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Old And Medieval English Literature

Section | The Anglo-Saxon Period

(5th century ~1066)

Enghsh literature began with the Anglo-Saxon settlement in England. Upon
therr amval in England, the Anglo-Saxons were heathens. Conung from Northern
Europe, they believed in the old mythology of Northern Europe 1n 597 A.D.,
St. Augustine was sent to England to convert the Anglo-Saxons, and in the 7th
century, all England was Christianized. The heathen mythology was gradually re-
placed by the Christian religion, but the heathen concepts of nature and universe
survived a fairly long period of time and left their marks on British lterature,
which could be easily seen in Beowulf, the national epic of the Anglo-Saxons

The coming of Christianuty brought about great change in both the Anglo-
Saxon literatme and the language The scops, the earliest group of poets who nar-
rated or sang the poetry, were then replaced by the literary monks, who spoke the
English language but had behind them all the culture and literary resources of the
Latin tongue Thus Latin had left its firm mark on the early English prose and po-
etry. Caedmon was generally considered as the first Anglo-Saxon poet, who lived
in the 7th century. Though not a monk hmself, he was a cowherd of a
monastery. It was said that it was under the call of God in a dream that Caedmon
could suddenly sing and write and then he turned the stories in the Bible into verse
form. The atle of his work 1s Paraphrase. Cynewulf, who lived a century later
than Caedmion, was another representative figure in Anglo-Saxon biterature  Noth-
ing of his literary works was known except that he wrote poems on religious sub-
jects. The most prominent of the early prose wnters in Anglo-Saxon period was
the Venerable Bede, a monk who wrote in Latin and who lived in the last part of
the 7th century and the early part of the 8th century Among his numerous books
on various kinds of subjects, the most famous one is The Ecclesiastical History of
the English People , because of which he earned his place as the “Fath~ ., glish
History. ” .
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King Alfred the Great (849 ~901), who succeeded in driving the Danes off
England with force, was another literary figure worth mentioning. Besides being a
brave king, Alfred also set himself to the task of encouraging education and litera-
ture. His contrnibution to English literature mainly hes in three aspects. Firstly, he
translated some works from Latin, among which the most outstanding one was Be-
de's The Ecclesiastical History of the English People. Secondly, he encouraged
and supervised the launching of The Anglo-Saxon Chronzcle. And thirdly, in his

translation he created the more natural English prose style.
Beowulf

The earliest form of literature in the history of English literature was poetry,
or poems and songs. These earliest poems or songs were the collective efforts of the
people. The stories were based on the history or legend of the old time or contem-
poraneous events, and the most interesting ones were narrated orally, often in song
form by a special group of people called minstrels, or scops or gleemen. These sto-
ries would pass from mouth to mouth for several generations before they were fi-
nally written down. Of the old English poetry, the most monumental one is Be-
owulf, the first long poem in English, which is considered the national epic of the
English people.

The song of Bevwulf 15 of some 3,000 lines. The story, partly historical and
partly legendary, was brought to England by the Angles in the 6th century from
their original homes and was not wrtten down until the 7th or 8th century.
Though it is a national epic of the English people, the hero and the setting have
nothing to do with England; it is a story of the Scandinavians, the primitive
Northemn tribes on the European continent.

"The hero of the story is Beowulf, one of the national heroes of the English
people. Beowulf 15 a kinsman of Hrothgar, King of the Danes. News reaches Be-
owulf one day that Hrothgar has been recently disturbed by a half-human monster,
Grendel. In order to entertain his warriors after wars, Hrothgar has built a great
hall named Heorot. But the merry songs and shouting have disturbed the restful
ﬁ'ﬁdel. So for revenge, Grendel comes to the hall at night and devours at
one as many as thirty warriors sleeping there. For 12 years whenever warriors
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feast there, Grendel attacks them Therefore, the splendid hall is deserted. Then
Beowulf, the young warrior, comes with a group of 14 comrades to the rescue.
After a feast of welcome, Beowulf and his companions lie in the hall for the night.
When they are m sleep, Grendel bursts in, seizes one warnor and devours him. He
next attacks Beowulf, who grapples with him smgle-handed. After a temble and
violent combat, Beowull manages to tear off the arm and shoulder of the monster,
who immedhately retreats to die  The followng mght, a feast is given in the great
hall to celebrate Beowulf” s victory and the hall 1s {ull of joy and songs once again.
Adter the feast, the warriors sleep in the hall, but Grendel’ s mother comes to
avenge the death of her son. She seizes one of the king’s dearest friends and rushes
away. Beowulf and his warnors follow the bloody trail to the edge of a lake and
Beowulf by himself plunges into the lake while his warnors wait anxiously on the
shore. Beownlf finds the she-monster and after a great fight he manages to cut off
her head. Also there he finds Grendel’ s body and cuts off his head, too. With
these two trophies he goes back to Heorot, and 1s welcomed and rewarded by the
king. Then Beowulf sails back to his homeland, the land of the Geats. In the fol-
lowing year when the king of the Geats dies, Beowulf 1s chosen as the king and
reigns over his people for 50 years. Then a fire dragon comes out to disturb Be-
owulf’s people. Though an aged man, Beowulf offers to fight the dragon himself.
Beowulf eventually kills the dragon, but unfortunately he himself is mortally
wounded and soon dies The poem ends with the people lamenting Beowulf’ s
death and prasing him as a great and good king

Though quite a number of the characters mentioned in the story are real per-
sons in history, such as Hrothgar — the king of the Danes, and Hygelac — the
king of the Geats, the hero Beowulf is essentially a legendary figure. The great
physical strength and high spiritual quality of Beowulf show the primitive tribal
people’s best hope for a great hero who could come out to protect them whenever
they were disturbed and challenged by the beasts and the mysterious and unknown
nature,

As mentioned above, the poem Bevwulf is a mixture of paganism and Chris-
tian elements. The story is about the life of Anglo-Saxons before they came to
England, but the poem itself was written down after the conversion of the English
to Christianity. It 1» suggested that such a nuxture of both pagan and Christian el-
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ements is the natural result of the epic descending from 1ts onginal oral form and
passing through the hand of a number of different scribes from generation to gener-
ation, that is, the paganism is in the original oral form, and when the poem was
finally written down, Chnstian ideas are mterpolated Nevertheless, on the
whole, the pagan 1deas are more donunant in the poem.

The poem Becwwulf 1s written  the form of alliterative verse. In alliterative
verse, certam accented words 1n a line begin with the same consonant sound. Gen-
erelly, there are three alliterations per hine: two in the first hall hinc and one in the
first foot of the second half hne. Besides alliteration, the poem uses a kand of Ligu-
rative lenguage called “kenning” or metaphor to add beaaty to ordinary objects.
For example, in the poem, “helmet bearer” and “hearth-companion” are used for
“warrior”; “swan-roac”, “whale-path” and “seal-path” for “the sea”, and “the
warld candle” for “the sun”. The third stylistic device worthy to be mentioned is
understatement, which provides the poem with a touch of wromical humour. For
example, “not troublesome” is a way of saying “very welcome”, and “need not

praise” is a way of saying “a right to condemn”.



Section I The Anglo-Norman Period
(1066~ 1500)

Middle English hiterature 1s 2 combination ol French and Anglo-Saxon ele-
ments. Dunng the three centuries after the Noman Conguest, large scale of
French culture and literature was introduced into England And because the
church had a practical monopoly of hterature duning much of the Middle Ages, by
tn the largest proportion of surviving Middle English hiterature 15 rehgious. Litera-
ture that the Normans brought to England 1s remarkable for its bright, romantic
tales of love and adventure, while Anglo-Saxon Interature s somber and serious
These features can be easily seen in Romance, the most prevaihing kind of litera-
ture in the feudal England.

Romance as a literary form means a long composttion m verse or prose form
dealing with the life and adventures of a noble hero, generally a kmght. The
knights are unfailingly devoted to the lung and the church. They are commonly
described as nding forth to seek adventures, involving in a large amount of fight-
ings for therr lords and always encountering romanuc love affairs. In romances,
loyalty to king and lord 1s repeatedly emphasized. Romance as a form of literature,
18 the upper class hiterature. The romances are always tales of the noble, they are
composed 10 entertain the noble, and in most cases they are composed by the poets
patronized by the noble In a word, romance has nothing to do with the common
people.

The great majority of Romances deal with three major themes: “The Matter
of Britain”, about the adventures of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round
Table; “The Matter of France”, about stones concermng Ermperor Charlemagne
and his peers; and “The Matter of Rome”, about stories concerning Alexander the
Great and so forth. Of these all, the legend of King Arthur and his Knights of the
Round Table is comparatively important in the history of English Literature. The
Arthurian legend has its ongin in Celtic legends. There are many cycles of
Arthurian romances, among which the anonymous Sir Gawain and the Green
Kmight in alliterative verse is the culmination.

Besides the literature for upper class, folk literature also emerged in feudal

England. These writings are generally the complaint of peasants’ misenes under
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the cruel suppression of the ruling class. Among these 1s one titled Piers the Plow-
man , by Wilham Langland. Langland was probably a priest of the lowest status

His bife expertence taught ham to see the nusenes of the common people. His poem
Prers the Plowman begins with a vision of a “field {ull of folk” and then in a long
and complicated succession of scenes he portrays realistically almost every side of
the 14th century hfe. He exposes the corruption of the wealthy and the inadequacy

of the government. To Langland the only salvation lies m honest labour and in the
service to Christ.



