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PART ONE

A SHORT HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE







Chapter One
Anglo-Saxon Literature

I. Introduction

1. Anglo-Saxon Conquest

In the ancient times, there were three tribes called Angles, Saxons and
Jutes in the northern Europe. In the 5th century, they conquered Britain and
settled down there. After driving the native people into the deep mountains of
Wales and Scotland, they divided the whole island among themselves. Angles
settled down in the east midland, and built the kingdom of East Angles; Saxons
took the southern part of the island and set up some small kingdoms such
as Wessex, Essex and Sussex; Jutes occupied the southeastern corner of the
island. Gradually seven kingdoms arose in Britain. In the 7th century, these
small kingdoms were combined into a united kingdom called England.

Angles, Saxons and Jutes who are usually known as Anglo-Saxons are
the first Englishmen. The language spoken by them is called the Old English,
which is the foundation of English language and literature. With the Anglo-
Saxon settlement in Britain, the history of English literature began.

2. Characteristics of Anglo-Saxon Literature

Anglo-Saxon literature, that is, the Old English literature, was almost
exclusively a verse literature in oral form. It could be passed down by word
of mouth from generation to generation. Its creators for the most part were
unknown. It was given a written form long after its composition.

There were two groups of poetry in the Anglo-Saxon period. The first
group was the pagan poetry represented by Beowulf; the second was the
religious poetry represented by the works of Caedmon and Cynewulf.

In the 8th century, Anglo-Saxon prose appeared. The famous prose writers
of that period were Venerable Bede and Alfred the Great. ‘
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il. Anglo-Saxon Poetry
1. Pagan Poetry

Beowulf

Beowulf is the oldest poem in the English language. It is the most important
specimen of Anglo-Saxon literature, and also the oldest surviving epic in the
English language. It consists of more than 3,000 lines. It had been passed from
mouth to mouth for hundreds of years before it was written down in the 10th
century or at the end of the 9th century. The main stories in the poem are based
on the folk legends of the primitive northern tribes.

Hrothgar, king of the Danes, has built near the sea a mead-hall called
Heorot. It is the most splendid hall in the world. Every night the king and his
thanes gather there to feast and enjoy the songs of his gleemen. But later on
misfortunes befall them. One night, after they have gone to sleep, a frightful
monster called Grendel comes. He breaks into the hall, kills thirty of the
sleeping warriors, carries off their bodies and devours them in his lair under
the sea. The appalling visit speedily repeats, and fear and death reign in the
great hall. The king’s warriors fight at first, but flee when they find that no
weapon can hurt the monster. The splendid mead-hall is left deserted and
silent. For twelve winters Grendel’s horrible raids continue, and joy is changed

to mourning among the Danes.

Beowulf is the nephew of Hygelac, king of the Geats who live in Juteland,
Denmark. He is a great hero, noted for his strength and bravery. When he hears
that Hrothgar, the good friend of his uncle, is in great trouble, he determines to
help the unhappy king. Then he crosses the sea with 14 soldiers to rid Hrothgar
of the monster. When they get there, they are given a feast of welcome in the
hall, and then they lie down in the hall for the night. At midnight, Grendel
comes and kills one of Beowulf’s soldiers. Beowulf has a hand-to-hand fight
with him. Finally he wrenches off one of the monster’s arms. Then the monster
flees to his den and dies. The next night, Grendel’s mother descends upon
the hall to avenge her son. She catries away the king’s dearest friend. In the
morning, Beowulf chases her into her lair and slays her with a sword wrought
by the giants hanging on the wall. When he finds the corpse of Grendel, he
cuts off his head and brings it back triumphantly. The Danes award him many
treasures, and Beowulf returns to his uncle happily.



