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[ Chapter 1

Early and Medieval English Literature

I. Historical Background

1. The Making of England

More than 7, 000 years ago, when the Ice Age ended, melting ice flooded low-
lying lands in continental Europe, creating the English Channel and the North Sea and
turning Britain into an island. Around 3000BC, the first known settlers of Britain were
the Iberians. More dramatic monuments were the henges, the most important of which

was Stonehenge in Wiltshire.
1.1 The Native Celts Jl/REFA

The Celts may originally have come from eastern and central Europe ( now called
France, Belgium and southern Germany) ; they came to Britain in three main waves:
Gaels, Britons and the Belgae. Celts, also called the Britons, are regarded as the
natives of Great Britain. Celts began to move into Great Britain in about 700BC, and
they are believed to be ancestors of the Highland Scots, the Irish and the Welsh people.
Some of the Celtic words or sounds were later assimilated into the English language.
Their languages, the Celtic languages, are the basis of Gaelic, Irish and Welsh.

1.2 Roman Britain

In 55BC, Julius Caesar sailed across the English Channel after he had conquered
Gaul. In 43AD, the Romans occupied England by driving the native Celts into
mountainous Scotland and Wales, and completely conquered the southern part of the

island of Great Britain, including England and Wales. But they were never able to
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completely defeat or control what is now Scotland. For nearly 400 years, Britain was
under Roman occupation. The Romans built many towns, roads, baths, temples and
buildings. They made good use of Britain’s natural resources. They also brought the new
religion, Christianity, to Britain.

2. The Anglo-Saxon Period

In the mid-5th century, Jutes, Saxons, and Angles came to Britain. A Jutish chief
became the King of Kent in 449. Then the Saxons established their kingdom in Essex,
Sussex and Wessex from the end of the 5th century to the beginning of the 6th century.
In the second half of the 6th century, the Angles, who also came from northern Germany
and were to give their name to the English people, settled in East Anglia, Mercia and
Northumbria. These seven principal kingdoms of Kent, Essex, Sussex, Wessex, East
Anglia, Mercia and Northumbria have been given the name of Heptarchy. The early
Anglo-Saxons converted to Christianity.

Viking and Danish Invasions

The Norwegians and the Danes, the invaders, attacked various parts of England
from the end of the 8th century. They even managed to capture York, an important
center of Christianity in 867. By the middle of the 9th century, the Vikings and the
Danes were posing a threat to the Saxon kingdom of Wessex.

Alfred (849 —899), a king of Wessex, defeated the Danes and reached a friendly
agreement with them in 879. He founded a strong fleet and is known as “the father of

the British navy”. All this earns him the title “Alfred the Great”.

3. The Anglo-Norman Period

3.1 The Norman Conquest

It was said that King Edward had promised the English throne to William, the Duke
of Normandy but the Witan chose Harold. In 1066, William defeated Harold and killed
him during the important battle of Hastings. William was crowned king of England, thus
beginning the Norman Conquest of England. The Norman Conquest is perhaps the best-
i(nown event in English history. The feudal system was completely established in
England. Norman-French culture, language, manners and architecture were introduced.
The Church was brought into closer connection with Rome. The English is a mixture of

nationalities of different origins. The ancestors of many English people were the ancient

e 2
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Angles and Saxons. Some English people are of the Norman-French origin.
3.2 The Hundred Years’ War

The Hundred Years’ War was a series of conflicts from 1337 to 1453 between the
Kingdom of England and the Kingdom of France.

It was due to a dynastic disagreement to William the Conqueror, while remaining
Duke of Normandy. As dukes of Normandy and other lands on the continent, the
English kings owed homage to the King of France. The question of legal succession to
the French crown was central to the war. Although primarily a dynastic conflict, the war
gave impetus to ideas of French and English nationalism.

During the Hundred Years’ War, Joan of Arc believed she could rescue the French
people. She rallied the demoralized French troops, leading them in battle. Ultimately
captured and imprisoned by the English, Joan was condemned as a heretic and a witch
and stood trial before the Inquisition in 1431. She eventually became a martyr and was

then burnt at the stake and became a national hero.
3.3 Wars of Roses

The Wars of the Roses in the 15th century were fought by the noble families of York
and Lancaster between 1455 and 1485. They are called the Wars of the Roses because
each family used a rose as its symbol—a red rose for York and a white rose for
Lancaster. These wars were very bloody, full of battles, betrayals and murders. Finally
the last Yorkist king, Richard Il , was beaten by a Welsh noble, Henry Tudor in
England who became King Henry VI, the first Tudor monarch. He made a Tudor rose—
a red rose with a white rose in the middle. This came to symbolize the peace that had
come after all the fighting. The House of Tudor subsequently ruled England and Wales
for 117 years.

Il. Literature Background

1. Anglo-Saxon Literature

Anglo-Saxon literature, that is, the Old English literature is almost exclusively a
verse literature in oral form. It could be passed down by word of mouth from generation
to generation. Its creators for the most part are unknown. It was only given a written

form long after its composition.
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Beowulf is the oldest poem in the English language, commonly cited as one of the
most important works of Anglo-Saxon literature; and also the surviving heroic epic poem
consisting of 3182 alliterative long lines. Alliteration is used for poetic effect, a
repetition of the initial sounds of several words in a group. e. g. a. To his kin the
kindest, keenest for praise; b. Sing a song of southern singer.

Beowulf, king of the Geats who live in Juteland, Denmark, comes to the help of
Hrothgar, the king of the Danes, whose mead hall ( Heorot) has been under attack by a
monster known as Grendel. After Beowulf slays him, Grendel’s mother attacks the hall
and is also defeated. Beowulf goes home to Geatland in Sweden and later becomes king
of the Geats. After a period of fifty years, Beowulf defeats a fire-spewing dragon, but
Beowulf is severely wounded during the fight. He dies a heroic death. The poem ends
with the funeral of the hero.

A lot of metaphors and understatements are used in the poem. For example, the
sea is called “the whale-road” or “the swan road” ; the soldiers are called “shield-
men” ; human-body is referred to as “the bone-house”; God is called “ wonder-

wielder” ; monster is referred to as “soul-destroyer”.
2. Medieval English Literature

Medieval literature covers about four century, which encompasses essentially all
written works available in Europe and beyond during the Middle Ages. In the early part
of the period (1066 up to the mid-14th century) , there was not much about literature in
English. The works of this time were composed of religious writings. In the second half
(the 14th century), English literature started to flourish. Middle English literature

deals with wider subjects and various styles, tones and genres.
2.1 The Romance

The most prevailing kind of literature in feudal England was the romance, which
was a long composition, sometimes in verse, sometimes in prose, describing the life and
adventures of a noble hero, often in the form of allegory. The knight was the central
character of romances.

The romance of King Arthur ( adventures of King Arthur and his Knights of the
Round Table) is comparatively the most important for the history of English literature.

King Arthur is a legendary British leader of the late 5th and early 6th centuries,
.4 -
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who led the defense of Britain against Saxon invaders in the early 6th century. Some
Welsh and Briton tales and poems relating the story of Arthur date from earlier than this
work. In these works, Arthur appears either as a great warrior defending Britain from

human and supernatural enemies or as a magical figure of folklore, sometimes associated

with the Welsh Otherworld, Annwn.
2.2 English Ballads

The most important department of English folk literature is the ballad. A ballad is a
story told in song, usually in 4-line stanzas, with the second and fourth lines rhymed.

Popular folk literature occupies an important place in this period. The Middle
English literature strongly reflects the principles of the medieval Christian doctrine,
which are primarily concerned with the issue of personal salvation. An emphasis has also
been placed on the humanity of Christ and the imagery of human passion. Love has
largely superseded fear; and explorations into undiscovered regions of the heart offer
fresh possibilities for introspection.

The most famous cycle of English ballads centers on the stories about a legendary
outlaw called Robin Hood. In English history, Robin Hood is partly a real and partly a
legendary figure. The ballads tell us that he lived during the reign of Richard I . The
dominant key in his character is his hatred for the cruel oppressors and his love for the
poor and downtrodden. He was the leader of a band of outlaws, and they lived in the
deep forest. They often attacked the rich, waged war against the bishops and
archbishops, and helped the poor people. Therefore, Robin Hood and his followers were

constantly hunted by the sheriffs.

Unit Geoffrey Chaucer (13409 -1400)

Appreciation

When in April the sweet showers fall %% ki TEb,

And pierce the drought of March to the root, and all & T+ TRW=A1,
The veins are bathed in liquor of such power kg% B A 222 2%,

As brings about the engendering of the flower it 5 18 FF, £V8%.

.5.
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Geoffrey Chaucer is widely considered the greatest English poet of the medieval
Ages. Chaucer rose in royal employment and became a knight of the shire for Kent. As
a member of the king’s household, Chaucer was sent on diplomatic errands throughout
Europe. From all these activities, he gained the knowledge of society that made it
possible to write The Canterbury Tales.

Although he wrote many works, which include The Book of the Duchess, The House
of Fame, The Legend of Good Women and Troilus and Criseyde, and he is best
remembered for his immortal The Canterbury Tales. Chaucer died in October 1400 and
he was the first poet to have been buried in Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey.

Chaucer is the first to use the rhymed couplet of iambic pentameter, which is to be
called the heroic couplet. Iambic pentameter is the basic rhythmical pattern in English
verse, with five feet in a line, usually an unaccented syllable followed by an accented
syllable. Thus, he lays the foundation of the English tonic-syllabic verse.

He uses London dialect in his writings and he contributes to making it the
foundation for modern English speech. Though drawing influence from French, Italian
and Latin models, he is the first great poet who wrote in the English language. His
production of so much excellent poetry was an important factor in establishing English as
the literary language of the country. The spoken English of the time consisted of several
dialects, and Chaucer did much in making the dialect of London the standard for the
moden English speech. Chaucer is considered the source of the English vernacular

tradition and “the father of modern English literature”.

Brief Introduction

The Canterbury Tales is a collection of stories written in Middle English by Geoffrey
Chaucer between 1387 and 1400. It is composed of humorous, bawdy, and poignant
stories told by a group of fictional pilgrims, who travel together on a journey from
Southwark to the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket at Canterbury Cathedral. They come
from all layers of society, and tell stories to each other to kill time while travelling to
Canterbury. Many of the stories seem to fit their individual characters and social
standing: the innkeeper shares the name of a contemporary keeper of an inn in
Southwark , and real-life identities for the Wife of Bath, the Merchant, the Man of Law

.6 -
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and the Student have been suggested.

Incomplete as they are, these tales cover practically all the major types of medieval
literature ; courtly romance, folk tale, beast fable, story of travel and adventure, saint’s
life, allegorical tale, sermon, alchemical account, and others. Taking the stand of the
rising bourgeoisie, Chaucer affirms men and women’s right to pursue their happiness on
earth and opposes the dogma of asceticism 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 the time. The Canterbury Tales is considered to be among
the masterpieces of literature.

The Prologue provides a framework for the tales. It contains a group of vivid
sketches of typical medieval figures. It supplies a miniature of the English society of
Chaucer’s time. Looking at his word-pictures, we know at once how people lived in that

era. That is why Chaucer has been called “the founder of English realism”.

Selected Reading

The Canterbury Tales
The Prologue”

When in April the sweet showers fall

And pierce the drought of March to the root?, and all
The veins are bathed in liquor of such power®

As brings about the engendering of the flower®,

When also Zephyrus® with his sweet breath

(Dprologue: 5

@pierce . .. to the root: The gentle spring rain penetrates the very roots of the plants

(®bathed in liquor of such power: liquor, H %k, The water of the spring rain moistening every rib
of the leaves and endowing the plants with its power

@As brings about the engendering of the flower: engendering, 4 1< ; & 2F . With the power of the
water, flowers begin to blossom

®Zephyrus: the west wind, PUXL (fEZEE, HFREEXNMNKAFE _ EVOR, ZIRBEMIA,)

5 T
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Exhales? an air in every grove and heath®
Upon the tender shoots®, and the young sun®
His half-course in the sign of the Ram has run,
And the small fowl® are making melody

That sleep away the night with open eye

( So nature pricks them and their heart engages®)
Then people long to go on pilgrimages

And palmers® long to seek the stranger strands®
Of far-off saints, hallowed® in sundry® lands,
And specially, from every shire’s end®

Of England, down to Canterbury® they wend®
To seek the holy blissful martyr®, quick

To give his help to them when they were sick,
It happened in that season that one day

In Southwark®, at The Tabard, as | lay

Ready to go on pilgrimages and start

(Dexhale: FEH 0t H

@grove and heath ; & ARFITE b

®shoots : FH 3

@the young sun/ His half-course in the sign of the Ram has run; Ram, F¥E, iAH TR
KEETHEER T B —1. KHZEHEENEREX, FrLAFKAA the young sun

Gfowl: [E¥(]5

®So nature . .. engages: So nature stimulates them and attracts their hearts

(palmers: BIXH ; HFE

®@the strange strands: 5 % HI#

@hallowed : #{ZE R ZH)

®Sundry: %ﬂ‘%ﬁéﬂg

@from every shire’s end: from the farthest limit of every county

@Canterbury : 3X4F{H 7. a town southeast of London, in the county of Kent

@wend: 17;3E

@the holy blissful martyr: martyr, i ¥, ¥R A E K 2 St. Thomas Becket, fth B J5 ¥
FTHHAE

®Southwark ; SEHEZB A —PRRX
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For Canterbury, most devout at heart,

At night there came into that hostelry”
Some nine and twenty in a company

Of sundry folk happening then to fall

In fellowship, and they were pilgrims all
That towards Canterbury meant to ride,

The rooms and stables of the inn were wide;
They made us easy; all was of the best,
And, briefly, when the sun had gone to rest,
I'd spoken to them all upon the trip

And was soon one with them in fellowship,
Pledged? to rise early and to take the way
To Canterbury, as you heard me say.

But none the less, while I have time and space,
Before my story takes a further pace,

It seems a reasonable thing to say

What their condition was, the full array

Of each of them, as it appeared to me,
According to profession and degree®,

And what apparel® they were riding in;

And at a Knight 1 therefore will begin.

(Dhostelry: inn, Jib ; %k, X B4 Tabard
@pledged: K%

Bdegree: tL2xHb{

(@apparel ; R ifi
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Questions for Discussion

£ DODOBODOBODOSOSIDISODOSODODODODIDOBODISIBODOSOBOSOSISOSOSOSISOSOSOSD,
1. What is the importance of “The General Prologue” in The Canterbury Tales?
y 2. What are Chaucer’s contributions to English literature and the English language?
3. Give a brief analysis of the quotation.

When in April the sweet showers fall

And pierce the drought of March to the root, and all

The veins are bathed in liquor of such power

As brings about the engendering of the flower,

S0V IOV,

When also Zephyrus with his sweet breath
Exhales an air in every grove and heath

Upon the tender shoots, and the young sun

His half-course in the sign of the Ram has run,
And the small fowl are making melody

That sleep away the night with open eye

(So nature pricks them and their heart engages)
Then people long to go on pilgrimages

And palmers long to seek the stranger strands
Of far-off saints, hallowed in sundry lands

And specially , from every shire’s end
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Of England, down to Canterbury they wend

9
To seek the holy blissful martyr, quick g
To give his help to them when they were sick. 8
0
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