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Chapter I Early Britain and Its Language

Chapter I Early Britain and Its
Language

Section I Early Britain
1. Roman Britain

The earliest comprehensive historical records in British history date to
the Roman period when Julius Caesar became the first Roman general to
conduct a major expedition to the British Isles in 55 BC.

Although this was short-lived, Emperor Claudius again invaded in 61
and this time the Roman occupation was permanent with Britain becoming
absorbed into the empire. Although the Romans didn’t have a lasting
influence on the Island they were responsible for the early growth of some
of the cities featured in this guide such as London, York, Chester and Bath.

2. Anglo—Saxons and the Danes

The Romans departed from Britain in 410 due to mounting pressures
at the core of the empire. In their wake Southern Britain was increasingly
settled by Germanic people from the Angle, Saxon, and Jute tribes. This
influx pushed the native Romano-British to the north and west of the
country and with time the various tribes were separated into what is now
the South West of England, Wales and Scotland.

The Vikings made their first appearance in Britain during the raid on
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Lindisfarne in 793. In time they began to settle and eventually ruled their
own province known as Danelaw. This was essentially an area of England

north of a line between Colchester and Chester.
3. The Norman Conquest

In 1066 William of Normandy defeated King Harald Godwinson at
the Battle of Hastings and became William I of England. The Norman era
had begun and marked the end of Saxon and Danish rule in Britain.
Despite the reforms of Henry I tensions remained high between
Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Norman society and the 12th century saw power
switch from the monarchy to the Norman feudal barons.

Section II The Origins and Development of English

The history of the English language really started with the arrival of
three Germanic tribes who invaded Britain during the 5th century AD.
These tribes, the Angles, the Saxons and the Jutes, crossed the North Sea
from what today is Denmark and northern Germany. At that time the
inhabitants of Britain spoke a Celtic language. But most of the Celtic
speakers were pushed west and north by the invaders—mainly into what is
now Wales, Scotland and Ireland. The Angles came from Englaland and
their language was called Englisc—from which the words England and
English are derived.

1. Old English (450 —1100)

The invading Germanic tribes spoke similar languages, which in
Britain developed into what we now call Old English. Old English did not
sound or look like English today. Native English speakers now would have
great difficulty understanding Old English. Nevertheless, about half of the
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most commonly used words in Modern English have Old English roots.
The words be, strong and water, for example, derive from Old English. Old

English was spoken until around 1100.
2. Middle English (1100 —1500)

In 1066 William the Conqueror, the Duke of Normandy (part of
modern France), invaded and conquered England. The new conquerors
(called the Normans) brought with them a kind of French, which became
the language of the Royal Court, and the ruling and business classes. For a
period there was a kind of linguistic class division, where the lower classes
spoke English and the upper classes spoke French. In the 14th century
English became dominant in Britain again, but with many French words
added. This langunage is called Middle English. It was the language of the
great poet Chaucer (c1340 —1400), but it would still be difficult for native
English speakers to understand today.

3. Modern English (1500— present)

Early Modern English (1500 — 1800)

Towards the end of Middle English, a sudden and distinct change in
pronunciation (the Great Vowel Shift) started, with vowels being pronounced
shorter and shorter. From the 16th century the British had contact with
many peoples from around the world. This, and the Renaissance of
Classical learning, meant that many new words and phrases entered the
language. The invention of printing also meant that there was now a
common language in print. Books became cheaper and more people
learned to read. Printing also brought standardization to English. Spelling
and grammar became fixed, and the dialect of London, where most
publishing houses were, became the standard. In 1604 the first English
dictionary was published.
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Late Modern English (1800 — Present)

The main difference between Early Modern English and Late Modern
English is vocabulary. Late Modern English has many more words, arising
from two principal factors: firstly, the Industrial Revolution and technology
created a need for new words; secondly, the British Empire at its height
covered one quarter of the earth’s surface, and the English language

adopted foreign words from many countries.

Questions:
1.Who are the first English people?
2.What are the origins of English language?
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Chapter II English Literature of the
Anglo—Saxon Period

Section I Historical Background

Old English or Anglo-Saxon Era extends from about 450 to 1066, the
year of the Norman-French conquest of England. The Germanic tribes
from Europe who overran England in the 5th century, after the Roman
withdrawal, brought with them the Old English, or Anglo-Saxon language,
which is the basis of Modern English. They also brought a specific poetic
tradition, the formal character of which remained surprisingly constant
until the termination of their rule by the Norman-French invaders six
centuries later.

English, as we know, descends from the language spoken by the north
Germanic tribes who settled in England from the 5th century A.D.
onwards. They had no writing (except tunes, used as charms) until they
learned the Latin alphabes from Roman missionaries. The earliest written
works in Old English were probably composed orally at first, and may
have been passed on from speaker to speaker before being written. Old
English literature is mostly chronicle and poetry-lyric, descriptive, but
chiefly narrative or epic. By the time literacy becomes widespread, Old
English is effectively a foreign and dead language. And its forms do not
significantly affect subsequent developments in English literature.
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Section II Literary Trends
1. Poetry

Much of Old English poetry was probably intended to be chanted,
with harp accompaniment, by the Anglo-Saxon bard. Often bold and
strong, but also mournful and elegiac in spirit, this poetry emphasizes the
sorrow and ultimate futility of life and the helplessness of humans before
the power of fate. Almost all this poetry is composed without rhyme, in a
characteristic line, or verse, of four stressed syllables alternating with an
indeterminate number of unstressed ones. This line strikes strangely on
ears habituated to the usual modern pattern, in which the rhythmical unit,
or foot, theoretically consists of a constant number (either one or two) of
unaccented syllables that always precede or follow any stressed syllable.
Another unfamiliar but equally striking feature in the formal character of
Old English poetry is structural alliteration, or the use of syllables
beginning with similar sounds in two or three of the stresses in each line.
All these qualities of form and spirit are exemplified in the national epic of
the English people Beowulf.

2. Prose

Prose in Old English was represented by a large number of religious
works. The imposing scholarship of monasteries in northern England in the
late 7th century reached its peak in the Latin work Historia Ecclesiastica
Gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical History of the English People, 731) by
Bede. The great educational effort of Alfred, King of the West Saxons, in
the 9th century produced an Old English translation of this important
historical work and of many others, including De Consolatione
Philosophiae (The Consolation of Philosophy), by Boethius. This was a
significant work of largely Platonic philosophy easily adaptable to
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Christian thought, and it has had great influence on English literature.

Section III Representative Writings of This Period
1. Beowulf

Beowulf'is a long poem of over 3,000 lines and the oldest surviving
epic poem in the English language and the earliest piece of vernacular
European literature. It was written in Old English, the language of the
Saxons. Drawing from Danish history and folk tales, it was composed,
probably in the early 8th century, by a Northumbrian poet. Originally
untitled, in the 19th century the poem began to be called by the name of its
Scandinavian hero, whose adventures are its primary focus. Historical
elements run through the poem, yet both the hero and the story are fiction.
Written in unrhymed, four-beat alliterative metre of Old English poetry, it
tells of the exploits of the hero Beowulf. The first part of the tale narrates
Beowulf’s youthful adventures in Denmark battling the monstrous
creature Grendel on behalf of the King Hrothgar of the Danes, and the
second part narrates his later life, including his fight with a fire-dragon,
during his reign as the King of Geatland (traditionally located somewhere
in southern Sweden or one of the Baltic island on the east coast of
Sweden).

2. Ballads

Ballad, a folk song or orally transmitted poem telling in a direct and
dramatic manner some popular stories usually derived from a tragic
incident in local history or legend. The story is told simply, impersonally,
and often with vivid dialogues. Ballads do share some typical features. The
content tends to be tragic; the language is simple and unsentimental, and
there is usually a refrain (repeated line or verse) linking everything together;




