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Chapter 1 Early English Literature

and Culture

The Background of Early British Culture

The name Britain comes from the Brethons, which is a branch of the Celts. From
about 600 B. C. to 300 B. C. , the Celts migrated from the upper Rhineland to the
British Isles. Therefore, they became the earliest settlers of the British Isles. That
period is called The Iron Age, and the Celts knew some basic life skills. Some of
Celtic culture came down the ages. The religious ceremony of May Day has been very
famous in Britain till now.

Later, in about 55 B. C. , Julius Caesar (100 B. C. —44 B. C. ) invaded Britain
with a large army. From then on, the Celts were under the dominion of the Roman
Empire for nearly three and a half centuries. What the Romans invaded was only
England, so the Celts in other areas of Britain still had their freedom. But there were
frequent conflicts between those Celts in the free areas and the Roman invaders. In
fact, the Romans had a significant impact on Celts’ society at that time. They
constructed roads, ramparts and temples, and built military camps. Nevertheless, the
influence the Romans exerted on the Celts’ culture is negligible. Latins still speak
Celtic now. Gradually, the Romans were becoming weak, and they vacated the
England in the end. Again, the Celts started to defend themselves.

The next invaders were the Germans, who were divided into three tribes: the Jutes,
Saxons and Angles, who are also called Anglo-Saxons. However, although their
dialects are a little bit different, the language they used was the same, perhaps that is
because they have the same Germanic heritage. Many Celts fought for their freedom,
but failed. A lot of people made sacrifices because of that. In the end, some of Celts
had to move into Wales, and the rest of them became slaves. This Anglo-Saxons
period lasted from about 449 to 1100. The Anglo-Saxons period was established in
550, and now, the dominant language of England became English, which was a vital
change in the development of English history and literature.

In a certain sense, the Anglo-Saxons were an aggressive nation. They were good at
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fighting, and never failed to use force to get what they wanted. What’s more, they also
consisted of a great quantity of independent lords. Every lord fought for his own area
and tried his best. Consequently, there were frequent wars happening, great and small.
The speed of the country’s establishment and ruin was almost the same, both of which
were very fast. In the last period of the 9th century, the Viking Danes, the new
Germanic invaders appeared. By 850, they began an energetic campaign against the
Anglo-Saxons. Filled with big ambition, they almost conquered England. In addition,
York was captured and became the capital of a Viking kingdom in 866. As one of the
biggest areas in Britain, York was full of fortune. The reasons why it became famous
was not only because of its large populations, but also its flourishing business. The
trade of York was also very popular, attracting a lot of traders from all over the world.
However, this situation did not last too long. In 1042, the Danes were defeated and the
Anglo-Saxons eventually recaptured their domain.

Good times do not last long, and not long after, the Anglo-Saxons had to deal with
another blow by Normans from France. But they did not rise this time, and it would
come to end the Anglo-Saxon period. As an aggressive nation, the Anglo-Saxons
advocated for a militant spirit. Therefore, in Anglo-Saxon period, the leader was
basically a warrior with strategic wisdom, great courage and strong physique. The
responsibility of the leader was mainly to lead his troops to defeat other tribes.
Although there were many pagans among the Anglo-Saxons when they came to the
island at first, as time went on, more and more Anglo-Saxons started to accept
Christianity. What’s more, there was a vital event in the history of English culture,
which is that Pope Gregory the Great (540 —604 ) sent his emissary to convert Jutes in
Kent, because many Anglo-Saxon youths were sold in the slave market during this
period. At the same time, the monks from Ireland were very active. They played a
significant role in the development of Christianity in Britain, and many of them
constructed a monastery in Northumbria. From then on, the thought of the Anglo-
Saxons started to change to Christianity, which is more perfect and more comprehensive
than their original beliefs. This is an initial point that the Anglo-Saxons began to learn
scriptures about monasteries and some classical writings of Virgil (70 B.C. - 19
B. C. ), who was a famous ancient Roman poet of the Augustan Period (27 B. C. -
A.D. 14). Gradually, they started off upon their journey to Rome, although the
distance of this pilgrimage was very long. In a sense, this special trip enriched their

knowledge and widened their horizons.
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Beowulf

Beowulf is a long, epic poem written in Old English vernacular ( the native language
of the author’s time and place) telling a story about a hero and his exploits. Beowulf
played a special role in the history of English literature. It may be the oldest surviving
long poem in Old English and is commonly cited as one of the most important works of
Old English literature. Beowulf was probably composed between A. D. 700 and A. D.
900, which coincided roughly with the reigning of the Tang Dynasty ( A. D. 618 —
A. D.907) in ancient China. The cultural background of the story was set in ancient
Denmark and the south of Sweden. This Old English epic poem consisted of 3, 182
alliterative lines, with 2 parts divided. There is a lapse of 50 years between the two
parts of the story. It was also an important transition period for the Germanic tribes to
turn into the feudal kingdom.

In the first part of the poem, the story began with a Danish king, called Hrothgar.
Hrothgar had built a richly decorated hall, Heorot. There was a party held each night in
the hall, and the sound of revelry came to the ears of a monster named Grendel who
lived in the sea. The sound broke the monster’s peace and annoyed him, so he came
out of his lair and went to the hall every night. Many warriors were devoured, and this
case lasted for nearly twelve years. After hearing this, the nephew of King Hygelac of
the Geats in Sweden, Beowulf, moved with his fourteen companions to Danish to help
Hrothgar. Relying on his brilliant exploits, Beowulf asseverated that he could defeat
the monster. As usual, the monster came to the hall at night, and after he had
devoured one person, a desperate fight began. This battle ended in a victory for
Beowulf, and the monster escaped with his wounded body and finally died in its lair.
Because of that, Beowulf received tremendous wealth. However, the story did not end
there. For vengeance, the monster’s mother took away Hrothgar’s Aeschere, a
counselor to Hrothgar. Beowulf was sent to seek out the monster with his companions.
After plunging into a pool, he came to the bottom of the sea and reached a cave where
he found a magic sword. He defeated the monster’s mother with the sword there,
eventually killing her.

In the second part of the poem, the scene of action then shifts 50 years later to the
land of the Geats in Sweden, where the elderly Beowulf confronts a dragon terrorizing
his own land. After succeeding in killing two monsters, Beowulf went back to the
Geats in Sweden. Due to the war with Swedes, there was no man to ascend the throne.

Beowulf was then elected to serve as the king, and there was a thriving prosperity
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lasting for fifty years because of his wise government. However, one day, a slave
managed to steal some treasures which were guarded by a fire-breathing dragon, and so
the dragon was irritated and began to take vengeance on the land. Although Beowulf
was very old then, he still decided to fight the dragon. He ordered his companions to
wait outside. He himself went into the place where the treasure was stored and fought
with the dragon, but he failed to stab the dragon with his sword and was put into
danger. At this moment, Wiglaf, who was one of Beowulf’s companions, rushed in to
help, and injured the dragon. The old king seized the opportunity and killed the dragon
with a knife, while he was also seriously maimed. He realized that he was now nearing
to his end and so he gave his final direction about his own funeral. Wiglaf announced
Beowulf’s death. After that, people threw the dragon into the ocean and carried away
the treasures. At the end of the poem, they held the cremation for Beowulf and praised

him as a great king.

Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1343 -1400)

Geoffrey Chaucer is noted as the author of The
Canterbury Tales, which ranks as one of the greatest poetic
works in English. He is now known as the Father of English
literature,, and is widely considered the greatest English poet
of the Middle Ages. He was the first poet to be buried in
Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey. Chaucer made a vital

contribution to English literature, because the period he lived

in was a time when most of poetry was written in Anglo-
Norman or Latin, and Chaucer’s work was crucial in legitimizing the literary use of the
Middle English vernacular.

Geoffrey Chaucer was born and raised in London. His family name Chaucer derives
from the French word chausseur, meaning “a maker of footwear”. This family’s fortune
came from leather and wine. His forebears were middle-class English people for at least
four generations. His father, John Chaucer, was a prosperous vintner and a deputy of the
king’s butler. He was also a member of Edward [lI’s expedition to Antwerp in Flanders
(currently a part of Belgium) in 1338. John died at the age of 53.

Although little is known about his early education, there is no doubt that Chaucer
could read French, Latin and Italian, which were demonstrated in his writing. In
1357, he was arranged by his father to serve as a nobleman’s page in the household of
Elizabeth de Burgh, the countess of Ulster and later the wife of Lionel of Antwerp
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( Lionel is the third son of Edward Ill ). In 1359, Chaucer went to France with Edward
lll’s army and was taken prisoner in France. He returned to England in 1360. By 1366
Chaucer married Philippa Pan ( also known as Philippa Roet) , a woman who had been
in the service of Elizabeth de Burgh. He then made several journeys abroad on
diplomatic missions for the next 10 years, and in the meantime, he and his wife
received great financial grants from the king. In 1382, he was appointed comptroller of
the London customs. In 1386, he became a Member of Parliament for Kent. During
his time, it was customary that a man who was engaged in politics adhere to a man of
higher rank as his patron, and Chaucer was no exception. His patron was John of
Gaunt who was Edward [ll ’s fourth son and husband of Philippa’s sister, Katherine
Swynford. Chaucer took on a variety of other jobs, for example, he also worked as a
courtier, a civil servant, as well as working for the king from 1389 to 1391 as Clerk of
the King’s Works. These posts he held made him become familiar with the lives of
different classes. In 1400, he died and was buried in Westminster Abbey.

Chaucer’s literary career can be divided into three periods corresponding with the
stages of his life.

The first period: 1360 — 1372

During this period, Chaucer was influenced by the French poetry of the Middle
Ages. He translated a poem, called “Roman de la Rose”, which was a highly
influential 13th-century French poem about country love. He used this kind of dream-
vision form and finished his first important poem— “The Book of the Duchess” ,
which is a lamentation for the Blanche of Lancaster ( the first wife of John of Gaunt
who was Edward [l[ ’s son), who died of a plague in 1369. At this time, Chaucer’s
career was prosperous. His most important work was a poem called “The House of
Fame” (“Hous of Fame” in the original spelling), which was also in the dream-
vision form. This poem was not a successful writing, because it is unfinished.
However, there is no doubt that it represents his skill as a poet.

The second period: 1372 —1386

Chaucer was influenced by the great literary figures of the early Renaissance in
Italy. His most famous writing of this period is “Troilus and Criseyde” , the story of
which is adapted from a long poem by Giovanni Boccaccio (1313 —1375), an Italian
poet. “Troilus and Criseyde” is a long poem re-telling in Middle English the tragic
story of the lovers Troilus and Criseyde set against a backdrop of war during the Siege
of Troy in Ancient Greek literature. In the 1380s, Chaucer produced his fourth and

final dream-vision poem, titled “The Legend of Good Women” , which is possibly the
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first significant work in English to use the iambic pentameter or decasyllabic couplets
which he later used throughout The Canterbury Tales. This form of the heroic couplet
would become a significant part of English literature, no doubt inspired by Chaucer.
Another work from this period is the Parliament of Foules( also known as the Parlement
of Foules, Parlement of Briddes, Assembly of Fowls, Assemble of Foules, or The
Parliament of Birds) , a poem with approximately 700 lines in the form of a dream
vision, and contains the first reference to the idea that St. Valentine’s Day is a special
day for lovers. Relying on the myth, the poem tells a story in which the birds would
gather together on St. Valentine’s Day of each year, and then, the goddess Nature
would allow the birds to choose their mates at their free will.

The third period: 1386 — 1400

Chaucer’s works are sometimes grouped into first a French period, then an Italian
period and finally an English period, with Chaucer being influenced by those countries’
literatures in turn. It is The Canterbury Tales, wherein Chaucer focuses on English
subjects, with bawdy jokes and respected figures often being undercut with humour,
that has cemented his reputation.

The Canterbury Tales is the greatest work of Chaucer’s life, which was written
between 1387 and 1400. It is a collection of 24 stories told by fictional pilgrims on their
journey to the cathedral at Canterbury ; tales that would help to shape English literature.
It contrasts with other literature of the period in the naturalism of its narrative, the variety
of stories the pilgrims tell and the varied characters who are engaged in the pilgrimage.
Chaucer drew on real-life experiences for his cast of pilgrims. This literary work has a
general prologue which is considered the most fabulous part of the whole writing. In
addition, the 24 tales of this literary work are interconnected, not isolated. The
background of this work is as follows: To kill time on the road to Canterbury, the host
of this trip proposed that everyone should tell 4 stories, and the best teller would be
rewarded a free supper. There should be 120 tales included in the collection, but it is a
pity that Chaucer only wrote 24 tales before he died.

@;ﬂ Reading

Excerpt from Beowulf

The following are two excerpts from Beowulf. The first is the story in which Beowulf fought

with the monster. The second is about the funeral of Beowulf.



