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Lecture One
Old and Medieval English Literature

Historical Background and Literary Genres

An Introduction to Old English Literature

The Historical Background

Old English, or Anglo—Saxon period extends from about 450 to 1066, the year of the Nor—
man-—French conquest of England. The Germanic tribes from Europe who overran England in
the 5" century, after the Roman withdrawal, brought with them the Old English, or Anglo—
Saxon language, which is the basis of Modern English.

The English people are of a mixed blood. The early inhabitants on the island we call it
England were Britons, a tribe of Celts, and they were a primitive people.

From the year 55 B.C., Britain was invaded by Julius Caesar, the Roman Conqueror, and
at the same time, Britain was invaded by three tribes from Northern Europe: the Angles, Sax-
ons and Jutes. They landed on the British coast and built the kingdoms of their own. By the 7"
century AD, these small kingdoms were combined into a united kingdom called England. The
three dialects spoken by them grew into a single language called Anglo—Saxon, or Old English.

The three tribes invading Britain, the Angles, Saxons and Jutes at first all lived along the
northwestern coast of Europe. In those ancient times, the living conditions are very hard. To
survive, they had to fight against the wild beasts, struggle against the force of nature, which
remained mysterious and unknown to them. The Anglo—Saxons were brave but superstitious.
When they returned from their exploits and voyages, the warriors would tell stories of very
strange monsters that lived beneath the sea, or in the dark forests. Just under such conditions

did the story Beowulf come into being.



Old English Poetry

Much of Old English poetry was probably intended to be chanted, with harp accompani—
ment, by the Anglo—Saxon bard. Often bold and strong, but also mournful and elegiac in spir—
it, this poetry emphasizes the sorrow and ultimate futility of life and the helplessness of humans
before the power of fate. Generally speaking, all the old English poetry that has survived can be
divided into two groups: the secular poetry and the religious one. The religious group is mainly
on biblical themes or on saints’ lives. Such poems suggest how the church and its poets be-
lieved the true function of art was not simply to release feeling but to teach others and enhance
devotion. In addition to these religious compositions, Old English poets produced the national
epic poem, Beowulf, and a number of more or less lyrical poems of shorter length, which do
not contain specific Christian doctrine and which evoke the Anglo—Saxon sense of the harshness
of circumstance and the sadness of the human lot. Most of the secular groups are laments, the
lament of an exile, of a masterless bard, a hungry sailor on the wintry seas, a wife parted from
her husband. The harsh climate of North Sea strongly affected the tone or mood of the poets.
The life is sorrowful, and the speakers are fatalistic, though at the same time courageous and

determined.
Beowulf

Beowulf is the first great English literary work and is regar-
ded as the national epic of the Anglo—Saxons. However, the hero
and the setting of Beowulf have nothing to do with England. The
poem was originally in an oral form, sung by the bards at the end
of the 6" century. The present script was written down in the 10"
century. Beginning and ending with the funeral of a great king,
and composed against a background of impending disaster, Beo—
wulf describes the heroic deeds of a Scandinavian culture hero,

Beowulf, in destroying the monster Grendel, Grendel” s mother,

L time

and a fire=breathing dragon. In these sequences Beowulf is shown

not only as a glorious hero but as a savior of the people.

Selective Reading

Mourning their dead champion, the people of Jutland composed a dirge praising the great



deeds of Beowulf who
of men was the mildest and most beloved,
to his kin the kindest, keenest for praise.
Then the Goth’ s people reared for praise.
With shields and armour hung, as he had asked,
And in the midst the warriors laid their lord,
Lamenting. Then the warriors on the mound
Kindled a mighty bale fire; the smoke rose
Black from the Swedish pine, the sound of flame.
Mingled with sound of weeping; --+ while smoke
Spreads over heaven. Then upon the hill
High, broad, and to be seen far out at sea.
In ten days they had built and walled in it
As the wise thought most worthy; placed in it
Rings, jewels, other treasures from the hoard.
They left the riches, golden joy of earls,
In dust, for earth to hold; where yet it lies,
Useless as ever. Then about the mound
The warriors rode, and raised a mournful song
For their dead king; exalted his brave deeds,
Holding it fit men honor their liege lord,
Praise him and love him when his soul is fled.
Thus the ( Geat’s) people, sharers of his hearth,
Mourned their chief’ s fall, praised him of kings, of men
The mildest and kindest, and to all

His people gentlest, yearning for their praise.
The Story

The poem opens with praise of the deeds of the Danes, Scyld their king, and his descend-
ants. One of these, Hrothgar, builds a great hall, which has been laid waste for 12 years by a
monster named Grendel. Beowulf, the nephew of Higelac, king of the Geats, and a famed slay—
er of monsters, hearing of the trouble, comes with 14 companions across the sea to give assis—

tance and mortally wounded. The Danes rejoice over the victory; and Hrothgar rewards Beo-
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wulf. But in the night that follows, Grendel’ s mother, a water—hag, enters the hall to revenge
her son. Beowulf follows her to her cave under the waves and fights with her, and cuts off the
witch” s head, and also the head of Grendel, who is lying in the cave. Beowulf and his Geats
return to their native land, and then succeed to the kingdom, where he reigns for fifty years.
And now, a fire—dragon starts to devastate the country. Beowulf and eleven companions go out
to fight the monster. The fire—dragon is finally killed by Beowulf, but he himself is enveloped
in flames and hopelessly wounded and dies. The poem ends with the description of the hero’ s

funeral and the people’ s panegyric of his virtues.
The Structure

The poem can be divided into three parts:
1.The fight against Grendel

2.The fight against Grendel’ s mother
3.The fight against the Dragon

The Image of Beowulf

Beowulf is a brave hero. He strove to do better than any one else the things that are vitally
important to the happy life of his people. He protects his people and show gentleness and gener—
osily to his warriors. By praising Beowulf’ s wisdom, strength and courage, and by glorifying
his death for his people, the poem presents the heroic ideal of a king and his good relations to

his warriors and people.
The Theme

Thematically the poem presents a vivid picture of how the primitive people waged heroic

struggles against the hostile forces of the natural world under a wise and mighty leader.
The Artistic Features

1.The use of alliteration

Alliteration—Repetition of initial ( first) consonant sound

“like lake water lapping”

Roses are red / Violets are blue / Sugar is sweet / And so are you.
2.The use of metaphors and of understatements

Treats a serious issue as if it were of little importance



An Introduction to Middle English Literature

The Historical Background

The Middle English period covers from 11"—14" century, about four centuries. With the
Norman Conquest in 1066, the Rome—backed Catholic Church had a much stronger control o—
ver England, so the Middle English literature strongly reflects the principles of the medieval
Christian doctrine, which are primarily concerned with the issue of personal salvation. Popular
folk literature also occupies an important place in this period. lts presentation of life is not only
accurate but also in a lively and colorful way.

The French —speaking Normans under Duke William came in 1066. After defeating the
English at Hastings, William was crowned as King of England. Revolts were cruelly suppressed
and the conquest was completed with sword and fire. It was called the Norman Conquest.

The Norman Conquest brought England more than a change of rulers. Politically, a feudal-
ist system was established in England; religiously, the Rome—backed Catholic Church had a
much stronger control over the country; and great changes also took place in languages. After
the conquest, three languages co—existed in England. Old English was spoken only by the com-
mon English people; French became the official language used by the King and the Norman
lords; and Latin became the principal tongue of church affairs and was used by the clergymen

and scholars in universities.
The Middle English Literature

When England entered the feudal society, the chief feature of the society was divided into
two main classes: landlords and peasants. The Middle English Literature, which represented
this social division, also split into two types, the romance which was composed for and of the

noble, and the English popular literature which shows the existence of the peasants.
Medieval Romance

The most prevailing kind of literature in feudal England was the romance. It was a long
composition, sometimes in verse, sometimes in prose, describing the life and adventures of a
noble hero. The central character of romances was the knight, a man of noble birth skilled in
the use of weapons. He was commonly described to set out on a journey to accomplish some
goal—to protect the church and the poor, to attack infidelity, to rescue a maiden, to meet a

challenge, or to obey a knightly command. If the epic reflects a heroic age, the romance re—
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flects a chivalric one.

The English romance mainly deals with three major subjects: the “Matter of France” , the
“Matter of Rome” , and the “Matter of Britain”.

The “Matter of France” meant a collection of tales about Charlemagne, the mighty ruler of
France and neighboring countries around 800 A.D.

The “Matter of Rome” covered everything that had come down from the ancient Romans
and from the Greeks also. This included Roman history and poetry, it also included Greek
mythology.

The “Matter of Britain” meant the legendary history of Britain. By far the best loved of the

British legends were those that dealt with Arthur and his brave company of knights.
“Piers the Plowman” by William Langland

William Langland was born in Shropshire, but for most of his days he lived in London. He
came to see the wretchedness and corruption beneath the gay surface of London life, and all
that he thought and felt he put into his poem. “Piers the Plowman” was his life” s work. This
work bitterly satirizes corruption among clergy and the secular authorities, and upholds the dig—
nity and value of labor, personified by piers Plowman. The poem takes the form of a dream vi—
sion a favorite device of medieval poetry—describing a panorama of medieval society. Within
the dream are woven recountings of a series of journeys in the search for truth—that is, the love

of god.
The Content of the Poem

The poem is about a series of stories dreamed by the author when he fell asleep:
1.The corruption of the ruling class
2.The hard life of the poor peasants

3.The pilgrims’ searching for truth
The Theme

In this poem, Langland presents a vivid picture of the life in feudal England by depicting
the corruption of wealth, the inadequacies of the government, scoundrels and hypocrites of the

clerical profession and lay authorities, and the miseries and sufferings of the needy.
Artistic Features

1.1t is written in the form of a dream vision, it is also an allegory which uses symbolism to
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relate truth.

2.1t is written in the old unrhymed alliterative verse.

The English Ballads

Definition
1.A narrative song, or an oral form of verse.
2.Composed by common people during a long period of time.

3.An important stream of the medieval folk literature.
The Stylistic Features

1.Simple, plain language or dialect of the common people with colloquial, vivid and,
sometimes, idiomatic expressions.

2.Composed in couplets or in quatrains known as the ballad stanza, thyming abab, with
the first and third lines carrying 4 accented syllables and the second and fourth carrying 3.

3.Telling a good story with a vivid presentation around the central plot.

4.Using a high proportion of dialogue with a romantic or tragic dimension to achieve dra—
matic effect.

5.A dominant mood or tone, either tragic or comic.

6.Making full use of hyperbole with actions and events much exaggerated.

7.Using refrains and other kinds of repetitions.

The Main Works of the Author and Readings

Geoffrey Chaucer (13407 —1400)

Life and Career

Geoffrey Chaucer, known as the Father of English literature, is widely considered the grea—
test English poet of the Middle Ages and was the first poet to have been buried in Poet’ s Cor—
ner of Westminster Abbey. While he achieved fame during his lifetime as an author, philoso—
pher, alchemist and astronomer, composing a scientific treatise on the astrolabe for his ten year

—old son Lewis, Chaucer also maintained an active career in the civil service as a bureaucrat,
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courtier and diplomat. Among his many works, which include

The Book of the Duchess, the House of Fame, the Legend of

GEQFFREY

Good Women and Troilus and Criseyde, he is best known to—
day for The Canterbury Tales. Chaucer is a crucial figure in
developing the legitimacy of the vernacular, Middle English,
at a time when the dominant literary languages in England
were French and Latin.
Literary Career

Chaucer’ s literary career can be divided into three peri—
ods corresponding with his different stages of life: the French
Period, the Italian Period and the Mature English Period.
The French Period

During this period Chaucer was mainly under the influence of the French literature. His
earliest work was The Romaunt of the Rose, a free translation of a 13" century French poem The
Roman de la Rose.
The Italian Period

Chaucer’ s journey to Ttaly in 1372 exerted a profound influence on his literary develop—
ment by immersing him in the works of the great Italian writers such as Dante, Petrarch and
Boccaccio. During this period, Chaucer mainly wrote three longer poems: The House of Fame,
Troilus and Criseyde, and The Legend of Good Women. Troilus and Criseyde was adapted from
Boccaccio’ s 1l Filostrato ( The Love—Stricken) .
The Mature English Period

Chaucer’ s chief literary interest in the last 14 years of his life was The Canterbury Tales,
his masterpiece. Chaucer had reached full maturity in his literary creation, free from any domi—
nant foreign influence.
Major Works

1. Troilus and Criseyde

Troilus and Criseyde is an outstanding verse narrative in the English language. The out—
lines of the story are simple. Young prince Troilus, who is second only to Hector among the
Trojan warriors, falls in love with Criseyde, a lonely and lovely widow; her father, Calchas the
prophet, after divining the further destruction of Troy, flees to the Greeks and abandons his
daughter. Troilus’ s best friend, Pandarus, who is also the uncle and guardian of Criseyde, se—

cretly brings the lovers together in a happy union that lasts for several years until Criseyde is

8



exchanged, like a prisoner of war, for one of Troilus’ s captured brothers. Despite her promise
to return, Criseyde remains in the enemy camp with her father and then gives her love to the
Greek warrior, Diomede. Still faithful but in despair, Troilus learns of his beloved’s treachery,
seeks his death in battle and is finally slain by Achills. After death, Troilus’ s spirit rises above
the earth and scorns with laughter the love and the world that he has known. The love story
turns into a deeply felt medieval tragedy, the human pursuit of transitory earthly ideals that
pale into insignificance beside the eternal love of God. The poem ends with the narrator’ s sol-
emn advice to young people to flee vain loves and turn their hearts to Christ. Chaucer’ s charac—
ters are psychologically so complex that the work has also been called the first modern novel.

2.The Canterbury Tales

1) The Outline

Geollrev Chanieer
The Canterbury Tales

Volume 1

In planning The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer might have
got the idea of framing his stories from some previous literary
sources, especially from Boccaccio, who, in his Decameron,
places his hundred tales in the mouths of ten characters, each
telling a tale a day for ten days. Chaucer’ s work consists of
three parts: The General Prologue; 24 tales, two of which left

unfinished; and separate prologues to each.

2) The Tales

There are all together 24 tales with the Knight’ s tale at the beginning, the Parson’s tale
at the end. The special genius of Chaucer’ s work , however, lies in the dramatic interaction be—
tween the tales and the framing story. The tale of the Wife of Bath and the Pardoner are high
points of Chaucer’ s art. The Wife, an outspoken champion of her gender against the traditional
antifeminism of the church, initiates a series of tales about sex, marriage, and nobility. The
tale told by the Wife of Bath illustrates the view that women must rule men and that only the
wife” s domination can lead to peace and happiness in marriage. On the contrary, the Clerk’ s
tale points to the attainment of happiness by a woman acting in full submission to her husband,
suggesting thereby that the wife” s patience and meekness is the key to married bliss.

3) The Prologue

The General Prologue is usually regarded as the greatest portrait gallery in English litera—
ture. It is largely composed of a series of sketches differing widely in length and method, and
blending the individual and the typical in varying degrees. Ranging in status from a Knight to a

humble Plowman, the pilgrims are a microcosm of 14" century English society. It also contains
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