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An Introduction to

Old and Medieval English Literature

I. #3#%

1. BiAWReE

1) Celts ZL/R¥F A A prehistoric people whose numerous tribes occupied
much of Europe between 2000 and 100BC, the peak of their power
being around 500 — 100 BC. No European Celtic literature survives,
but the later Irish and Welsh sources tell much about Celtic society
and way of life.

2) Anglo — Saxons 1% #5 B -# 5L # A Collective name for the Germanic
peoples who dominated England from the 5th to the 11th centuries.
They originated as tribes of Angles, Saxons and Jules who invaded
England after Roman rule collapsed, creating kingdoms that eventually
united to form the English nation. In modern usage, Anglo-Saxons are
the Englishor their emigrant descendants in other parts of the world.

3) Normans i & A Inhabitants of Normandy, the former province of NW

. l -
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4)

5)

6)

7)
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France. In 911 Rollo, leader of the Viking raider-settlers, was recog-
nized as duke of the area. Strong, warlike and excellent administra-
tors, the Normans ( “Northmen”) became Christians in the 10th cen-
tury and completed the Norman Conquest of England in the 11th cen-
tury. They were active in the Crusades, in the reconquest of Spain,
Italy and Sicily.
the Norman Conquest of England i# 2 {iE il £ 4% 2= Conquest of
England by William, Duke of Normandy, following the Battle of Hast-
ings (October 14, 1066) when William defeated and killed England’s
Saxon king, Harold. Although illegitimate, William claimed the
English throne as Edward the Confessor’ s cousin and named succes-
sor. Crowned in London, he quickly crushed revolts, building castles
as he advanced. The land of the English nobles was distributed to
Normans in retumn for their agreement to supply the king with mounted
soldiers. The great Doomsday Book (1086) listed landholdings. The
conquerors also brought to England the influence of their French lan-
guage and methods of warfare.
Genesis A (BIHE2): XLH(IHLLHINE—% The first book
of the Old Testament. It tells of the Creation, the Fall, the Flood,
the origins of the Hebrews, and the early Patriarchs with whom God
made his Covenant. The book accounts for the Israelites’ presence in
Egypt, and so leads into Exodus.
Exodus{ 3% B ) : B HBAL ) FHE —% The second
book of the Old Testament, and of the Torah. The book describes the
escape of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, the covenant made at Mt
Sinai between Moses and Yahweh and includes the Ten Command-
ments .
Old Testament {IH#14=45) The first part of the Christian Bible, de-
. 2 .
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scribing God’ s covenant with Israel. It is traditionally divided into
three parts: the Law, the Prophets and the Wrtings. The Christianity
regards the Old Testamment as an inspired record of God’s dealings with
His people in preparation for the coming of Christ, containing in em-
bryo much New Testarment teachings.

8) New Testament (#2142 45) The part of the Bible which is distinctive-
ly Christian. In it are recorded the life and teachings of Jesus Christ
and the beginnings of Christianity. It comprises the Four Gospels, the
Acts of the Apostles , the Epistles and the Book of Revelation , numbering
27 books in all. The New Testament is written in everyday 1st-century
Greek. The earliest copy fragments date from the early 2nd century.

2. XEFEARE

1) elegy ¥ g% RF

In Classical literature an elegy was any poem composed of elegiac
distichs ( B B, — B I B4T#¥), also known as elegiacs, and the sub-
jects were various: death, war, love and similar themes. The elegy was
also used for epitaphs (& 4% ) and commemorative verses, and very of-
ten there was a mourning strain in them. However, it is only since the
16th century that an elegy has come to mean a poem of mourning for an
individual or a lament for some tragic event. English literature is espe-
cially rich in this kind of poetry.

2)epic B HF

An epic is a long narrative poem about the deeds of warriors and
heroes .

3) lyric 715

The Greeks defined a lyric as a song to be sung to the accompani-
ment of a lyre. A song is still called a lyric, but we also use the term
loosely to describe a particular kind of poem in order to distinguish it from

. 3 .
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narrative or dramatic verse of any kind. A lyric is usually fairly short, not
often longer than fifty or sixty lines, and often only between a dozen and
thirty lines; and it usually expresses the feelings and thoughts of a single
speaker (not necessarily the poet himself) in a personal and subjective
fashion. The range and variety of lyric verse is immense, and lyric
poetry, which is to be found in most literatures, comprises the bulk of all
poetry .

4) motif .0 B4 FE

It is one of the dominant ideas in a work of literature; a part of the
main theme. It may consist of a character, a recurrent image or a verbal
pattern.

5) couplet X1 a] ($8 P17 B#IMIEHIFF4])

A couplet is two successive thyming lines. The couplet composed of
two iambic pentameter ( 47 #& i) 7L & #7747 ) lines—more commonly
known as the heroic couplet ( JEHE {8471 )—is the most favored form.
The couplet is one of-the main verse units in Western literature and is a
form of great antiquity. Chaucer was one of the first Englishmen to use it
in The Legend of Good Women ({#FZx AHIHZH)1372 - 1386) and for
most of The Canterbury Tales ({3X 5105 #1386 — 1480) .

6) romance (*PHE4R) WL F R ¥

It is a popular literary forn in the medieval period. It uses narrative
verse or prose to sing knightly adventures or other heroic deeds. The hero
is usually the knight, who sets out on a journey to accomplish some
missions. There is often a liberal use of the improbable, sometimes even
supematural, things in romance. Romantic love is an important part of
the plot in romance. Characterization is standardized. The structure is
loose and episodic. The language is simple and straightforward. The im-
portance of romance itself can be seen as a means of showing medieval

-4 -
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aristocratic men and women in relation to their idealized view of the
world. It reflects a chivalric age.
7) verse #3C

It is a term used for lines composed in a measured rhythmical pat-
ten, which are often, but not necessarily, thymed. It has three different
meanings: (a) a line of metrical (B1& Y ) writing (F17); (b) a stanza
(¥ )5 (c) poetry in general (WFHK).

3. XEHIR

1) The Old English literature b2 E % It extends from about
450 to 1066 in which the Gemmanic tribes invaded England and brought
with them not only the Anglo-Saxon language but also a specific poetic
tradition, which is both bold and strong, moumnful and elegiac in spirit.
The Old English poetry can be divided into two groups, namely, the reli-
gious group and the secular group. The poetry of the religious group is
mainly on biblical themes. The poetry in the secular group is usually
epic.

2) The Medieval English literature 5t 42 3% [ (% It starts in
1066 and ends at the end of the 14th century. The early part of this peri-
od was almost a barren period in literary creation. But in the second half
of the 14th century , the English literature started to flourish with the ap-
pearance of such writers as Geoffrey Chaucer (3% 8 1343 ~ 1400),
William Langland (EB#% 2% 1330 ~ 1386), John Gower (% /R 1330 ~
1408) and others. Compared with the Old English literature, the Me-
dieval English literature deals with a wider range of subjects, and it is ut-
tered by more voices and in a greater diversity of styles, tones and gen-
res. Popular folk literature also occupies an important place in this peri-
od. lts presentation of life is accurate, lively and colorful. Yet the origi-
nality of thought is often absent in the literary works. The Medieval Eng-

. 5 .
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lish literature strongly reflects the principles of the medieval Christian
doctrine, which were primarily concerned with the issue of personal salva-
tion.

3) John Dryden #13 - fE3E 4l (1631 ~ 1700) English poet and
dramatist, also considered the father of English literary criticism. Dry-
den’s career began around the time of the Restoration (1660, T B &
F¥#). He became the Poet Laureate (#£5d#F A )in 1668. Later in his
life, he worked largely on translations, notably of Virgil (4% /R, & %
DR A, FHVREXT BRI X R A S SO PR B R .

4)Homer fif & Greek epic poet, probably of the 8th century BC, to
whom are ascribed the lligd ({tFF|I.4F))and Odyssey ((ERFEFE)).
Nothing is known of his life, nor even of the genesis of the poems. Since
they were probably composed orally and based on traditional tales of real
events in Bronze Age Greece, it is hard to say whether Homer actually
was the author; most scholars now hold, though, that one man gave a
final shape to each poem, and that it was the same man in both cases.
Homer has come to represent, for many different ages and tastes, the
epitome of poetry; this is still true in the 20th century.

. EZEXRRERBE AN

1)Beowulf J1/RiK % It is a typical example of Old English poetry.
It is regarded today as the national epic of the Anglo-Saxons. The story
took place in Scandinavia (73444 T ) . The poem was originally in
an oral form. It describes the exploits (3% # 335 ) of a Scandinavian
hero, Beowulf, in fighting against the monster Grendel, his revengeful
mother, and a fire — breathing dragon. Beowulf is shown not only as a
glorious hero but also as a protector of the people. Thematically the poem
presents a vivid picture of how the primitive people wage heroic struggles

-6 -
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against the hostile forces of the natural world under a wise and mighty
leader. The poem is an example of the mingling of nature myths and hero-
ic legends (f513).

2) Geoffrey Chaucer 778 (1343 ~ 1400) He is the greatest writer
of the medieval period. He affirmed man’s right to pursue earthly happi-
ness and opposed asceticism (35#K % ) ; he praised man’s energy, in-
tellect, quick wit and love of life; he exposed and satirized the social
vices, including religious abuses. In his works, Chaucer explores the
theme of the individual’s relation to the society in which he lives; he por-
trays clashes of characters’ temperaments and their conflicts over material
interests; he shows the comic and ironic effects obtainable from the class
distinctions felt by the newly emerged bourgeoisie as in the case of the
Wife of Bath who is depicted as the new bourgeois wife asserting her inde-
pendence. In short, Chaucer develops his characterization to a higher
artistic level by presenting characters with both typical qualities and indi-
vidual dispositions.

His literary works include:

The Romaunt of the Rose {E{Bif% 21 )(1372)

The Legend of Good Women {#f 4 A\ HIk 2 )(1386)

The Canterbury Tales {3RKHF5{AE # 3H4 ) (1386 ~ 1400)

Troilus and Criseyde ¥ 1P ¥ 5 52 M P9 5) (1385)

He made a great contribution to English prosody (B %, Fpik %)
by introducing from France the rthymed stanzas of various types to English
poetry to replace the Old English alliterative verse (fik#HF). It
was he who used for the first time in English the rhymed couplet of iambic
pentameter. He gave the world what is virtually the first modem novel
Troilus and Criseyde. He developed his art of poetry still further towards
drama and the art of the novel. John Dryden (#J%) - fE3€ 1§ 1631 ~

. 7 .
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1700)called Chaucer the father of English poetry.

M. aa&a

A. Fill in the blanks with names or phrases that would best suit the
sentence.

1. The father of the English poetry is

2. Generally speaking, the Old English poetry that has survived can be
divided into two groups: the group and the secular one.

3. Beowulf , a typical example of Old English poetry is regarded today as
the national of the Anglo-Saxons.

4. With the Norman Conquest starts the period in English
literature, which covers about four centuries.

5. The period of Old English literature extends from about 450 to

, the year of the Norman Conquest of England.

6. The Canterbury Tales is Chaucer’s greatest work and written for the
greater part in couplets.

7.The Middle English literature strongly reflects the principles of the

Christian doctrine, which were primarily concermed with the

issue of personal salvation.

8. In the 14th century, the two most important writers are
and Langland.

9. The 15th century has been traditionally described as the barren age in
English literature. But it is the spring tide of English

10. In Troilus and Criseyde , Chaucer gave the world what is virtually the

first modern .

B. Short Essay Questions

1. What is romance? And why is it important in the medieval period?

2. What is Geoffrey Chaucer’s contribution to English language?
.8 -
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3.
4.

What is the social significance of The Canterbury Tales?
What are the main incidents of the poem of Beowulf?

BEER

A,
1.
6.
B.
1

. Romance which uses narrative verse or prose to sing knightly adven-

Chaucer 2. the religious 3. epic 4. medieval 5. 1066
heroic 7. medieval 8. Chaucer 9. ballads  10. novel

tures 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. Romantic love is an important part of the plot in
romance. Characterization is standardized. The structure is loose and
episodic. The language is simple and straightforward. The importance

of the romance itself can been as a means of showing medieval aristo-

cratic men and women in relation to their idealized view of the world.

The romance reflects a chivalric age.

. Chaucer’ s language is vivid and exact. His verse is smooth. His

words are easy to understand. He introduced from France the rhymed
stanzas of various types, especially the thymed couplet of iambic pen-
tameter which was later called the heroic couplet. He is the first im-
portant poet to write in the current English language. Chaucer did
much in making the dialect of London the foundation for modem
English language.

. In his masterpiece The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer gives us a true-to-

life picture of the society of his time. Taking the stand of the rising
bourgeoisie, he affirms men and opposes the dogma of asceticism
.9 .
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preached by the church. As a forerunner of humanism, he praises
man’s energy, intellect, quick wit and love of life. His tales expose
and satirize the evils of his time. They attack the degeneration of the
noble, the heartlessness of the judge, the corruption of the Church,
etc.

4. The main incidents of the poem of Beowulf are
1) Beowulf’s fight with the monster Grendel in Hrothgar’s hall.
2) Beowulf’s slaying of Grendel’s mother in her lair.
3) Beowulf’ s return in glory to his uncle, and his succession to the

throne .

4) Beowulf’s victory in death over the fire dragon fifty years later.



