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To my family who lives the vernacular.
And to my family who gave me a light in the dark places, when all other
lights went out.

Preface

About the Nature and Structure of This Study
Even at the level of lexicon there are clear difficulties with this project.
This subject is literally hard to talk about. To paraphrase Twain, medieval
and African-American studies can seem like two fields separated by a common language. What do we mean when we say “vernacular”? Are we discussing the vernaculars of thirteenth-century England or the multiplicity
of registers in American English, including dialect and regional vocabularies? When we say “feudalism,” do we mean the baggy category meant to
capture the economic and social relations of medieval peoples or is it
meant as the equally fraught category for slave labor in a capitalist American
context? Is “Anglo-Saxon” a cultural designation for a person who has not
existed for nearly a thousand years or shorthand for a white American?
Even deceptively straightforward terms like the lyric, race, and the literary
tradition are revealed to be peculiar within each field and incommensurate
with itself when scaffolded by a different scholarly apparatus. In constructing this book across two fields, I attempt to respect the intellectual context
that allows each of these terms to be legible to scholars in their respective
fields. While I do mean the unusual intersection of discourses in this book
to provoke a broader conversation between the medieval and AfricanAmerican studies, the reason for this intervention is practical. Many of the
people under consideration in this book were trained before these disciplinary boundaries had solidified. As will be discussed in Chap. 2, several
significant African-American writers read medieval texts or Sir Walter Scott
and a few studied medieval languages. When they deployed terms like
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“feudalism” or “romance” they did so with a deep understanding of the
implications for putting African-American experiences into paradigms that
were constructed to describe a wholly different historical period. Writers
who did not have this training found explanatory power in the space created by the distance in-between applications of these terms in different
contexts. For example, Gloria Naylor invites a discussion of the relationship between Chaucer’s “greet multitude of folk” and the boisterous language of the neighborhoods she imagines. Part of this book’s project is to
begin to supplement the ways in which scholars of the Middle Ages and of
African-American literature permit themselves to deploy terms that are
fundamental to their fields so that they can imagine different boundaries
for their inquiries. To bridge these fields, I will occasionally have to tread
territory that is familiar to specialists in either medieval or nineteenthcentury studies.
The breakdown between fields and time periods has prompted me to
construct this book in a way that is different from most of contemporary
scholarship. Although a significant amount of this book examines the origins of medieval studies within African-American scholarship and literature, it also looks outside of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Chapter 5 and the Coda look at the afterlife of African-American
perspectives on the Middle Ages. Although it is unusual to find work on
the Middle Ages alongside that of far-flung periods, it is necessary to
include it within the pages of this book. Part of the reason for this is the
performative function these chapters serve. This book insists that what
early African-American scholars and writers undertook when studying the
Middle Ages or making use of medievalisms was not a mere curiosity to be
studied at a remove. The invocation of the medieval or the desire to do
philological work often had a component that transcended the object of
study. As I argue throughout Chap. 2, the relevance of the Middle Ages
redounded to fundamental questions about the construction of race, the
production of social space within the nation, and the possibilities of a
humanistic education.
I hope to use the shape of the book itself to advance a different set of
logics than those of periodization and specialization. The danger inherent
within studying the origin of medieval studies is to reify the social distinctions that African-American scholars sought to complicate by entering
into areas of study that were simultaneously socially constructed as alien to
them and essential to narratives of the nation. Much of the book will
examine hybridity in the sense that Homi Bhabha uses the term to discuss
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race, that is, as “cultures caught in the transitional and disjunctive temporalities of modernity.”1 However, I will expand the assumed dynamics
Bhabha proposes between modern and pre-modern temporalities by adding a temporal site that is negotiated by these African-American scholars as
a means of claiming agency within temporal frames, rather than being
“caught” within them.
Davis, CA
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Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 2004), 360.
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