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The period of Old English literature extends from about 450 to 1066, the
year of the Norman conquest of England. Norman Conquest greatly changed
English, the language, and England entered the feudal period. The most pre-
vailing kind of literature in feudal England was the romance. It was a long
composition, sometimes in verse, sometimes in prose, describing the life and
adventures of a noble hero. The central character of romances ‘;vas the knight,
a man of noble birth skilled in the use of weapons. The theme of loyalty to
king and lord was repeatedly emphasized in romances, as loyalty was the
corner-stone of feudal morality, without which the whole structure of feudal-
ism would collapse. Among all these kinds of romances, “Beowulf’ was the
most famous one. It is a folk legend brought to England by Anglo-Saxons
from their continental homes. Besides Beowulf, Piers the Plowman is another
famous poem. The poem sets forth a series of wonderful dreams, through
which we can see a picture of feudal England. The author of Piers the Plow-
man, William Langland is a more realistic writer who dealt with the religious
and social issues of his day. However, it is Chaucer who, for the first time in
English literature, presented to us a comprehensive realistic picture of the
English society of his time and created a whole gallery of vivid characters
from all walks of life in his masterpiece The Canterbury Tales. Chaucer is the

greatest writer of this period.
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