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Chapter One Old and Medieval Literature 1

Chapter One

Old and Medieval Literature

Old English Literature (450—1066)

Old English literature refers to the literature in the period from
450 to 1066. The year 450 marked the coming of the Anglo-
Saxons to England to settle in Wessex, while the year 1066 wit-
nessed William Duke of Normandy conquering England. Old
English derived from several West German dialects that were
brought to Britain by invaders. In 55 B. C. Julius Caesar landed
in Ancient Britain, but in 407 A. D., the Roman legions were
withdrawn to protect Rome. The British king, faced with inva-
sions of Picts, sent for help from the Jutes. The Jutes came and
liked what they saw, and soon seized Kent. Other pagan Ger-
manic tribes such as the Angles and the Saxons followed, driving
the Celtic inhabitants into Wales, Cornwall and Scotland. The
result was that a number of Anglo-Saxon kingdoms emerged,
and almost inevitably, this led to military conflicts and shifts in
power. In 597 A.D. St Augustine’s mission arrived Kent to con-
vert England to Christianity, but in 793 A. D. a further period of
disruption was initiated, with Viking incursions that led to the

sacking of monasteries. Christian missionaries taught the Eng-
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lish to write. The English wrote down their law-codes, and later
their poems. Northumbria soon produced Caedmon and Bede.
Heroic poetry, of a Christian kind, was the chief legacy of Old
English literature, notably Beowulf and the Elegies.

Beowulf

Sometime between the year 700 and the year 900 the epic poem
Beowulf was composed. It tells the story of Beowulf, a warrior
prince from Geatland in Sweden, who goes to Denmark and kills
the monster Grendel that has been attacking the great hall of He-
orot, built by Hrothgar, the Danish king. Grendel’s mother, a
water-monster, takes revenge by carrying off one of the king’s
noblemen, but Beowulf dives into the underwater lair in which
she lives and Kkills her, too. Returning home, in due course Beo-
wulf becomes king of the Geats. The poem then moves forward
about fifty years, A fire-breathing dragon that burns the royal
hall ravages Beowulf’s kingdom. Beowulf, aided by a young war-
rior, Wiglaf, manages to kill the dragon, but is fatally wounded
in the course of the fight. He pronounces Wiglaf his successor.
The poem ends with Beowulf’s burial and a premonition that the
kingdom will be overthrown.

As is often the case with a literary text, however, a good
deal can actually be determined from a summary alone.
Structurally, Beowulf is built around three fights. Each of these
involves a battle between those who live in the royal hall and a
monster; the monsters, it is clear, are dangerous, unpredictable
and incomprehensible forces that threaten the security and well
being of those in power and the way of life they represent. When

we have established this, we have detected a pattern that is spe-
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cific to the Anglo-Saxon period, but which also echoes down
through the whole history of English literature. Literary texts
frequently deal with an idea, or an ideal of order. There is a
sense of a well-run state or a settled social order, and for the in-
dividual, a feeling of existing within a secure framework: this
might be the comfort provided by religious faith, the certainty
associated with marriage and economic security, or perhaps just
the happiness associated with being in love. In Beowulf , a sense
of security is linked with the presence of the great hall as a place
of refuge and shared values; it is a place for feasting and celebra-
tion, providing warmth and protection against whatever might be
encountered in the darkness outside.

What we also need to recognize in our critical thinking about
the text is that a poem like Beowulf, engaging as it does with
contemporary concerns, does not spring from nowhere. Beowulf
belongs to a tradition of heroic or epic poetry, and this tradition
can indirectly be traced back to Ancient Greece and Rome, and
there is something of a parallel tradition in Scandinavian culture.
An epic is a long narrative poem (there are 3182 lines in
Beowulf') that operates on a grand scale and deals with the deeds
of warriors and heroes. Epic poems also interlace the main
narrative with myths, legends, folktales and past events; there
is a composite effect, the entire culture of a country cohering in
the overall experience of the poem. Beowulf can properly be
called an epic poem in the sense that it celebrates the achieve-
ments of a hero in narrative verse. Although it may strike some
readers as casually episodic when compared to the tighter narra-
tive structure of Homer and Virgil, the poem is in fact construc-

ted around three encounters with the monsters. Beowulf belongs
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to the category of oral, as opposed to literary, epic, in that it
was composed to be recited; it was only written down much later

as the poem that exists today, possibly as late as the year 1000.

Other Poems

Caedmon poems

Besides Beowulf there are other poems. First, we have the Cae-
dmon poems. According to the historian Bede (676 —735), who
wrote Ecclesiastical History of the English People (731), Cae-
dmon was a herdsman at Whitby while the Abbess Hilda was in
office—that is, between the years 658 and 680. By means of a vi-
sion he was inspired to compose poetry of a religious nature. For
a long time his poems were lost; but in 1651 a number of pieces
were discovered and ascribed to him. They are poetical paraphra-
ses of Biblical stories such as Genesis, Exodus, and Daniel. It is
now believed that these poems are not those of Caedmon, but the
work of several unknown compilers. Caedmon’s Hymn is the
earliest surviving record of oral Anglo-Saxon poetry. .English is a
stressed language, and the Old English verse line is a balance of
two-stress phrases linked by alliteration, the linking of words by

use of the same initial letter. In Old English all vowels alliterate.

Cynewulf poems

Second, we have the Cynewulf poems. Cynewulf may have lived
about the year 730, We know next to nothing about Cynewulf
except that a mysterious signature of his appears in three poems,
Christ, Juliana, and Elene. Other poems ascribed to him are
The Phoenix and The Dream of the Rood. The dreamer in the



Chapter One Old and Medieval Literature 5

latter poem, a lord, sees at midnight a glorious cross rise to fill
the sky, worshiped by all of creation. The cross is covered with
gold and jewels, but at other times covered with blood. The
Cross of the crucifixion was sought by knights in medieval ages,
which constitutes source of many legendary and heroic stories.
Other poems that we can only mention are The Battle of
Brunanburgh , describing an event which took place in 937; one
on the Battle of Maldon (993); and a piece on the Fight at
Finnesburgh, the date of which is not known.

Bede (676 —735)

Bede is one of the five early English poets whose name are
known: Aldhelm, Bede, Caedmon, Alfred— two saints, a cow-
man and a king—and Cynewulf who signed his poems but is oth-
erwise unknown. Bede’s works survive in manuscripts across Eu-
rope and in Russia. The modern way of dating years A. D, —
Anno Domini, “the Year of Our Lord”, was established, if not
devised, by Bede. Bede employed this system in his Ecclesiasti-
cal History of the English People, instead of dating by the regal
years. His example led to its general adoption.

The most striking early English poems are the elegies, po-
ems written in dramatic monologues whose speaker is unnamed
and whose situation is implied rather than specified, complaining
on the hardships of life, mourning for the death of a beloved, la-
menting over a specific tragic event in the past, or over war and
loss, etc. The most important elegies are The Sea farer and The
Wanderer. The former is a complaint in the first person on sepa-
ration and isolation while the latter conveys an idea of exile and

loneliness. Both poems are elegies dwelling on death, war and
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loss. Both are passionate, eloquent and self-explanatory. Fate
and the elements seem to conspire against the solitary human fig-
ure. They appeal to the reader because they read like dramatic
soliloquies of a kind familiar from Romantic literature, in which
the reader can identify with the self-expression of the speaker.
Like- Beowulf, The Seafarer conveys a characteristic Anglo-
Saxon view of life. There is a sense of melancholy that suffuses
the poem, a sense of life as difficult and subject to suffering; and
that, however much one displays strength, courage and forti-
tude, time passes and one grows old. There is, too, a stoical
resignation in the poem; the kind of response one might expect

to encounter in a hard, masculine culture.
Prose

Prose of this period both in bulk and importance is inferior to the
poetry. Only a few works may be mentioned here. First, King
Alfred (848 —900). Besides being a soldier and statesman, Al-
fred tried to play the part of a literary reformer. For that purpose
he translated four Latin works into English, the most important
being The Ecclesiastical History of the English People by Bede.
He wrote careful prose. It was in his reign that the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle began, the only vernacular history from so early a pe-
riod in Europe. Alfred’s thoughtfulness is evident in his two fa-
mous prefaces to the Pastoral Care and the Soliloquies. His res-
olute and practical character was combined with a respect for
wisdom and its rewards. Second, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.
This famous compilation begins with the reign of King Alfred
-and continues till about the year 1150. There are many gaps in

the narrative, and as a literary production, it varies greatly in



