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Introduction


Throughout the Middle Ages the story of Sir Bevis of Hampton was among the most popular and widely disseminated of the English vernacular non-Arthurian romances. Its popularity lasted well into the seventeenth century and it was known to the Romantic poets of the late eighteenth century through Bishop Thomas Percy's collection of ancient ballads known as the Reliques.[1] However, Sir Bevis is not well-known today. The purpose of this translation is therefore to make this entertaining fourteenth-century English romance accessible to the widest range of readers, whether they are reading for pleasure or research. To accompany the translation, this Introduction provides details, background material together with some brief commentary, to illustrate a range of approaches to the story that may illuminate medieval cultural contexts and enhance the pleasure of reading. Further details and contexts for specific moments in the story can be found in the Notes at the end of the translation


The Manuscript

The earliest extant Middle English version of Sir Bevis of Hampton is found in the fourteenth-century Auchinleck MS which provides the most complete Middle English text of the poem, and is usually dated about 1330-40. The translation presented here in modern prose is based primarily on this text as it was edited by Eugen Kölbing in his late nineteenth-century EETS edition, which remains the most authoritative,[2] and was the most accessible until the 1999 TEAMS edition of Four Romances of England.[3] This, and the text on the Library of Scotland website,[4] derive from Kölbing's edition and I have consulted both for clarification of optional readings.

The Auchinleck manuscript was expensively produced, finely written, and illuminated. It was probably created in a workshop in London,[5] for a wealthy, but unnamed, patron, and is a compilation of texts which includes chronicles, homiletic works, and saints' lives, as well as other romances. Sir Bevis is, itself, in part a translation of an Anglo-Norman chanson de geste,[6] given the title Boeve de Haumtone, and follows the original Anglo-Norman form of the story closely in its most basic outline and relationships, but the fourteenth-century version shows a very pronounced intention to assert its Englishness and when it was 'Englished' it was considerably extended by the addition of substantial new episodes.[7] The balance between the elements that are retained and those that are added illuminates the extent to which the older ones were perceived to have continued relevance.

Sir Bevis has been the subject of many essays, but only one collection, Sir Bevis of Hampton in Literary Tradition edited by Jennifer Fellows and Ivana Djordjević, is dedicated entirely to its study.[8] Jennifer Fellows has also recently edited two later and more incomplete MSS of the romance in a parallel-text edition for EETS,[9] but no monographs have been devoted to this influential and distinctive romance, and no modern translation of it has been previously published, in spite of its fame over many centuries.

Evidence that the story of Sir Bevis of Hampton was renowned in England throughout the Middle Ages and during early modern centuries, lies in the five extant manuscripts which are later and more incomplete than the Auchinleck. From the late fifteenth century it also appeared in many printed English versions.[10] The story was translated and adapted throughout Europe, with versions in Welsh, Irish and Icelandic, Faroese, French, and Italian. It appeared in Yiddish in 1507, spread widely in Russia, and was eventually translated into Romanian in 1881. Its extraordinary spread and longevity make it comparable in fame to the Arthurian stories. Nevertheless, it is not now well-known in England, except in areas of the central south coast where it has given rise to legends that diverge dramatically from the literary tradition, to make up a distinctive, but highly localised popular tradition which speaks to an impulse dating back to the sixteenth century to take ownership of the literary hero.


Audience

Categorized in recent publications as a 'popular' romance,[11] the Auchinleck Sir Bevis is the longest of the fourteenth-century vernacular verse romances at 4620 lines. The narrator begins the poem with an acknowledgement of the circumstances in which such verse narratives might be performed when he announces:



Lordinges, herkneth to me tale!

Is merier than the nightingale,

That I schel singe.

[My lords and ladies, listen to my story! What I shall sing is merrier than the nightingale]




This opening suggests that the poem was originally to be recited in front of an audience, placing it in the oral tradition in which storytellers called for attention in a great hall or tavern, but this may only be included in the written version to maintain the fiction of a performance.[12] Likewise, the poem shares many stock phrases with other Middle English romances, which in oral performance had the attraction of familiarity for their audiences. Their presence in the Auchinleck Sir Bevis may be a recognition of readers' expectations, including that such tales had their ultimate origins in oral performance. However, such an expensive MS as the Auchinleck would not have been used as a 'minstrel's manuscript,'[13] although it may have been read aloud to its patron, or by its patron. The recollection of orality together with circumstances suggested for fourteenth century patronage recognise the extent to which vernacular verse romances like Sir Bevis, set in familiar as well as in exotic places, and providing lively entertainment, were, as they remained, popular at all levels of society. The circumstances of its presentation in the fourteenth century demonstrate that its audience or unacknowledged patron shared an interest in the promotion of 'Englishness' through the use of the vernacular language to express the cultural and social conventions with which they were also familiar.


Language

While introductory announcements are among the forms of language that would have been familiar to the original audience, the poem revels in the deployment of colloquial English. It includes sayings that remain familiar today such as the description of Saracens 'armed to the teeth,' of Bevis being wounded so that 'his life was in the balance,' and the comments that 'many hands make light work,' and that sleeping too long causes headaches. Other references and colloquial turns of phrase, expressions and proverbs, are characteristic of the language it shares with other, often later, fourteenth-century English texts, so that the Auchinleck Sir Bevis appears at times as a forerunner of the better-known work of Chaucer, the Gawain-poet, and politically sensitive proponents of the English vernacular, such as John Trevisa.[14] However, its most engaging aspect is, perhaps, the inclusion of humor in the form of wry, ironic and bawdy remarks, such as the observation that too much sex impairs the eyesight, all of which lend a familiar aspect to the romance's characterization of an English vernacular identity and shared attitudes to life.

Throughout the poem such distinctive 'Englishing' of the original, much shorter, Anglo-Norman poem, enlivens the now epic story and indicates the skill of the anonymous medieval translator, composer, or scribe, who was probably, though not certainly, male. I accept the likelihood of a male composer/scribe, but whatever the actual identity, the composer of the Auchinleck Sir Bevis was skilled in poetic techniques and adaptation as well as translation.


Style

Initially using the 'tail rhyme' stanza characteristic of romances,[15] this form ends at line 474 as Bevis runs away after attacking his stepfather. From this point the poem continues in tetrameter couplets but is never tedious. The sophistication of the composer/scribe may not be immediately obvious in his lively vernacular style, characterized by frequent instances of direct speech which dramatize the relationships between characters, and between the composer/scribe and the audience. The complex structure, made up of interlaced plot strands, constantly engages audience interest through direct narratorial address and narratorial intervention. This is frequent throughout the text in various forms, anticipating or giving clues to subsequent action, commenting on decisions made by characters, invoking divine aid for the hero, or divine punishment on villains, but always controlling the development of the story by deciding where one episode will end and another will begin. This episodic structure would, furthermore, enable only part of the story to be performed at any time, or to be presented perhaps over several evenings. It also allows for a convenient reading experience.

Sophistication emerges further in the rhetorical style that intervenes in the structure of the poem in the form of hysteron proteron—a rhetorical device in which chronological logic appears inverted. The composer/scribe also makes use of the historic present tense to give a sense of immediacy to exciting or tense parts of the story. It was much used in medieval poetry but I have followed modern convention and generally translated it here using the simple past tense, but the structural significance of hysteron proteron is so characteristic that I have left it unchanged.

The presence of the scribe is also left unchanged where it is apparently revealed in a few errors of continuity, when he seems to forget what he has written earlier. This may be due to eye-skip because he has lost concentration, or because he has forgotten an earlier reference. It may even indicate that the scribe had been copying from more than one earlier exemplar and confused them. However, there are other possible explanations, for example, when the composer/scribe appears to forget that Bevis already has his horse and sword and describes their presentation during his investiture as a knight, it may be that this ceremonial presentation confirms his ownership as part of his new status.

The Auchinleck Bevis was so distinctively 'Englished' and differentiated from its earlier Anglo-Norman source that it projects a desire to assert national identity through vernacular language. The composer/scribe makes no mistake when he repeatedly reminds his audience that this version of the story is the latest and that it was originally a 'French' story, often declaring: 'So hit is fonde in Frensche tale.' He mentions at other times that it is found in 'the book,' differentiating this source from any origin in oral storytelling. These remarks, while promoting the status of his work by deriving it from a book written in the elite language of French, often accompany moments of gory violence, linking ethnicity with it, however it may have been regarded by the audience. Nevertheless, this constant differentiation between what is English and what comes from the French keeps the notion of national identity as a matter of difference constantly in front of the audience.

Other texts in the Auchinleck compilation also show a distinctive assertion of the promotion of English as a language that is capable of crossing linguistic divisions by translation. These divisions were created by the use of Latin as the language of the Church, for learning and for elite literature, and French as the language of the descendants of the conquerors. Although medieval English society was accustomed to multilingualism and distinctive dialects, promoting use of the English vernacular also promoted national identity based on the shared values the language was now shown to be capable of expressing.


History, Bevis and Southampton

The 'Englishing' of the poem expands earlier Anglo-Norman references to the English locations it mentions. Bevis was always named as being 'of' Southampton, the prominent and historic port on the central south coast of England, regardless of the variable spelling of the location. The 'Hampton' of the Middle English title certainly refers to Southampton because the town is named in the poem using the Middle English spelling Souþamptoun. However, the actual geographical details of Southampton and the surrounding area are fictionalised to suit the story.

The equally fictional titles of Bevis's father, earl Guy, are lord of Southampton, Hampshire and Isle of Wight. The hero leaves and returns to these locations and refers to them. Hampshire is mentioned in the Middle English text initially only as the 'schire,' but later as 'Hamteschire,' and Guy's lands seem to extend to the New Forest, when his hunting expedition takes place in a forest that comprises part of his lands. However, the association between the fictional hero and the geographical location is not obvious. No factual earl of Southampton existed until the sixteenth century, although there had been Anglo-Saxon earls of Wessex which included Hampshire and Sussex. The last of these earls was Harold Godwinson, who became King Harold II, the last Anglo-Saxon king of England. Historically, Southampton was always retained in the hands of the monarch. It is possible, therefore, that the fictional earl Guy of Southampton had been originally intended in the Anglo-Norman Boeve to erase recollections of the last king of Anglo-Saxon England and his relationship to the port. By the time Bevis was composed this intention would have lost its significance but the connection between Southampton and the hero of the story was, nevertheless, retained.

Following the Norman Conquest, the Norman 'new town' of 'Hamton' developed on the higher ground to the west of the older Anglo-Saxon port of Hamwic which had been an international trading centre since the eighth century. Southampton's continuing importance as a trading centre throughout the Middle Ages as much as its popularity as a port providing access for pilgrims to and from the Continent may have influenced its original and ongoing choice as the home of a much-travelled hero.

The Auchinleck Bevis follows the Anglo-Norman Boeve in its depiction of earl Guy and in its preoccupation with land tenure and inheritance, which, in its own way, may have participated in the programme of establishing a sense of political legitimacy and national unity. This had begun with Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanniæ (The History of the Kings of Britain), completed in 1136. This work, purporting to tell the story of Britain from its 'founding,' was based on ancient legends and intended to serve as Norman propaganda by defining the legitimacy of Norman rule in Britain. For centuries its stories were regarded as historical fact. The connection between the story of Sir Bevis of Hampton and the medieval town whose name it bears was established in the late twelfth-century Boeve de Haumtone, when Southampton may have been chosen as a suitable place of origin for its hero because of the long-standing importance of the town as a royal port. The validation of this choice may lie in the fact that the town is mentioned five times in Geoffrey's History,[16] where it is, for example, the site of a battle between the son of the British King Cymbeline, and Lucius Hamo chief-of-staff of Claudius Caesar. In keeping with other tales of origins in the History, Geoffrey asserts that Hamo gave his name to 'Hampton,' which later became Southampton. It is, nevertheless, a matter of historical record that the name 'Hampton/Hamton' was derived by the Anglo-Normans from Anglo-Saxon 'Hamtun' the administrative centre for the port of Hamwic.[17]

Geoffrey also asserts that the King of Brittany had landed at Southampton with a large army to bring relief to his uncle King Arthur who was confronting an alliance of Saxons, Scots, Picts and their German allies. In another of Geoffrey's accounts, Southampton is the port of entry for Brian the nephew of King Cadwallo during internecine strife between the King and his foster-brother. Brian's arrival at Southampton begins a series of events that are echoed in the stories of both the Anglo-Norman Boeve and the Middle English Bevis. The lasting importance of Geoffrey's History may have influenced the original composer of the Boeve story in his choice of a location which was not only a familiar name, but already, putatively, connected with British heroes. 

The Middle English Sir Bevis retains this association between the hero and the English south coast in a second English location, specified as Arundel castle. It is not a place noticed by Geoffrey, but it appears in the Anglo-Norman Boeve, and is repeated in Sir Bevis. In both versions of the story it appears only as a brief mention of a castle which is to be built by the hero who is heir to the earldom of Southampton. In Boeve it is specifically intended to mark the boundary of his patrimony, and in both versions the hero declares the castle will be named 'Arundel' in honor of his horse. 

Although there is no proven connection between Arundel and Southampton until 1338—probably after the composition of the Auchinleck Bevis, and long after the composition of Boeve, an historical interpretation of its relevance to the story has gained prominence in modern scholarship. The brief reference to Arundel castle being built by the heir to the lands of the earl of Southampton has been read as defining a link between the story and the Anglo-Norman earls of Arundel.[18] This interpretation has been questioned,[19] but remains widely accepted. However, the extent of the earl of Southampton's lands as described in Boeve, stretching from 'your forest above the sea',[20] suggesting the New Forest in the west, to Arundel in the east, may have been understood at the time as defining the lands of the Anglo-Saxon earls of Wessex and rewriting their historical tenure. The original manor of the Godwin family lay on the border of Hampshire and Sussex at Compton. After the Conquest it became part of the honor of Arundel.[21] On the other hand, the designation 'Arundel castle' had been used elsewhere in twelfth-century and early thirteenth-century literature with negative connotations,[22] so the name, together with that of Southampton, may originally have signified no more than 'cultural geography,'[23] used for its familiarity. This is certainly the case when the story is repeated, even more briefly, in Sir Bevis, where it contributes to the historicizing of both land tenure and vernacular literature. 

Geoffrey's History, created for the early Norman rulers, had reconfigured British history to assert a new national identity in the twelfth century, and the fourteenth century Bevis repeats this in its own way. Besides its many distinctively English additions, its plot still revolves around Bevis's battle for his legal rights, which takes place notionally during the reign of the Anglo-Saxon King Edgar (959-975 AD), who was a descendant of Alfred the Great. Under Edgar's rule the northern and southern Anglo-Saxon kingdoms had been unified in 959. The appearance of this historical king in a clearly post-Conquest narrative context serves the purpose of integration propaganda as it implies that the history of the land was continuous.

The Anglo-Saxon past had been constantly appropriated and reconfigured in many ways in the centuries after the Norman Conquest, and used in other forms of literature to establish Englishness and help identify England as a nation.[24] In the case of Bevis, his confrontation King Edgar occurs towards the end of the poem as the mythic/fantastic nature of the story intersects with history through references to the king, accurately reflecting medieval matters of land tenure as well as the administration of royal justice. The encounter reiterates and extends the confrontation episode in the Anglo-Norman Boeve perhaps in response to continuing tensions between Scotland and England during the first half of the fourteenth century,[25] when Scotland asserted its own national identity, most notably in the 1320 letter to the Pope known as the Declaration of Arbroath.[26] A subsequent short-lived peace ended in 1333.[27]

Although King Edgar seems anachronistic in a story that plainly depicts the social and cultural conventions of fourteenth-century England, the Anglo-Saxon reference allows the composer/scribe to continue to address part of the poem's overall theme of injustice based on misappropriated lands. It argues the need for a Christian hero to fight not only in foreign lands, but to stand firm again internal injustices and uphold the ancient rights pertaining to the land and its people, including the unified kingdom. Anglo-Saxon history provided a sense of continuity even while the fourteenth-century romance reiterated the reconfiguring of that history, just as it absorbed its French literary origins into vernacular English.


The Romance Mode

Medieval romances have been referred to as the 'genre of the nation'.[28] Their fantasy and adventures encode historical and social controversies, while the form, including its introductory call for attention, sets up expectations among its audience based on the inclusion of specific motifs.

However, Sir Bevis, like a number of other non-Arthurian English vernacular romances, is not a courtly romance. The hero does not set out to win or serve a lady. The specific English setting in which Bevis begins, and to which it returns intermittently, places it among the verse romances known collectively as the Matter of England. These are distinguished from Matter of Britain romances primarily by their subordination of courtly motivation to themes of exile and inheritance, and by their pre-Conquest allusions.[29] In these romances, the dominant motivation for the hero centres around possession of land gained by inheritance then usurped, and the heir's struggles to regain it. As well as being a Matter of England romance Bevis might be assigned to a sub-group known as the 'male Cinderella,'[30] also known as 'exile-and-return' romances,[31] in which a boy of noble birth is disinherited so that his lands and titles may be appropriated by someone else without the need for battle. Six other English romances have similar heroes, and in all cases the disinherited and humiliated youth has to learn to fight in ways which will enable him to regain the inheritance denied him; and Bevis is not the only romance in which the youth is sold to Saracen slavers.

In all cases the disinherited youth finds help in his plight and gradually develops the skills and knowledge he needs to eventually avenge the suffering he has endured and win back his lands. There is some 'love interest' but winning the love of a lady is not the hero's primary motivation. He is intent on regaining what has been taken from him, and this may include the lady he loves, but always includes adventures including battles with ferocious enemies.


Characterization

Bevis is only a child when his father is killed and he is deprived of his patrimony when his title is usurped by his mother's lover, the Emperor of Germany. Biblical references contribute suggestively to the boy's characterization. Early in the story, in response to Bevis's mother's unnatural desire to have him killed, his uncle Saber's trick of showing her garments sprinkled with pig's blood recalls the biblical story of Joseph, and like Joseph, Bevis is sent to look after sheep, to keep him away from the wedding of his murderous mother to her lover. When this device fails, he is sold into slavery at his mother's command. This motif of selling a boy to pagans is found in the English romances King Horn and Havelok, but only Bevis echoes the biblical story. In Genesis, Joseph is sent to mind his father's sheep and is sold by his brothers into slavery among the Egyptians. The brothers then show their father Joseph's coat dipped in goat's blood.[32] Only in the English versions of Sir Bevis does Saber show the boy's blood-spattered clothes to his mother. The biblical echo does not appear in the Anglo-Norman story, but the Middle English version consistently places more emphasis on Christianity.

Bevis's father, earl Guy, marries in old age simply to father an heir. His unwilling bride is the daughter of the King of Scotland. She is already in an illicit relationship with the Emperor of Germany who has asked for her hand and been refused. Her marriage to Sir Guy takes the form of the malmariée, familiar in later medieval literature. Bevis depicts the dramatic consequences of this marriage when the wife arranges the murder of her old husband and the dispossession of their child. The Auchinleck Bevis certainly references a negative characterisation of Scottishness that seems to have been disseminated through contemporary chronicles and colors the depiction of the hero's mother in the Anglo-Norman Boeve.[33] The political environment of the fourteenth century may have influenced the repetition of this negativity. However, both versions of the romance explicitly detail the king of Scotland's disregard for his daughter's feelings—not unusual for a medieval royal father—but potentially allowing this to be seen as the cause of her rebellion. While evoking inevitably misogynistic medieval interpretations, this acknowledgement of cause and effect is in keeping with the Auchinleck manuscript's treatment of women throughout as it often appears to interrogate conventional attitudes and expectations by creating contrasts and posing one example against another across different episodes. In this analysis of cultural perceptions of the lives of women, Bevis attempts a degree of balance that pre-dates Chaucer's Canterbury Tales by more than fifty years.
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