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E151 The Old and Medieval

5|= A Brief Introduction to the Old and Medieval Period

Since historical times, England, where the early inhabitants were Celts, has
been conquered three times. It was conquered by the Romans, the Anglo-Saxons,
and the Normans.

England was not much affected by the Roman Conquest, but she felt the full
weight of the other two conquests. The Anglo-Saxons brought to England the
Germanic language and culture, while the Normans brought a fresh wave of
Mediterranean civilization, which includes Greek culture, Roman law, and the
Christian religion. It is the cultural influence of these two conquests that provided the
source for the rise and growth of English literature.

The period of Old English literature extends from about 450 to 1,066, the year
of the Norman conquest of England. The Germanic tribes from the Northern Europe
brought with them not only the Anglo-Saxon language, the basis of Modern English,
but also a specific poetic tradition, which is both bold and strong, mournful and
elegiac in spirit. Generally speaking, the Old English poetry that has survived can
be divided into two groups: the religious group and the secular one. The poetry of
the religious group is mainly on biblical themes. Genesis A, Genesis B and Exodus
are poems based on the Old Testament; whereas The Dream of the Road comes
from the New Testament. In this poem, Christ is portrayed as the young warrior
striding to embrace death and victory, while the rood ( cross) itself takes on the
burden of his suffering. In addition to these religious compositions, Old English
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poets produced the national epic poem, Beowulf, and a number of more or less
lyrical poems of shorter length, which do not contain specific Christian doctrines but
evoke the Anglo-Saxon sense of the harshness of circumstance and the sadness of the
human lot. The Wanderer, Deor, The Seafarer, and The Wife’s Complaint are
among the most beautiful in this secular group. The harsh climate of North Sea
strongly affected the tone or mood of the poets. The life is sorrowful, and the
speakers are fatalistic, though at the same time courageous and determined.

The Norman Conquest brought England more than a change of rulers.
Politically, a feudalist system was established in England; religiously, the Rome-
backed Catholic Church had a much stronger control over the country; great changes
also took place in languages. After the conquest, three languages co-existed in
England. French became the official language used by the king and the Norman
lords; Latin became the principal tongue of church affairs and in universities; and
Old English was spoken only by the common English people. Thus Britain was
opened up to the whole European continent.

With the Norman Conquest starts the medieval period in English literature,
which covers about four centuries. In the early part of the period, i. e. from 1,066
up to the mid-14th century, there was not much to say about literature in English. It
was almost a barren period in literary creation. But in the second half of the 14th
century, English started to flourish with the appearance of writers like Geoffrey
Chaucer, William Langland, John Cower, and others. In comparison with Old
English literature, Middle English literature deals with a wider range of subjects, is
uttered by more voices and in a greater diversity of styles, tones and genres. Popular
folk literature also occupies an important place in this period. Its presentation of life
is not only accurate but also lively and colorful, though the originality of thought is
often absent in the literary works of this period. Besides, Middle English literature
strongly reflects the principles of the medieval Christian doctrine, which were
primarily concerned with the issue of personal salvation.

Romance which uses narrative verse or prose to sing knightly adventures or other
heroic deeds is a popular literary form in the medieval period. It has developed the
characteristic medieval motifs of the quest, the test, the meeting with the evil giant
and the encounter with the beautiful beloved. The hero is usually the knight, who

sets out on a journey to accomplish some missions—to protect the church, to attack
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infidelity, to rescue a maiden, to meet a challenge, or to obey a knightly command.
There is often a liberal use of the improbable, sometimes even supernatural, things
in romance such as mysteries and fantasies. Romantic love is an important part of the
plot in romance. Characterization is standardized, so that heroes, heroines and
wicked stewards can be easily moved from one romance to another. While the
structure is loose and episodic, the language is simple and straightforward. The
importance of the romance itself can be seen as a means of showing medieval
aristocratic men and women in relation to their idealized view of the world. If the
epic reflects a heroic age, the romance reflects a chivalric one.

Among the three great Middle English poets, the author of Sir Gawain and The
Green Knight is the one who produced the best romance of the period; while
William Langland is a more realistic writer who dealt with the religious and social
issues of his day in Piers Plowman. However, it is Geoffrey Chaucer alone 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.

Important writers to be introduced and discussed in this section are the unknown

author of Beowulf , William Langland, and Geoffrey Chaucer.

R BRR: T RS ESCERRIE—R RS - RO 0F.
AET7 AR - S 2R S Rp DB ) R T IR AR

MRS

-

1. {EEEN

RECER R RFLERAC . X— @M I L R ETHIEE - #oid
3CoF. YelE P s EAYSRARR - WOCE AR S L TFIR, B 11 4
WEAARN L. T X — B IESEE K R R )R Tl 2iE A ) (49 AT

4



=235 1 The Old and Medieval Period
CArENEENEEEENS NSRRI NNE N
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2. EmBIE

(MK (Beowulf) £xi53E 3 182 17, LA T 4 WV 114 S Al D1 B8 35K 119
PR ETEANS . BRD S FIFRIEEHA DR RN EiFh i
R L HAt A9 5 3 543 B ENIE . A RR R LAPEHC# 77 5 5 A, k8
T4 R, U ey 11 A FH B G o 4237 PN 284 R BB 4 < 28— o U 22
ZE#4 [ F (King Hrothgurs) ZZAE A ET B, 7E R 12 4F P, 2R AR BRI IREEAS 2 1K
(Grendel ) £3H HH Be it A H LR 1. HAHE 556 B RT EB Y 2% ( Geats ) £
DR KRR F RV, B BR o [ T 2 M 1 3K, BRI AR 22 3 L&
e AR, WRR KRS 2, FHWTHAE, (A8 2 8k femik, K52
EHEIE, KM b, R 22 WA BRI R, DB R A it o
FEAE— WA AR 7 o 58 A A DT B R B, g b E L RilE 50 4F 24
Kifo e MBRREFEEZF, SBAE R B HE LS ZEA, AE
BT, REARBOLEEAL , A WK,

. $3IE5: ERARSHE )

BEOWULF ( Excerpts)

Now Beowulf bode in the burg of the Scyldings,
leader beloved, and long he ruled

in fame with all folk, since his father had gone
away from the world, till awoke an heir,
haughty Healfdene, who held through life,
sage and sturdy, the Scyldings glad.

Then, one after one, there woke to him,

to the chieftain of clansmen, children four:
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Heorogar, then Hrothgar, then Halga brave;

and I heard that—was—’s queen,

the Heathoscylfing’s helpmate dear.

To Hrothgar was given such glory of war,

such honor of combat, that all his kin

obeyed him gladly till great grew his band

of youthful comrades. It came in his mind

to bid his henchmen a hall uprear,

a master mead-house, mightier far

than ever was seen by the sons of earth,

and within it, then, to old and young

he would all allot that the Lord had sent him,

save only the land and the lives of his men.

Wide, I heard, was the work commanded,

for many a tribe this mid-earth round,

to fashion the folkstead. It fell, as he ordered,

in rapid achievement that ready it stood there,

of halls the noblest: Heorot he named it

whose message had might in many a land.

Not reckless of promise, the rings he dealt,

treasure at banquet: there towered the hall,

high, gabled wide, the hot surge waiting

of furious flame. Nor far was that day

when father and son-in-law stood in feud

for warfare and hatred that woke again.

With envy and anger an evil spirit

endured the dole in his dark abode,

that he heard each day the din of revel

high in the hall; there harps rang out,

clear song of the singer. He sang who knew

tales of the early time of man,

how the Almighty made the earth,

fairest fields enfolded by water,
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set, triumphant, sun and moon

for a light to lighten the land-dwellers,
and braided bright the breast of earth
with limbs and leaves, made life for all
of mortal beings that breathe and move.
So lived the clansmen in cheer and revel
a winsome life, till one began

to fashion evils, that field of hell.
Grendel this monster grim was called ,
march-riever mighty, in moorland living,
in fen and fastness; fief of the giants

the hapless wight a while had kept

since the Creator his exile doomed.

On kin of Cain was the killing avenged
by sovran God for slaughtered Abel.

Il fared his feud, and far was he driven,
for the slaughter’s sake, from sight of men.
Of Cain awoke all that woful breed,

Etins and elves and evil-spirits,

as well as the giants that warred with God
weary while: but their wage was paid them!

(In modern translation)

L {MBRK) (Beowulf) RIEEE ,F R MBRK, HEL, EABWMHEE S
— ,Beo, BALRKYLIH A R 5 , B B, v BHiFE A . JLRKZ MR, 25—, Beo, 2 “fiE”
FMAERE , B RE R LA RGR— BB A

2. XHEFFLARE M FHEFEE NG, SPRME - BB REIES O
K EE b LUBAEIREL A RIRE S 1 B % . J5 2k, FF/R B8R T far 2 i fin i)
WAL, Ty 2 St D1 SR R AR P R E . 16 2 Ak 4 4 S
— R, A A SR A 4% A BB R RO BRI GE 3R

3. 3k#): Alliteration , DUE —BIF R “ k)" , RRIEPEFBHTFREZ —. E£

7



