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CHAPTER

ENGLISH LITERATURE TO THE
TIME OF CHAUCER

I Old English Poetry: Beowulf

1. Literature, Oral and Written The earliest literature of the
English people, like that of any other people, was not written, but oral.
Stories and legends passed from mouth to mouth and were enlarged and
improved with each telling. The people participated in the making of this
literature.

Naturally, such stories or legends were retold by those who could
tell them best—and so each group came to have its own special story-
teller called a scop, which meant a Shaper or Maker of Songs. For it was
in song, in a sort of chant, that these stories were told; any good story
seemed the better for being sung or chanted. The scop (i.e. poet) and also
the gleeman (i.e. reciter) occupied honoured places in tribal and feudal
society.

In early Saxon England, the scops sang songs of the heroic deeds
of their people. They improved on the stories with each telling, and

sometimes weaved several different stories into a long narrative. Passed



on for generations by word of mouth from one scop to another, these
stories came at last to be written down. But only a fraction of what had
been produced was written down, and only a fraction of what was written
down has been preserved. The longest and finest of extant Old English
poems is “Beowulf”, which has been called the national epic of the
English people.

2. Story of Beowulf Beowulf is a tale of adventure, a tale of
marvels. Beowulf, the hero, is a Geat, in the southern part of Sweden. He
is a champion, a slayer of monsters. He hears that the people of Denmark
have suffered from the attacks of a monster by the name of Grendel,
who visits night after night the king’s hall and carries away the sleeping
warriors. With fourteen companions, he sets out for Denmark and offers
to fight Grendel. In a terrible hand-to-hand struggle at night, Beowulf
tears off an arm of the monster, who is mortally wounded and flees to his
den beneath the sea.

This is the end of Grendel; but Grendel’s mother comes to avenge
her son. She renews attacks on the hall. Beowulf runs after her and
follows her to a cave underneath the rushing waters of a dusty lake.
There he meets her in combat. With a magic sword left by the giants
of olden times, he hews off the monster’s head. There, too, he finds the
body of Grendel himself, and cuts off his head as well. He goes back
to the Danish hall with the two hairy heads as trophies. The triumph is
celebrated in feasting and song.

Beowulf goes home. He becomes king and reigns over his people
for fifty years. Then it comes to pass that a fire dragon, stirred up from

his long sleep, sets out to burn with his flaming fire everything that lies in



his path. Beowulf, an old man now, fights the dragon single-handed. The
dragon is killed, but Beowulf is mortally wounded in the combat. The

poem ends with the funeral of the old hero and the lament of the people:

So they mourned — the Geat people —
His hearth comrades, bewailing their lords;
Declared that he was of all kings on earth
The mildest of men, and aye the gentlest,

Kind to his people, craving most a good name.

3. Life and Manners Reflected in Beowulf The matter of
Beowulf is a folk legend brought to England by the Teutonic tribes from
their continental homes. The poem as we have it was composed between
700 and 800 by an English poet. It reflects the life and manners of many
centuries from tribalism to early feudalism.

The main stories — the fights with Grendel, with Grendel’s mother,
and with the dragon — are evidently folk legends of primitive Teutonic
tribes. Such tribes, as we have learned, lived along the northeastern coast
of Europe from the mouth of the Rhine to the peninsula of Jutland. Back
of their little settlements were almost impenetrable forests. In front of
them was the stormy North Sea. They had to fight against the beasts. They
had to struggle against the forces of nature, which remained mysterious
and unknown. When they returned from their exploits and voyages, the
warriors would tell stories of strange monsters that lived beneath the sea,
or in the marshes and dark forests inland. They were brave; but they were

terror-haunted. Such is the background of the marvellous stories.



But Beowulf is by no means a poem that reflects only primitive ages.
It was written down in England when Christianity had been introduced—
when English society was well on its way to feudalism. It reflects,
too, the spirit of English life of the 7th and 8th centuries, presenting a
blending of old folk ways with new, a welding of tribal heroism with
feudal ideals. The ideal of gentleness is united to strength, and valour
ennobled by virtue. The favourite theme of Beowulf poet is the loyalty
of the thane to the lord. The thanes live in close relation to their lord.
The lord leads and protects them among unneighbourly neighbours, and
they fight and die for him. Feud and treachery, murder of kindred and
usurpation are condemned as they were condemned in Saxon England of
the 8th century.

Beowulf is a tale of tribal society retold in the dawn of feudalism.
Beowulf the hero is more than a tribal chief; he is the embodiment of
knighthood.

4. Language and Poetic Form The Old English language differs
in many ways from Modern English. It is a language of strong stresses
and many consonants. It is highly inflectional. Like Modern German
or Modern Russian, it depends for its meaning on the endings of words
rather than on the positions of words. Moreover, Old English is rich in
synonyms, most of them being compound words of the kind that are met
with in Modern German. There are, for instance, numerous terms for the
sea or ocean; e.g. “seal-bath”, “whale-path”, “swan-road”.

The basis of Old English verse is alliteration — i. e. the use of words
beginning with the same consonant. Normally, each line contains four

stresses, with a pause between the second and the third, thus dividing the



