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A General Introduction

When did “British Literature” begin? Any answer to that question must be
% problematic, for the very concept of British literature is a construction of literary history,
a concept that changed over time. There are no “British™ characters in Beowulf, and British scholars
and authors had no knowledge of the poem before it was discovered and edited in the nineteenth
century. Although written in the language called “Anglo-Saxon,” the poem was claimed by Danish
and German scholars as their earliest national epic before it came to be thought of as an “Old
English” poem. One of the results of the Norman Conquest was that the structure and vocabulary
of the English language changed to such an extent that Chaucer, if he had come across a manuscript
of Old English poetry, would have experienced far more difficulty construing the language than
with Medieval Latin, French, or Italian. If a King Arthur had actually lived, he would have spoken
a Celtic language possibly still intelligible to native speakers of Middle Welsh but not to Middle
English speakers.

[t might not be so important when British literature began. However, it is rather necessary to
mention Beowulf and Chaucer if we should learn British literature. Firstly, let’s take a brief look at
Beowulf. Beowulf is considered an epic poem in that the main character is a hero who travels great
distances to prove his strength at impossible odds against supernatural demons and beasts. The
poet who composed Beowulf, while objective in telling the tale, nonetheless utilizes a certain style
to maintain excitement and adventure within the story. An elaborate history of characters and their
lineages are spoken of, as well as their interactions with each other, debts owed and repaid, and
deeds of valor.

Then let’s go to Geoffrey Chaucer, who was the first English poet in history and ranks with
Shakespeare as the most popular and widely read of all poets today. He has been one of the major
influences on generations of writers not only in England but also across the world.

Chaucer was born into a prosperous London vintner’s family and received very solid
education. He could speak most of the important languages of the day—French, Latin and Italian.
When still a child, he became a page to the Prince’s wife, and remained in the service of the royal
household for quite a few years. Then he fought in France, was captured, but was ransomed by the
king. His marriage with one of the queen’s maids brought him money as well as more royal favor.
He was also a diplomat in different phases of his life, and served as controller of customs, justice
of the peace, and knight of the shire for Kent. He lost and then regained favor with the change of
kings, and was made by the new king Clerk of Works for royal castles and palaces.

Chaucer is best known as the writer of The Canterbury Tales which is a collection of stories
told by fictional pilgrims on the road to the cathedral at Canterbury; these tales would help to shape



A General Introduction

The Canterbury Tales contrasts with other literature of the period in the naturalism of its

English literature.

narrative, the variety of stories the pilgrims tell and the varied characters who are engaged in the
pilgrimage. Many of the stories narrated by the pilgrims seem to fit their individual characters and
social standing, although some of the stories seem ill-fitting to their narrators, perhaps as a result of
the incomplete state of the work. Chaucer drew on real life for his cast of pilgrims: the innkeeper
shares the name of an innkeeper in Southward, and real-life identities for the Wife of Bath, the
Merchant, the Man of Law and the Student have been suggested. The many jobs that Chaucer held
in medieval society—page, soldier, messenger, valet, bureaucrat, foreman and administrator—
probably exposed him to many of the types of people he depicted in The Canterbury Tales. He
was able to shape their speech and satirize their manners in what was to become popular literature
among people of the same types.

Chaucer is sometimes considered the source of the English vernacular tradition and the “father”
of modern British literature. His achievement for the language can be seen as part of a general
historical trend towards the creation of a vernacular literature after the example of Dante in many
parts of Europe. A parallel trend in Chaucer’s own lifetime was underway in Scotland through the
work of his slightly earlier contemporary, John Barbour, and was likely to have been even more
general, as is evidenced by the example of the Pearl Poet in the north of England.

The five units in Section I offer a sketch of the major writers and their masterpieces in British
literature. Unit 1 will discuss William Shakespeare with his Sonnet 18 and Hamlet, Francis Bacon
with his popular essays like Of Studies; Unit 2 will introduce Daniel Defoe with his Robinson
Crusoe, and Jonathan Swift with his masterpiece Gulliver's Travels; Unit 3 will concentrate on
the Romantic period with its famous poets such as Burns, Wordsworth, and Keats, as well as the
outstanding woman novelist in this period, Jane Austen with her widely-read novel, Pride and
Prejudice; Unit 4 will focus on the Victorian period, which is a preeminent phase in British literary
history, and therefore this part deals with several of the most influential and eminent writers in this
phase like Dickens, Charlotte and Lewis Carroll; Unit 5 is about the British literature of the early
twentieth century, with a detailed reading of two of the important authors in this period, William
Butler Yeats and D.H. Lawrence.
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Unit 1

The: Elizabethan Literature
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BARE (FE-R) REXFER

I G 5t

PG L F IR 247 F @4 E—+# (Queen Elizabeth I, 1533-1603 ) —@y~
GANBEAG L EES. FAKE, 2%, IKFEFTREFRTFAXIASE Yg&;
WAEHERE PETOHRELES L EXAKRRALEGHY, 25 T# =
SAAKRMXFRIF, LAEB XL ELEFHGFREH, XA A KB 2 XF T g
R,

FRTONANIZZ AR RAAERAIE%EE - H1EE (Edmund Spenser, 1552-
1599 ) #4 {44 )5 ) ( The Faerie Queene ), 3% Z #it % - &% ( Christopher Marlowe, 1564-
1593 ) &4 (AaAT3 b7 E £ 69 £ B ) ( The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus ), # B % #f - 3%
#% ( Francis Bacon, 1561-1626) # {1 $ ) (Of Studies ) 5. Ak - % 4+ & ( William
Shakespeare, 1564-1616) 0| Z47m F G AR A L IFAFEER.

1. 15 B A fhide i
William Shakespeare

[1EEE T )

WHE - AN AARB L ERAXOER, LA H
RLFE ERABOBERZ—, BFAAERGREFA, T+
WD BHER TRERI, BXHEFTARS, RLEdEEFR, 2
AL ATHEARET R EN RS, TEALFL EAFRF
# “EFRRK ERKZ—,

T AR OIS 3T HRAE . 154 A+ WHHIF. AEK
B EFA L FR, WHBERAANSTIRD, LRARINTFEHE,
Bz AL kEARR, FERERETRIF, HFREGFFAA
EAOE & &

ey A @15

v K G4 (AP B AR Z A ) (A Midsummer Night'’s Dream ). { eI AA) ( The Merchant
of Venice ), { % XK 3k & ) (As You Like It ). { % + =& ) ( Twelfth Night ) ; i % & 15 & B
H(FE®YE %met ) (Romeo and Juliet ) ; v3 X 5B . (54 E 4% ) (Hamlet ), ( £ %8G )
( Macbeth ). { £/ X ) (King Lear) #= (L3 % ) (Othello) Fx ¥ A2 é4+wi7iF, Tk
T AERA P RETHAESEHGAYT R, RILT 36 B A TR 2 SUR B S H o B0 0 9
AL ET, THTALEN B,
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<1> Hamlet

[1ERNT4E ]

(BEH) AT LT RS AA Lt EBERZ—, BT 1601 5, BlPe) TANT
FEIFABER, 2HETREARERERFEBHN, AR L FEMFRLELHE
B, AP TEE, FBTLBETHGFE, —REAR, 2HBTHAERBERLI TLFHRA,
BT LERENZE. A5 HAELBEHAEARE L Foket, e FiHEt T
k., HRABELBEFOL LT, BEAFERT AMES, RESEZTHGLESG, £
AEREFILTF AR, EREGEEE, REBiLLLI R oHiER, 2B THpEL
)G, M, RRFHELEMER, —CBE AL, XERFOGR R E LA
WA BERELENRE, AT RMAE R, SBFTHERRT. KERZENAAA X
JLR A e, PP B e LA, XiXIEAEH, LIgEAuEHaAm LR Fa X414k,
b BERRE, Bk, 2EEHAARAALATE LGNS, FEIRLFEM, LR
FpiE AT RIEAIR R FE., RIEA LS IR ER, FKRE T, £ Fid ik RIEHdnes T
FRISBEHE R}, FRPAELET L FEE, DBTHE —LSKEK, L5 RELR,
# L EE, 2ABEHEAE. CBTHEE_aSER, TEEFTHE, BRRKELSL
ABEHGEBRT T, k3P, 2BEFRHPTHFOES, RAEFELHEXEFT 7,
IEvEE, REASATILELGHORE—ZBET LFwMey Mk, ABFHER
RE—ENARF ey FaEP T AT, ATELELS T,

[ fEfRi%iE ]
Act 11

(An excerpt)
To be, or not to be—that is the question:
Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune'
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles
And by opposing end them. To die, to sleep—
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to”. ’tis a consummation

1. The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune: FEZAi& KA K. sling: #5 ; 4T,
2. by a sleep to say we end/The heart-ache: to say (that) by a sleep we end the heart-ache. the thousand natural
shocks/That flesh is heir to: A EAZ I AZ 5, 5 heart-ache #i%F. be heir to: Z4&EKZHY



