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Chapter 1

Q—Q@ﬁ@
The Anglo-Saxon Period (449-1066)

1.1 Introduction

Since historical times, Great Britain has been successively occupied or conquered by
several distinct peoples. The earliest inhabitants of the island were the primitive Celtic
tribes known as Britons. In 43 A. D. the Romans invaded Britain and made it a Roman
province. The Celts under its rule had to pay tributes or taxes to the Roman Empire; but
they still kept their own language, customs and religion. The Romans had ruled Britain
for almost 4 centuries. When the Roman Empire declined and its troops left Britain, the
tribes of Angles, Saxons and Jutes invaded Britain from Northern Europe around the fifth
century. They drove the native Celts away from England into Wales, Scotland, and even
Ireland across the sea. The three tribes gradually settled down and merged into a whole
people called English. They cultivated also 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.

The Anglo-Saxons were heathens; they lived partly from fishing and piratical
expeditions against the northern and eastern coasts of Europe and partly from a rude sort
of agriculture and animal husbandry. Strength, courage, and loyalty to king and
comrades were the chief virtues that they admired. They worshipped originally heaven
and earth, which were regarded by them as father and mother of all things. The glorious
summer god, who was said to be the son of heaven and earth, fought bravely against the
evil winter monster and frost giants to protect the people. The Anglo-Saxons also had
their own gods such as Woden and Thor, which were the origins of today’s Wednesday
and Thursday. In the year 597, St. Augustine was sent by the pope in Rome as a
mjssioné,ry to Kent, a small, southerly kingdom in England. About the same time
missionaries from Ireland began to preach Christianity in the north. Within a century or
so the whole island had been Christianized.

English literature began as an oral one, with songs and poems celebrating heroes
and praising Anglo-Saxon ideals. Those early poems were passed on by bards, who

1



—~5D HRAEAXFLF L S

often recomposed them in the process of singing to their audience. Through the songs of
the bards, the major battles and the feats of the tribes’ heroes were told and
remembered. In this way heroes could win enduring fame, something that was valued
highly. By immortalizing their heroes, the bards also brought a semblance of
permanence to a world ruled by a sense of transience and fatal doom.

Written literature did not exist in Britain until about the year 700, It first came to our
attention in the work of the Venerable Bede, author of Ecclesiastical History of the
English People. One of the famous men Bede wrote about was Caedmon, a shepherd,
who became a monk and the first English religious poet. Although Bede was Anglo-
Saxon, he wrote his History in Latin. The first notable written work in Old English was
The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles (c. 871-1154), which was compiled under the remarkable
Anglo-Saxon King, Alfred the Great. Alfred is often considered the greatest king of the
Anglo-Saxons. The social organizations and laws that he introduced are still evident in
English culture today.

During the Anglo-Saxon period, the English people have produced a rich body of
literature. Its chief features are love of home and country, attachment to nature, and an
ever-present consciousness that there are things worse than death. These features have,
in the main, continued unchanged from those days to the present time, in spite of
periods of decadence, or of great development. The earliest poems in Old English have
been concerned with journeying in a distant land and with life over the sea. Those
Angles, Saxons and Jutes had inhabited maritime regions before they came to Britain;
the terror and the majesty and the loneliness of the sea had already cast their natural
spells on “far-traveled seafarers” when English literature, as we know it, opens. The
passionate joy of the struggle between men and the forces of nature, between sailors and
the storms of the sea, finds its expression in the literary creation of Beowulf. 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.

Generally speaking, all the Anglo-Saxon poetry that has survived can be grouped
into two main divisions, secular and Christian. The secular poems are mainly concerned
with subject matters like tribes, kings, warriors, loyalty, vengeance, hostile nature,
and wars. Most of the poems are laments, evoking 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 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 Christian poems are mainly on Biblical themes or on saints’ lives. They
suggest that the true function of art should not be simply to release human feelings but
also to teach people and enhance their devotion. Genesis A, Genesis B and Exodus are
poems based on the Old Testament; whereas The Dream of the Rood comes from the

2



—=e333  Chapter 1 The Anglo-Saxon Period (449-1066) &3em

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
sufferings.

The communal and oral nature of the Anglo-Saxon poetry accounts for a number of
its characteristic features. Firstly, it is strongly characterized with structural alliteration.
Each full line has four stresses with a number of unstressed syllables, three of which
begin with the same sound or letter. Secondly, almost all this poetry is composed
without rhyme; its lines are usually divided into two halves with a pause in between,
and each half line has two strongly stressed syllables which give musical effects to the
poem with an indeterminate number of unstressed ones. Thirdly, the use of metaphors is
'perhaps the most conspicuous one in the style. There are a great number of vividly
picturesque metaphorical synonyms ( technically called kennings). Thus, the sea is
referred to as the “swan-road” or “whale-path, ” the sun as “heaven’s candle, ” the ship
as a “wave-floater, ” the soldier as a “shield-bearer, ” and the dragon’s cave as an “earth-
hall. ” These kennings add much imaginative suggestiveness to the otherwise over-terse
style, and often contribute to the grim irony. All these qualities of form and spirit are
exemplified in the epic poem Beowulf.

1.2 Beowulf

1. 2.1 Characteristic features

Beowulf—romance, history and epic—is a typical example of Old English poetry. It
is full of incidents and good fights, simple in aim and clear in execution; its characters
bear comparison with those of the Odyssey and its style is dignified and heroic.
Beginning and ending with the funeral of a great king, and composed against a
background of impending disaster, Beowulf describes the exploits of a Scandinavian
hero, Beowulf, in fighting against the monster Grendel, his revengeful mother, and a
fire-breathing dragon. In these battles Beowulf is shown not only as a glorious hero but
also as a protector of the people. Furthermore, the rich and leisurely portrayal of the
Scandinavian world provides many instances of customs going back to pre-Christian
times: the close relationship between lord and man in the war-band, the institutions of
the vow before battles, the blood-feud, and the burmning of the bodies of the dead. It is
these concerns that justify the extraordinary manner in which the Beowulf-poet conducts
his narrative: the “rambling, dilatory method—the forward, backward, and sideward
movements. ”

Beowulf is essentially an aristocratic poem concerned with the heroic ideal of kings
and kingship in North Europe. The social patterns ascribed in the poem are rigidly
feudal, highly violent. Battle is a way of life. Strength and courage are basic virtues for

3
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both kings and his warriors. The hero-king strove to do better than any one else the
things that are vitally important to the happy life of his people. The king should protect
his people and show gentleness and generosity to his warriors; in return, his warriors
should show absolute obedience and loyalty to the king. By praising Beowulf’s wisdom,
strength and courage, and by glorifying his death for his people, the poem presents the
heroic ideal of a king and his good relations to his warriors and people. The poem is also
an example of the mingling of nature myths and heroic legends. For instance, the battle
between Beowulf and the Dragon symbolically represents that phase of winter and
summer myth in which the summer god, here embodied by Beowulf, fights his last battle
against the winter dragon in order to rescue the treasures of earth, that is, the golden
corn and ruddy fruits. Having given them back to men, Beowulf himself dies of the
winter dragon’s breath.

1.2.2 An excerpt from part 1 of Beowulf
(in modern English translated by Burton Raffel)

Out from the marsh, from the foot of misty

Hills and bogs, bearing God’s hatred’,

Grendel’ came, hoping to kill

Anyone he could trap on this trip to high Heorot®,
He moved quickly through the cloudy night,

Up from his swampland, sliding silently

Toward that gold-shining hall. He had visited Hrothgar's®
Home before, knew the way—

But never, before nor after that night,

Found Heorot defended so firmly, his reception
So harsh. He journeyed, forever joyless,

Straight to the door, then snapped it open,

Tore its iron fasteners with a touch

And rushed angrily over the threshold.

He strode quickly across the inlaid®

Floor, snarling and fierce: his eyes

Gleamed in the darkness, burned with a gruesome
Light. Then he stopped, seeing the hall

Crowded with sleeping warriors, stuffed

With rows of young soldiers resting together,

And his heart laughed, he relished® the sight,
Intended to tear the life from those bodies

By morning; the monster’s mind was hot
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With the thought of food and the feasting his belly
Would soon know. But fate, that night, intended
Grendel to gnaw the broken bones

Of his last human supper. ’ Human

Eyes® were watching his evil steps,

Waiting to see his swift hard claws,

Grendel snatched at the first Geat

He came to, ripped him apart, cut

His body to bits with powerful jaws,

Drank the blood from his veins and bolted

Him down’, hands and feet; death

And Grendel’s great teeth came together,
Snapping life shut. Then he stepped to another
Still body, clutched at Beowulf with his claws,
Grasped at a strong-hearted wakeful sleeper
—And was instantly seized himself, claws

Bent back as Beowulf leaned up on one arm.

That shepherd of evil, guardian of crime,

Knew at once that nowhere on earth

Had he met a man whose hands were harder;

His mind was flooded with fear—but nothing

Could take his talons' and himself from that tight
Hard grip. Grendel’s one thought was to run

From Beowulf, flee back to his marsh and hide there:
This was a different Heorot than the hall he had emptied®.
But Higlac’s follower"” remembered his final

Boast and, standing erect, stopped

The monster's flight, fastened those claws

In his fists till they cracked, clutched" Grendel

Closer. The infamous killer'” fought

For his freedom, wanting no flesh but retreat,
Desiring nothing but escape; his claws

Had been caught, he was trapped. That trip to Heorot
Was a miserable journey for the writhing'® monster!

The high hall rang, its roof boards swayed',
And Danes shook with terror. Down
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The aisles the battle swept, angry

And wild. Heorot trembled, wonderfully

Built to withstand the blows, the struggling
Great bodies beating at its beautiful walls;
Shaped and fastened with iron, inside

And out, artfully worked, the building

Stood firm. Its benches rattled, fell

To the floor, gold-covered boards grating

As Grendel and Beowulf battled across them.
Hrothgar’s wise men had fashioned'® Heorot

To stand forever; only fire,

They had planned, could shatter'” what such skill had put
Together, swallow in hot flames such splendor
Of ivory and iron and wood. Suddenly

The sounds changed, the Danes started

In new terror, cowering” in their beds as the terrible
Screams of the Almighty’s enemy” sang

In the darkness, the horrible shrieks of pain
And defeat, the tears torn out of Grendel's
Taut® throat, hell’s captive® caught in the arms
Of him who of all the men on earth

Was the strongest.

That mighty protector of men*

Meant to hold the monster till its life

Leaped out, knowing the fiend was no use

To anyone in Denmark. All of Beowulf's

Band had jumped from their beds, ancestral

Swords raised and ready, determined

To protect their prince if they could. Their courage
Was great but all wasted: they could hack at Grendel
From every side, trying to open

A path for his evil soul, but their points

Could not hurt him, the sharpest and hardest iron
Could not scratch at his skin, for that sin-stained demon
Had bewitched” all men’s weapons, laid spells

That blunted every mortal man’s blade.

And yet his time had come, his days
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Were over, his death near; down

To hell he would go, swept groaning and helpless
To the waiting hands of still worse fiends.

Now he discovered—once the afflictor’®

Of men, tormentor of their days—what it meant
To feud” with Almighty God: Grendel

Saw that his strength was deserting him, his claws
Bound fast, Higlac’s brave follower tearing at

His hands. The monster’s hatred rose higher,

But his power had gone. He twisted in pain,

And the bleeding sinews deep in his shoulder
Snapped, muscle and bone split

And broke. The battle was over, Beowulf

Had been granted new glory: Grendel escaped,
But wounded as he was could flee to his den,

His miserable hole at the bottom of the marsh,
Only to die, to wait for the end

Of all his days. And after that bloody

Combat the Danes laughed with delight.

He who had come to them from across the sea,
Bold and strong-minded, had driven affliction
Off, purged Heorot clean. He was happy,

Now, with that night's fierce work; the Danes
Had been served as he boasted he'd serve them; Beowulf,
A prince of the Geats, had killed Grendel,

Ended the grief, the sorrow, the suffering
Forced on Hrothgar's helpless people

By a bloodthirsty fiend. No Dane doubted

The victory, for the proof, hanging high

From the rafters® where Beowulf had hung it, was the monster’s

Arm, claw and shoulder and all.

= Notes
1. bearing God’s hatred: under the weight of God’s anger.

:p“""'oh———

2. Grendel: a man-eating monster who terrorizes the Danish people, until he is later

killed by the warrior Beowulf.

3. Heorot: the battle-hall built by Hrothgar to house his men, and show off his victories

and fame.



