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Part

Old English Literature
(450-1066)

The poetic tradition of English people goes back to the times of the migrations of Germanic
(/d33'menik/ adj. B F % A#Y) peoples. It partly grew from old myths common among all
Germanic tribes. The form of this poetry has been influenced by the language development, and
the contacts of old English with other nations.

Before the 5th century A.D. there were a lot of different Germanic tribes that began to move
looking for new territories. According to Bede, a monastic (/ma'nestik/ adj. 4438 Fx &9, 14 R
#9) scholar, the Angles (/®nglz/ n. % # & A) , Saxons (/'se€ks(@)nz/ n. ji# % # A ) and Jutes
(/d3wts/ n. K 4F4%, B {42 A) (Anglo-Saxons) came to Britain in A.D. 449. They conquered
Celtic (/'keltik/ adj. $U7R % A 89, BU/R 4% 49) tribes who had lived there before and spread
the Germanic culture over Britain. Since that time their own culture began to develop in the new
environment, independently from other Germanic world.

Anglo-Saxon history thus begins during the period of Sub-Roman Britain following the
end of Roman control (A.D. 410) , and traces the establishment of Anglo-Saxon kingdoms
in the 5th and 6th centuries (conventionally identified as seven main kingdoms, or Heptarchy
(/heptakt/ n. ‘& £ ) : Northumbria, Mercia, East Anglia, Essex, Kent, Sussex, and Wessex) ,
their Christianization during the 7th century, the threat of Viking invasions and Danish settlers,
the gradual unification of England under Wessex hegemony (/h1'dzemant/ n. 4t74 ) during the 9th
and 10th centuries, and ending with the Norman Conquest of England by William the Conqueror
in 1066. The Angles were one tribe of the Germanic invaders who came from the Danish-German
border and conquered most of Roman Britannia (/bri'tenjs/ n. 727 # ) , giving the country its later
name, England ( Angle land ) . Anglo-Saxon identity survived beyond the Norman Conquest, and
came to be known as Englishry (/Tglift1/ n. 3& & 2 4269 A ) under Norman rule and ultimately
developed into the modern English people.
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The themes of the Old English poems go back to the culture of Anglo-Saxons and differ
much from Celtic tradition. Anglo-Saxons had their own pagan (/'Pe1gan/ adj. - #c 4t &9, 3F
F B #4489 ) religion, which was replaced by Christianity in the 6th century. That time was the
beginning of written literature. It was a very important moment in the English history, because
before that time Anglo-Saxon literature was only oral. It was performed by the traveling singers
called “scops” (/skop/ n. "5~ # ¥ A) . The scop was both a creative and a performing artist.
Accompanied by harp (/ha:p/ n. %3 ) he would entertain the guests of his parron (/peitran/ n.
FBIA, FBIA) with tales of past deeds and the battles of old. The scop had to be a master of
his art, being able to recite thousands of lines from memory.

In the 6th century the Christian monasteries (/monastri/ n. 1438 [z ) became the centers of
written translations of different religious texts from Latin to Old English. Analysing the style of
the poem we can see the main principles English poetry was based on. From historical point of
view such poetry is the coexistence of two traditions: oral tradition of folkloric (/fauklorik/ adj.
K. a4 35L69, K.4649) songs, which later developed into epic and written tradition of biblical
(/'biblik(3)l/ adj. % # &49) songs. The poetic tradition of the Germanic tribes is both bold and
strong, mournful and elegiac (/elr'dzarek/ adj. R F&9) in spirit.

Old English literature encompasses (/tnkampas/ vz. #,4>) literature written in Anglo-Saxon
(Old English) during the 600-year Anglo-Saxon period of Britain, from the mid—5th century to
the Norman Conquest of 1066. These works include genres such as epic poetry, hagiography
(/hegr'vgrafi/ n. X 44542 , sermons (/'s3:man/ n. #7id ) , Bible translations, legal works, »
chronicles ([kronikl/ n, %% %) , riddles (/Tdl/ n. 4#4%) , and others. Old English poetry is of
two types, the heroic Germanic pre-Christian (secular) (/'sekjuls/ adj. #1543, L4449 ) and the
Christian (religious) .

1.3.1 The Religious Group

All these three races of Angles, Saxons and Jutes, at the time of settlement, were pagan.
Their god and goddesses were only based on natural forces. In A.D. 597 under the supervision
of Pope Gregory, St. Augustine along with some followers arrived in England to re-Christianize
the settlers. The effect of Christianity on Old English literature is very much effective and
long lasting. Christianity changed not only the theme of Old English literature but also the
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mood and attitude of it. As a result we find that Old English literature is moving towards
Iyricism ([Trisiz()m/ n. 37 H M, 454 3% 4 ) from the stark (/stak/ adj. T & 464545, #b
5 #4) , strong, high-sounding (/'har'savndin/ adj. %- 7k #9) words and phrases which were
characteristic of a nation whose main occupation was once plundering (/'Plands/ vt. 3% %4, #
#1) and destroying other civilization. Christianity affects most of the Old English poetry. It will
be hardly an exaggeration if we say that Old English religious poetry is almost synonymous
(/sTnonImas/ adj. [F] SL#4 ) to Christian poetry. But the unique feature among these poems is that
in spite of their religious fervor (/f3:vo/ n. #H, % 1) they retained some aspects of Anglo-
Saxon characteristics.

Genesis: Genesis (/'d3enasis/ n, { £]4#42 ) ) is a poem of 2396 lines and within it there is
an interpolation (/inta:pa'leifon/ n. %5, #54h) from 235 to 851 lines. The story of Genesis
is taken from the Old Testament, of which the Book of Genesis is the first book describing
the creation of the Earth and of mankind by God. God creates the world (along with creating
the first man and woman) and appoints man as his regent (/Tidzont/ n. & & £, %% &),
but man proves disobedient (/disa'bi:diont/ adj. IR A &9, 7R 97 7% #9) and God destroys his
world through the Flood. Here the character of Satan is portrayed beautifully and it acts as an
inspiration (/anspa'rel[(d)n/ n. & B, & 4 )to Milton in Paradise Lost.

“Exodus”: “Exodus™ (/eksadas/ n. { #3232 ) ) is a poem of 590 lines where the story is taken
from the Old Testament. 1t deals with the fascinating story of Moses and his migration from Egypt to
Israel through an adventurous yet dangerous journey. “Exodus” displayed vivid use of imagery.

“The Dream of the Rood” ( { #4785+ 5% ) ; Road: /ru:d/ n.) : This is one of the first
dreams. It is of 156 lines. Fragments of it are found on the Ruthwell Cross in Dumfriershire
(/dam'frisfo/ n. [ 4 L HTER <. % >) , Scotland. The whole poem is inscribed (/in'skrarb/ vz,
Mk, 44T, RR) in runic (/Tunik/ adj. <5 4% b B L F 69) letters. Complete version of it is
included in Vercelli (/ved'tfell/ n. 4e3n#) <& X A4) % 3-8 77 >) Book. It is the oldest surviving
English poem in the form of a dream of a vision. The dreamer tells how he saw a vision of the
bright Cross adorned (/3'don/ v, -+ %45 ) with gems (/dzem/n. £.5) .

1.3.2 The Secular Group

Old English heroic poetry is the earliest extant (/IK'st@nt/ adj. JL#4#9) in all of Germanic
literature. It is thus the nearest we can come to the oral pagan literature of Germanic culture, and
is also of inestimable (/in‘estimabl/ adj. R TT45E 45, FM49) value as a source of knowledge
about many aspects of Germanic society. The 7th-century work known as “Widsith” is one of the
earliest Old English poems, and thus is of particular historic and linguistic interest.

Beowulf, a complete epic (/epik/ n. ¥, 4UF ), is the oldest surviving Germanic epic
as well as the longest and most important poem in Old English. It originated as a pagan saga
(/sa:go/ n. 3 # 4% <) transmitted orally from one generation to the next; court poets known
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as scops were the bearers of tribal (/'traibl/ adj. 3 % #49, # % #9) history and tradition. The
version of Beowulf that is extant was composed by a Christian poet, probably early in the 8th
century. However, intermittent (/Into'mutont/ adj. W7 Wy 4 4t 49 ) Christian themes found in the
epic, although affecting (/o'fektn/ adj. # A%y, B A#9) in themselves, are not integrated into
the essentially pagan tale. The epic celebrates the hero’s fearless and bloody struggles against
monsters and extols (/1K'stavl/ v. %74% ) courage, honor, and loyalty as the chief virtues in a world
of brutal force. |

The elegiac theme, a strong undercurrent (/Andokarant/ n. #5i%., 4% ) in Beowulf, is central to
“Deor”, “The Wanderer”, “The Seafarer” (/'si:'fears/ n. A5 % ) , and other poems. In these works,
a happy past is contrasted with a precarious (/prikearios/ adj. j& W #, 7~ #i % 49) and desolate
(/'desalat/ adj. #7749 ) present. “The Wife’s Lament™ (/lo'ment/ n. ZH, #EwL) or “The Wife’s
Complaint” is primarily concerned with the evocation (/i:vev'kein/ n. w2z . 3|42 ) of the grief of
the female speaker and with the represéntation of her state of despair. “The Finnsburgh Fragment”,
“The Battle of Maldon”, and “The Battle of Brunanburh” (/brona:nba;/ n. 77 & &4 ) | which are
all based on historical episodes, mainly celebrate great heroism in the face of overwhelming
odds (E K ¢ i# 3%) . In this heroic poetry, all of which is anonymous (/nonimas/ adj. & %4
8, TAVHESFAER) , greatness is measured less by victory than by perfect loyalty and courage
in extremity.

1.3.3 Beowulf

The Old English poetry which has received the most
attention deals with the Germanic heroic past. The longest
(3.182 lines) , and most important, is Beowulf, which tells the
story of the legendary Geatish (Geat /git/ n. B ¥ 4% A <3
g o7 &Y 373 69 45 48 I A >) hero Beowulf who is the title
character. The story is set in Scandinavia (/sk&ndi'nervia/ .
iy 3t 64 4 4 & <¥ B >), in Sweden and Denmark, and the
tale likewise probably is of Scandinavian origin. The story
is biographical and sets the tone for much of the rest of Old
English poetry. It has achieved national epic status, on the same
level as the Iliad ( {7##) L4F ) <& A B34 3% >) | and is
of interest to historians, anthropologists (/i&néra'polad3ist/ n.

A% FR), literary critics, and students the world over.

RELATED LITERARY TERM
Epic (Heroic Poetry) : 1t is, originally, an oral narrative poem, majestic (/md'dzestik/ adj. &
249, E4H#4) both in theme and style. Epics deal with legendary or historical events of national
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or universal significance, involving action of broad sweep and grandeur (/grendzs/ n. £ =, &
% ). They summarize and express the nature or ideals of an entire nation at a significant or crucial
period of its history. Beowulf'is generally regarded as the first national epic of the Anglo-Saxons.
Exponents of this literary genre include Edmund Spenser (The Faerie Queene) and John Milton
(Paradise Lost) .

SELECTED READING
Plot Summary of Beowulf

King Hrothgar of Denmark, a descendant of the great king Shield Sheafson, enjoys a
prosperous and successful reign. He builds a great mead-hall (mead /mi:d/ n. ¥ % /&) , called
Heorot, where his warriors can gather to drink, receive gifts from their lord, and listen to stories
sung by the scops, or bards (/ba:d/ n. "7 1% A ) . But the jubilant (/dzwbilont/ adj. sk = 49)
noise from Heorot angers Grendel, a horrible demon who lives in the swamplands (/'swpmplend/
n. 3@ & Hu) of Hrothgar’s kingdom. Grendel terrorizes the Danes every night, killing them and
defeating their efforts to fight back. The Danes suffer many years of fear, danger, and death at
the hands of Grendel. Eventually, however, a young Geatish warrior named Beowulf hears of
Hrothgar’s plight (/plaxtt/ n. ¥, E3%) . Inspired by the challenge, Beowulf sails to Denmark
with a small company of men, determined to defeat Grendel.

Hrothgar, who had once done a great favor for Beowulf’s father Ecgtheow, accepts
Beowulf’s offer to fight Grendel and holds a feast in the hero’s honor. During the feast, an
envious (/'envi1as/ adj. % 3 #, % % %) Dane named Unferth taunts (/tont/ ve. JLIR, =15F)
Beowulf and accuses him of being unworthy of his reputation. Beowulf responds with a boastful
description of some of his past accomplishments. His confidence cheers the Danish warriors,
and the feast lasts merrily into the night. At last, however, Grendel arrives. Beowulf fights him
unarmed, proving himself stronger than the demon, who is terrified. As Grendel struggles to
escape, Beowulf tears the monster’s arm off. Mortally wounded, Grendel slinks (/slmk/ vi. 4 fir
# 7 ) back into the swamp to die. The severed (/'seva/ vt. | F, ¥l ) arm is hung high in the
mead-hall as a trophy (/'travfl/ n. 4| &) of victory.

Overjoyed (/@uva'd3o1d/ adj. 4= &6, AR E % 3%49) , Hrothgar showers (/fava/ vi. X &
., %5 ) Beowulf with gifts and treasure at a feast in his honor. Songs are sung in praise of
Beowulf, and the celebration lasts late into the night. But another threat is approaching. Grendel’s
mother, a swamp-hag (/'swomph&g/ n. 8 % % &) who lives in a desolate (/'desdlot/ adj. 7 7%
#9) lake, comes to Heorot seeking revenge for her son’s death. She murders Aeschere, one of
Hrothgar’s most trusted advisers, before slinking away. To avenge Aeschere’s death, the company
travels to the murky (/'m3:k/ adj. I 8544 ) swamp, where Beowulf dives into the water and fights
Grendel’s mother in her underwater lair (/1ea (r) / n. <¥- %8> £ %, &) . He kills her with
a sword forged for a giant, then, finding Grendel’s corpse, decapitates (/dr'keprtett/ ve. 374 ) it
and brings the head as a prize to Hrothgar. The Danish countryside is now purged (/pa:d3/ vt. %
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M, i) of its treacherous (/'tretfaras/ adj. Mt , 4Fik# ) monsters.

The Danes are again overjoyed, and Beowulf’s fame spreads across the kingdom. Beowulf
departs after a sorrowful goodbye to Hrothgar, who has treated him like a son. He returns to
Geatland, where he and his men are reunited with their king and queen, Hygelac and Hygd, to
whom Beowulf recounts (/r'kavnt/ vt. % #4m 4% i£ ) his adventures in Denmark. Beowulf then
hands over most of his treasure to Hygelac, who, in turn, rewards him.

In time, Hygelac is killed in a war against the Shylfings, and, after Hygelac’s son dies,
Beowulf ascends to the throne of the Geats. He rules wisely for fifty years, bringing prosperity to
Geatland. When Beowulf is an old man, however, a thief disturbs a barrow (/'b&rav/ n. ¥ 3%), or
mound (/mavnd/ n. 33 ) , where a great dragon lies guarding a horde (/ho:d/ n. — X &, %) of
treasure. Enraged, the dragon emerges from the barrow and begins unleashing (/an'li:f/ v. % )
fiery destruction upon the Geats. Sensing his own death approaching, Beowulf goes to fight the
dragon. With the aid of Wiglaf, he succeeds in killing the beast, but at a heavy cost. The dragon
bites Beowulf in the neck, and its fiery venom (/'venam/ n. &% ) kills him moments after
their encounter. The Geats fear that their enemies will attack them now that Beowulf is dead.
According to Beowulf’s wishes, they burn their departed king’s body on a huge funeral pyre
(/'pard (r) / n. K 3£ A & %23 ) and then bury him with a massive treasure in a barrow overlooking
the sea.

Excerpt from Beowulf

Prologue: The Earlier History of the Danes'

— A New Verse Translation by Seamus Heaney

So. The Spear-Danes in days gone by
and the kings who ruled them had courage and greatness.
We have heard of those princes’ heroic campaigns.

There was Shield Sheafson, scourge (/sk3:d3/ n. %€ ) of many tribes,
a wrecker (/Teka/ n. Z% % ) of mead-benches, rampaging (/rem'perdz/ vi. 123, A
#) among foes.

This terror of the hall-troops had come far.

A foundling (/favndl/ n. 3 )L) to start with, he would flourish later on

as his powers waxed (/weks/ vi. A Z#5i#% ; ¥ X, #73&) and his worth was proved,

In the end each clan (/Kl&n/ n. F#%, k% ) on the outlying ([avtlat/ adj. 1 i% ¢ ,
1miZ &9 ) coasts
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beyond the whale-road (n. ¥ % 2 %%, K% ) had to yield to him
and begin to pay tribute (/tribju:t/ n. 57 5% ) . That was one good king.

Afterwards a boy-child was born to Shield,

a cub ([Kab/ n. %)% ; RIEHFEF4A) in the yard, a comfort sent

by God to that nation. He knew what they had tholed (/6a0l/ vt. Z:5, Zt)

the long times and troubles they’d come through

without a leader; so the Lord of Life,

the glorious Almighty (/>I'mattt/ n. 4 #£ 44 ) , made this man renowned (/rinavnd/

adj. %65, HBE4).

Shield had fathered (/fa:d3/ vt. £ 88, 4], %---694 ) a famous son:
Beow’s name was known through the north.
And a young prince must be prudent (/pru:d@)nt/ adj. i1 64 ; ¥R ; FHEY)

like that,

giving freely while his father lives

so that afterwards in age ( % # &} ) when fighting starts

steadfast (/'stedfa:st/ adj. "& i A #r#9 ) companions will stand by him
and hold the line (JEW%, "4 F %) . Behaviour that’s admired

is the path to power among people everywhere.

Shield was still thriving when his time came

and he crossed over into the Lord’s keeping.

His warrior band did what he bade (/be1d/ vt. 44~ <bid #9it % X >) them

when he laid down the law among the Danes:

they shouldered him out to the sea’s flood,

the chief they revered (/r1'via/ vt. # %, ¥ ) who had long ruled them.

A ring-whorled (/1) w3:1d/ adj. A #2.4#4 ) prow (/prav/ n. %3k ) rode in the harbour,
ice-clad ([Kl&d/ adj. F R &y, & & & <clothe # it X X Ao id & 518 >) , outbound

(/'avtbavnd/ adj. 35, @ 4hF48%), a craft for a prince.

They stretched their beloved lord in his boat,

laid out (J&7, “%#E) by the mast (/ma:st/ n. #%4F) , amidships,

the great ring-giver (king, overlord iz & #) .

Far-fetched (/'fa'fet[t/ adj. % 3% W4 &9, EVAZE £ 4Y) treasures were piled upon

him, and precious gear (/913/ n. £ &, %4%&).

I never heard before of a ship so well furbished (/t3:b1f/ vt. 4225, %.47)
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