
THERE Be Dragons...

Adam Gopnik’s comments on the various ways medievalism has been adapted for books of fantasy for young (and not so young) people (“The Dragon’s Egg,” New Yorker 12/5/2011) triggered some fond memories of my medieval associations at the University of Iowa in the mid-1970s.

J.R.R. Tolkien wasn’t the only medievalist whose pedagogical preferences frustrated students.  Professor John McGalliard taught a Beowulf seminar at Iowa that attracted a small but dedicated cadre of graduate students.  I think there were seven of us.  Steeped in the heady mazes of New Criticism and aching to apply our insights to ancient texts, we tried in every class to offer them.  

Professor McGalliard would have none of it. Each class was strictly limited to one and only one activity:  word by word translation of the 3182 lines of the poem.  Only when we had finished that (the last class) did he open up the floor for critical commentary.

Most of us got the message and gradually grew accustomed to the rigor McGalliard imposed. I think one student wrote a final paper on the relative merits of the poem’s seven rhythmic patterns.  I wrote about kennings -- Anglo Saxon micro-metaphors like “hron-rad” --which means “sea” but literally is “whale road.” 

At the end of the fall term there was a party at the home of Professor Valerie Lagorio.  A large bowl of mead was served, made to exacting specifications from a 700-year old recipe.  It was heady stuff and the gathering quickly loosened up.  One professor, a Harvard man, lamented his lot as a football fan.  The Crimson had never won while he was there and now he’d come to Iowa only to watch the Hawkeyes linger in the cellar of the Big Ten.  He was spilling mead on his crimson and blue tie as he talked.

Someone started singing and many of us joined in, including Professor Lagorio. She was, among other things, an Arthurian (who became co-director of my thesis -- still unfinished), founder of  the Mystics Quarterly journal and a ukulele player. As a young grad student she had sung with the San Francisco Opera company and danced with a west coast version of the Rockettes. At one point in the evening she offered to show us some of her high kick moves, but saner heads (there must have been some) prevailed.

My daughter is now a Ph.D. candidate in History at the University of Minnesota.  She tells me that there is a small cadre of medievalists among her colleagues.  They seem a bit “odd” and tend to stick to themselves, but they are sanguine about job prospects when they complete their degrees. The market is not huge, but, as my daughter points out, “every school needs at least one medievalist.”

-- Doug Wilhide

wilhide@skypoint.com
3019 West 43rd Street

Minneapolis, MN 55410

612.926.3939

