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Part 1 The Anglo - Savon Period

Chapter 1 Historical background

L. The Britons

The early settlers of the British Isles were the Celts, who
came from Upper Rhine Land of northwest Europe about
700. B. C. The first wave of Celtic invaders was the
Gaels. About 500 B. C. another branch of the Celts called Brit-
ons came and from them came the name Britain, the land of
Britons.

IL. The Roman Conquest

In 55 B. C. , Britain was invaded by Julius Caesar and it
was not completely subjugated to the Roman Empire until 78
A. D. At that time the Roman Empire ruled over Europe and
had a high level of civilization. It was a slave society. The Ro-
man occupation lasted for about 400 years. They built a network
of highways, later called the Roman roads. Along these roads
grew up scores of towns.

III. The English Conquest

The Roman Empire was in the process of declining and in
o1



410 A. D. all the Roman troops left Britain. At the same time
Britain was invaded by swarms of pirates. They were waves of
the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes from Northern Europe. They set-
tled in England and drove the Britons into Wales, Scotland and
Ireland. They built some small kingdoms and gradually seven
such kingdoms™ appeared in Britain. By the 7th century these
kingdoms were combined into a united kingdom called Eng-
land , 1. e. ,the land of Angles. The three tribes had mixed into a
whole people called English,and the three dialects grew into a
single language called Anglo — Saxon,or Old English.

Before the Anglo — Saxons settled down in Brown, they
lived in the tribal society. After the conquest of Britain, their
social constitution went through some rapid changes. The Anglo

— Saxon period is a transition from tribal society to feudalism.

Chapter 2 Anglo - Saxon literature

English literature began with the Anglo - Saxon settlement
in England. The Anglo — Saxons left five relics to us. They are
poems, or,songs by the Anglo — Saxon minstrels. Four of them
are short fragments of long poems and there is only a long po-
em, Beowulf ,the national epic of the English people. It is of o-
ver 3000 lines. It is the oldest poem on the English language
and the most important specimen of Anglo — Saxon literature. It
is also the oldest surviving epic in the English language.

L The story of Beowulf

The epic begins with a brief account of Danish kings down
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to Hrothgar who built a splendid hall. But a terrible monster,
Grendel, comes to the hall each night and devours warri-
ors. Beowulf is the nephew of Hygelac,King of the Geats,a peo-
ple in Jutland,Denmark. He hears the news and sails with four-
teen companions and offers to fight the monster.

After a feast of welcome, Beowulf and his companions lie
down in the hall for the night. Grendel comes and eats up one
of his companions. A terrible combat follows and Beowulf final-
ly wins. Grendel retreats mortally wounded because Beowulf
tears one of his arms off the monster.

Grendel s mother comes to avenge her sons death and car-
ries away Hrothgars favourite counselor. Beowulf and his com-
panions follow the bloody trail to the edge of a lake. He plunges
into the water and finds a cave. There he fights with Grendels
mother and he finally succeeds in killing her because he seizes
a big sword left by the giants of old time. With the heads of two
monsters , he returns and the triumph is celebrated with feasting
and song. Then Beowulf sails home to the land of the Geats.

~ In the following year King Hygelac dies and his son be-
comes the king. He is killed in a battle and Beowulf is chosen
as the king and reigns wisely over his people for fifty
years. Then a runaway slave robs part of a hoard of hidden
treasure guarded by a dragon and it comes out of its den and
belches forth its fire to burn the people. Beowulf is an old man
now, but he goes to fight the dragon with eleven compan-

ions. The aged king fights the dragon and again the sword fails
- 3.



to bite. One of the companions helps him and wounds the mon-
ster. The dragon is killed at last, but Beowulf is hopelessly
wounded too. The poem ends with the funeral of the hero.

IL. Analysis of the poem.

1. Analysis of the content

Beowulf has both pagan and Christian elements. It is a folk
- legend brought to England by Anglo — Saxons from their conti-
nental homes and it carries with it many pagan elements. When
the monk wrote down the poem,many Christian elements were
kept. The stories are the folk legends of primitive tribes.

Like Homers poetry, Beowulf is about the adventures of a
legendary hero. He is faithful to his people and forgets himself
in face of death. He has high spiritual qualities,i. e. ,his reso-
lution to serve his country, his true courage, courteous conduct,
and his love of honour. He is a strong, brave, and selfless per-
son who is ready to risk his life in order to protect his people
from evil monsters.

2. Features of Beowulf .

The most striking feature is the use of allitera-
tion. Alliteration is the repetition of the same sound or sounds
at the beginning of two or more words that arenext to or close to
each other. Every half line consists of two feet and each foot is
made up of an accented syllable and a varying number of unac-
cented syllables. The alliteration which links the two half lines
falls on these accented syllables. Generally there are three allit-
erations in a line: two in the first half line and one on the first
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foot of the second half line.

II1. The main characteristics of Anglo —Saxon literature

1. Anglo — Saxon literature, also known as the Old English
literature is mainly a verse literature in oral form.

2. For most of the verse, the authors are unknown and the
verse was given a written form long after its creation.

3. There are two groups of poetry;the pagan poetry repre-
sented by Beowulf;the religious poetry represenfed by the works
of Caedmon and Cynewulf, the author of Paraphrase and The
Christ.

Some Excerpts

1. Fragments of Beowulf

Down off the moorlands” misting fells came

Grendel stalking; Gods brand was on him.

The spoiler meant to snatch away

from the high hall some of human race.

He came on under the clouds,clearly saw at last

the gold — hall of men,the mead - drinking place

nailed with gold plates. That was not the first visit
* he had paid to the hall of Hrothgar the Dane

he never before and never after

harder luck nor hall - guards found.

Walking to the hall came this warlike creature

condemned to agony. The door gave way,



toughened with iron, at the touch of those hands.
Rage — inflamed , wreckage - bent, he ripped open
the jaws of the hall. Hastening on,

the foe then stepped onto the unstained floor,

angrily advanced: out of his eyes stood

an unlovely light like that of fire.

He saw then in the hall a host of young soldiers,

a company of kinsmen caught away in sleep,

a whole warrior — band. In his heart he laughed then,
horrible monster, his hopes swelling

to a gluttonous meal. He meant to wrench

the life form each body that lay in the place

before night was done. It was not to be;

he was no longer to feast on the flesh of mankind
after that night.

Some Exercises
I. Choose the best answer for each blank.
1. In the 8th century,the Anglo — Saxon prose writers were

Venerable Bede and .

a. Julius Caesar b. Cynewulf
c. Caedmon d. Alfred the Great
2. The early Anglo — Saxon poets are , who wrote

Paraphrase and Cynewulf.
a. Alfred the Great b. Venerable Bede
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