a ruler. His empire soon disintegrated after his own and his son’s death in 1042.
The crown then went to Edward the Confessor, who was none other than Canute’s stepson, after this Viking king’s marriage to Emma of Normandy, the widow of Ethelred the Unready.
Edward was born around the millennium became King of England in 1042 and dies in 1066.

His successor’s reign will last a mere 10 months and will be the conclusion of the Saxon period in Britain.  
