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Old and Medieval British Literature

e

1. Background

1) Anglo-Saxon Period (449 -1066)

(D The important events in the early part of English history are Roman Conquest , Anglo-Saxon Conquest and Nor-

man Conquest in sequence,which exert great influence on the development of England and English language.

 An important event in the Anglo-Saxon Conquest is the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity .

@ As for the change of social structure ,the Anglo-Saxon period witnessed a transition from tribal society to feu-
dalism.

2) The Anglo-Norman Period (1066 —1350)

@ The Norman Conquest in 1066 marked the beginning of Medieval British literature ,which ended around the
end of the 15th century.

) Feudal system was accordingly established in English society.

® With the Norman Conquest, the body of customs and ideals known as chivalry was introduced.

2. Literary Achievements

1) Old British Literature (450 —1066 )
The Story of Beowulf ({ J1/REF) ) : A typical example of Old English poetry. It is regarded as the greatest
national epic of the Anglo-Saxons.

2) Medieval British Literature (1066 — middle of 14th century)

@ Sir Gawain and the Green Knight ({15 X B+ 544K % 1)) : Written in about 1375 - 1400, the poem is one
of the best British romances.

@ William Langland ; Piers the Plowman ({#3# FZ/K3) ) ,in which he dealt with the religious and social issues
of his day.

(3 The Robin Hood Ballads ({ % ZE I E#%) ) It is the most important one among the medieval ballads.

@ Geoffrey Chaucer:The father of English poetry ,and best remembered for his The Canterbury Tales ({3X4#{f
HHFE)).

& EAE

Alliteration (k&) :It is the repetition of the initial consonant sounds in poetry. In Old English alliterative meter,

alliteration is the principal organizing device of the verse line,such as in Beowulf.

Ballad ([Ri%) : It is a relatively short narrative poem , written to be sung,with a simple and dramatic action. The
ballads tell of love,death,the supernatural,or a combination of these. Two characteristics of the ballad are incre-
mental repetition(j##FE & ) and the ballad stanza. Incremental repetition repeats one or more lines with small but
significant variations that advance the action. The ballad stanza has four lines; commonly,the first and third lines
contain four feet or accents, the second and fourth lines contain three feet. Ballads often open abruptly, present brief
descriptions and use concise dialogues.

The folk ballad is usually anonymous and the presentation is impersonal. The literary ballad deliberately imi-
tates the form and spirit of a folk ballad. The Romantic poets were atiracted to this form, as Longfellow with
The Wreck of the Hesperus ({42 5 1B¥4E) ), Coleridge with The Rime of the Ancient Mariner ({{#}F%))

= 3 =
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( which is longer and more elaborate than the folk ballad) and Keats with La Belle Dame Sans Merci ( { JGH# fIEk
1) ) (which more closely resembles the folk ballad) .

Consonance ({Eg#]) : It refers to the repetition of similar consonant sounds in a group of words. Sometimes the
term refers to the repetition of consonant sounds in the middle or at the end of words. Sometimes the term is used for
slant thyme (or partial thyme ) in which initial and final consonants are the same but the vowels are different: litter/

letter, green/ groan.

Couplet ( F1TiEF) : It refers to the two consecutive lines of poetry that thyme. A heroic couplet is an iambic pentam-

eter couplet.
Epic (5 13F) ;: Epic,in poetry,refers to a long work dealing with the actions of gods and heroes.

Imagery (&%) : Words or phrases that create pictures,or images in the readers’ mind. Images can appeal to other

senses as well ; touch , taste, smell and hearing.

Kenning ( BaM§j3Ri%& %) : In old English poetry,an elaborate phrase that describes persons, things or events in a

metaphorical and indirect way.

Legend (f£3F) : A song or narrative handed down from the past. Legend differs from myths on the basis of the ele-

ments of historical truth they contain.
Ottava Rima ( J\fT{K) : A form of eight-line stanza,the rhyme scheme is abababce.

Romance ( B8 ¥ /01 3% ) ;. Any imagination literature that is set in an idealized world and deals with heroic
adventures and battles between good characters and villains or monsters. Originally, the term referred to a medieval

tale dealing with the loves and adventures of kings, queens, knights and ladies, and including unlikely or supernatu-

ral happenings. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight ({ & SCE 1 5% 4% 1:) ) is the best of medieval romances.
John Keats’ The Eve of St. Agnes ({ZXZHMEH T RIA)) is one of the greatest metrical romances ever written.

Simile (BAM) : A comparison made between two things through the use of a specific word of comparison,such as

like ,as, than or resemble ,and it comparison must be between two essentially unlike things.

Understatement (&%) : It is a figure of speech in literature writing. It deliberately represents something as very

much less in magnitude or importance than it really is,or is ordinarily considered to be. The effect usually is ironic.

Bl x5 Eamn

 Name of the Writer 1 Major Works
The Anglo-Saxon Period
1. Beowulf { M/RFEXK) » It represents the highest achievement of the Old
The author is unknown. English.
» He wrote a poetic Paraphrase ({JEZ:H)) of the
2. Caedmon (F{E%) Bible.
He is the earliest English poet. » Caedmon’s Hymn (FEFHIBHEFE): It is a

praise poem in honor of God.

» The Fates of the Apostles <{E%1{Tﬂ@ﬁj§y a
Juliana { SKRF L)
» Elene (3Z3H5)

3. Cynewulf (EiERHE)

He wrote poems on religious subjects.

\4
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The Anglo-Norman_Period

» It is one of the best of the Middle English

4. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight {( X &1 romances. The poem consists of 4 parts and 2,500
FREL) lines.
The author is unknown. » The romance deals with the exploits of King Arthur

and his knights of the Round Table ( [&] &) .

» Le Morte D’Arthur( The Death of King Arthur)
(IEFETE ZF): It is a collection of stories about
King Arthur. It was translated from French by Sir
Thomas Marlory.

» Piers the Plowman7<( #h# B /RET) : The poem sets
forth a series of wonderful dreams, through which

5. Sir Thomas Marlory (354 - Big4l)

6. William Langland ( B(EE - BI#&2E)
(ca.1332 —ca. 1386)

we can see a picture of feudal England.

» The Canterbury Tales (345 {HEHELE) :In the

7. Geoffrey Chaucer (73 E - F78) poem, the author presents,for the first time in Eng-
(1343 -1400) lish literature, a comprehensive realistic picture of
He is the father of English poetry. the medieval English society and creates a whole

gallery of vivid characters from all walks of life.

The 715th7 VCenili.ry .

» The English and Scottish ballads preserved today

8. Popular Ballads are mostly the 15th century ballads. Of special im-

portance are the ballads in which Robin Hood’s

feats are celebrated.

AR R EEEmEN
. Beowulf ( WAREKK)

o

UETIOFD

The only existing manuscript of Beowulf was written by an unknown scribe at the

beginning of the 10th century. The action of the poem took place around 500 A. D.

Beowulf is a typical example of Old English poetry and is the oldest surviving
epic in British literature . The whole epic consists of 3,182 lines and it depicts a vivid

picture of an early Germany society, of its customs, public life, rituals and cultural activ-
ities.

There are three central conflicts: Grendel’s domination of Heorot Hall; the vengeance of Grendel’s
mother after Grendel is slain; and the rage of the dragon after a thief steals a treasure that it has been
guarding . The poem’s overarching conflict is between closely-knit warrior societies and the various menaces that
threaten their boundaries.

In the land of the Danes during the reign of King Hrothgar,he built a magnificent mead hall named Heorot .
One night while the Danes were feasting, Grendel ,a giant monster of half-human suddenly appeared and killed 30
warriors. For 12 years this monster haunted the place until the bravest were afraid to enter the hall. When Beowulf,
nephew to King Hygelac of the Geats, heard of this and sailed to Heorot with his warriors and persuaded the Danes
to feast with him in the hall. After they had fallen asleep, Grendel burst in the hall,seized a warrior and devoured
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him, and then he grasped Beowulf. The hero, disdaining to use a sword against the monster, grappled with him. After
a fierce combat, Beowulf tore away one arm and a shoulder of the monster who fled to die. The next night a banquet
was given to in Heorot in honor of Beowulf. Then Grendel’s mother avenged her son and carried away the King's
dearest friend. Beowulf followed Grendel’s mother to her sea dwelling and killed her with a sword.

Beowulf sailed homeward with his warriors, and then he ruled as King for 50 years. His fight with a dragon
happened 50 years later. One of his subjects stole some hidden treasure guarded by a firedrake for 300 years. The
enraged monster with his fiery breath laid waste the land. Beowulf sought the dragon in his cavern and after a terri-
ble fight slew the monster,but he was mortally wounded. The dying hero gave his last orders about his funeral ,and
was glad to learn that he gained more wealth for his people. His people threw the dragon into the sea and built a
large bonfire on a headland, stretching far into the sea to burn his body. They also laid all the treasure with
Beowulf’s ashes to show that the gold could in no way compensate their great loss and buried the ashes under a tre-
mendous mound( + ) . According to his will,the mound became a beacon for the seafarers who sailed along the
coast. The poem ends with praises of the great deeds of the hero, who was “the mildest and most beloved, to his kin

the kindest, keenest” .

ZABEYP

» It is not a Christian but a pagan( 7+ #({{:) poem of all advanced pagan civilization , presenting an all-round pic-

ture of the tribal society. So the poem has a great social significance.
» The use of the strong stress and the predominance of consonance are very notable in the poem.
» The use of alliteration is another notable feature and makes the strong stress more emphatic.
. » There are also a lot of metaphors (the most common of metaphors used in old poetry is kenning) and under-

statements in the poem.

Ean HATYP

This is an excerpt from Beowulf:
Wise sir,do not grieve. It is always better
to avenge dear ones than to indulge in mourning.
For every one of us,living in this world
means waiting for our end. Let whoever can
win glory before death. When a warrior is gone,
that will be his best and only bulwark (££42).

(Line 1,384 —-1,389)

B -

Beowulf utters this compressed statement of the heroic code after Grendel’s mother kills Aeschere,
Hrothgar’s trusted advisor. Although Hrothgar’s grief seems understandable in light of the principle of loyalty that
operates in this culture, Beowulf speaks of it as an“indulgence”—an inappropriate and ineffective way of re-
sponding to the death of a comrade. Beowulf’s reminder to Hrothgar that vengeance ( & {Ji) is the real
warrior’s response and the truest sign of love and loyalty reflects a fundamental value of warrior cul-
ture ,namely an aggressive approach to life. Part of this approach involves the understanding that only reputa-
tion will perpetuate a warrior’s existence after death. Beowulf, for example, perceives life as a race to glory ( “Let
whoever can / win glory before death” ). This speech encapsulates(j#fi4) the poem’s tension between doom and
death ,on the one hand,and the necessity of behaving courageously and honorably, on the other. ( Beowulf’s en-
ergetic emphasis on action helps temper the pessimism surrounding the inevitability of death that satu-
rates the poem. )
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2. William Langland ( BB - B3#82%)

William Langland, generally thought to be the author of the 14th-century English dream-vision Piers the
Plowman ({#t# Kz /K1) ), was apparently born and raised in the West of England,but he lived in London,
which was a principal subject of the early parts of his poem.

P i TR A

Piers the Plowman {33 B /REr)

It is considered by many critics to be one of the early great works of British literature
along with Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales.

The poem begins in the Malvern Hills in Malvern, Worcestershire. A man named
Will falls asleep and has a vision of a tower set upon a hill and a fortress (donjon) in a

deep valley; between these symbols of heaven and hell is a “fair field full of folk™,

representing the world of mankind. In the early part of the poem, Piers,the humble plow-
man of the title,appears and offers himself as the narrator’s guide to truth. The latter part

of the work ,however,is concerned with the narrator’s search for Dowel , Dobet and Dobest.

ER% )P

» It is written in the form of a dream vision,and the author tells his story under the guise of having dreamed it.

» The poem is also an allegory which uses symbolism to relate truth.
» But in the main, it can be seen as the vivid sketches of London life of the 14th century. Its artistic merits may be
shown by its portraits of the Seven Deadly Sins:
“Pride is a braggard;
Lechery is a villain;
Envy is a fellow;
Wrath is a cook who always sets people by the ears wherever he is;
Avarice is a heartless usurer;
Sloth is a lazy parson;

Glutton,on his way to the church,somewhat went into a tavern.’

All these sins stated above come from the idle rich,because “Poverty avoideth (avoids) the seven deadly sins. ”

3. The Robin Hood Ballads { B &Y RiE)

UETIOPY

Ballad is an important part of British folk literature. The subjects of ballads are various in kind. Of special

significance are the Robin Hood ballads that tell the famous outlaw Robin Hood and his men and their activities.
The early ballads of Robin Hood are A Gest of Robyn Hode ({ % EIN Z31%5) ) ,Robin Hood and the Monk( { % £
WAERD ) ,ete.

The various ballads of Robin Hood are gathered into a collection called The Geste of Robin Hood ({ % EilZ
Ih45%) ) ,in which the whole life of the hero is portrayed.

Robin Hood ,a partly historical and partly legendary character ,is portrayed in the ballads as a valiant outlaw,
famous in archery, living under the greenwood tree with his merry men, taking things from the rich and giving them to the
poor ,waging war against bishops and archbishops,and constantly hunted by the sheriffs,whom he constantly outwits.

= 7 =
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4. Geoffrey Chaucer (ZRFHE - F78)

Geoffrey Chaucer, the father of English poetry,was born in the rising middle class family in London in the
early 1340s. In his early teens he was sent to serve as a page( £ ) in one of the great aristocratic households of
England. Since then he was closely related to the ruling nobility of the kingdom for the rest of his life. In 1359 —
1360, a period of the Hundred Year’s War, he was with the army of Edward Il in France,where he was captured by
the French but ransomed. After his return he married Philippa,a maid of honor to the queen and relative of John of
Gaunt, the Duke of Lancaster,who became his patron. He held different positions at court and in the King’s service
and he traveled abroad on many occasions on diplomatic missions and missions to France. He died in 1400 and was
buried in the Westminster Abbey,thus founding the “Poets’ Corner”.

Though essentially still a medieval writer, Chaucer bore marks of humanism and anticipated a new era to
come. As a forerunner of humanism, he praised man’s energy , intellect , quick wit and love of life. His tales ex-
posed and satirized the evils of his time. These tales attacked the degeneration of the noble,the heartlessness of the

judge ,the corruption of the church and etc.

At 1

The Canterbury Tales (45 AEHEE)

T The Canterbury Tales is a collection of stories told by a group of 29 pilgrims ( &%)
c ANTFRE}T{RY ML? from Southwark to Canterbury to visit the shrine of St. Thomas Becket (#L 5587 - Ff - Dl 7a4¥
) at Canterbury Cathedral.

General Prologue ({ 5.J¥) ) describes the meeting of the pilgrims in the Tabard Inn in

Southwark. Twenty-one of them are vividly described. The host of the inn suggests that the

group ride together and entertain one another with stories. He decides that each pilgrim should

tell two stories on the way to Canterbury and two on the way back. Whomever he judges to be
the best storyteller will receive a free meal at Bailey’s tavern.

The work leaves unfinished,and only 24 were written.

The pilgrims cover a wide range of characters in the England at that time,and the tales are realistic and rich
in characterization and description, revealing a picturesque panorama of the 14th-century society. The most
famous parts are:The General Prologue ,the tales of The Knight ,The Miller , The Franklin ,The Pardoner
The Nun’s Priest , The Wife of Bath and The Parson.

General Prologue ( BFF)

The prologue provides a framework for the tales. It contains a group of vivid sketches of typical medieval fig-
ures. All classes of the English feudal society,except the royalty and the poorest peasant,are represented by these
pilgrims.

Every figure is drawn with the accuracy of a portrait. It is no exaggeration to say that the Prologue supplies a
miniature of the English society of Chaucer’s time. That is why Chaucer has been called “the founder of English
realism”. On the other hand, there is also an intimate connection between the tales and the prologue ,both comple-

menting each other.
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This is an excerpt from General Prologue:
When in April the sweet showers fall
That pierce March’s drought to the root and all
And bathed every vein in liquor that has power
To generate therein and sire the flower;
When Zephyr also has with his sweet breath,
Filled again,in every holt and heath,
The tender shoots and leaves,and the young sun
His half-course in the sign of the Ram has run,
And many little birds make melody
That sleep through all the night with open eye
(So Nature pricks them on to ramp and rage)
Then folk do long to go on pilgrimage,
And palmers to go seeking out strange strands,

To distant shrines well known in distant lands.

BT

From the opening lines of the prologue, it can be found that Chaucer’s language is vivid and exact. He is a
master of word-picture. His verse is among the smoothest in English. The imagery in this opening passage is of
spring’s renewal and rebirth. The natural world’s reawakening aligns with the narrator’s similarly
“inspired” poetic sensibility.

After the long sleep of winter, people begin to stir, feeling the need to “go on pilgrimages” ,or to travel to a
site where one worships a saint’s relics as a means of spiritual cleansing and renewal. Since winter ice and snow
made traveling long distances almost impossible ( this was an age not only before automobiles, but also before
adequately developed horse-drawn carriages) , the need to get up,stretch one’s legs, and see the world outside
the window must have been great. Pilgrimages combined spring vacations with religious purification.

The landscape in this passage also clearly situates the text in England. This is not a classical landscape like the
Troy of Homer’s Iliad ,nor is it an entirely fictionalized space like the cool groves and rocky cliffs of imaginary Arca-
dia from pastoral poetry and romances. Chaucer’s landscape is also accessible to all types of people,but especially
those who inhabit the countryside,since Chaucer speaks of budding flowers,growing crops and singing birds.
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I. Define the following terms.
1. Understatement ( 35 ARK 24 2006 42 B



BB -Spare ) /=

2. Ballad; Simile ( [E [5G £ 245% 2007 B2 H180)
3. Beowulf (AL 5 i as LK K 2% 2007 4R )

II. Fill in the blanks with proper information.

1. The Canterbury Tales was written by in the last years of his life. ( K% 4 E 15
Bt 2006 45 HE)

2. After the fall of the (410 A.D. ) and the withdrawal of Roman troops from Albion,the abori-
ginal Celtic population of the larger part of the island was soon conquered and almost totally exterminated by
the Teutonic tribes of Angles,Saxons and Jutes. (b 51321 K2 2006 F=2 f i )

3. Beowulf is the national epic of the . (EPRE R 2BE 2007 A1)

M. Multiple Choices.

Directions: In each question there are four choices. Decide which one would be the best answer to the question or

to complete the sentence the best.

1. Generally speaking,it is in that the English literary history starts. ( b 5055 — /b 52 B
2007 4EZE R
A. 6th C. B. C. B. 5th C. B. C. C. 6th C.A.D. D. 5th C. A. D.

2. Knights of the Round Table are characters serving in legends, which depict chivalry in early
literature. ( 65055 A EEERE 2007 4550 &)

A. Sir Lancelot B. Sir Godwin
C. King Arthur D. King Henry VII

3. Geoffrey Chaucer,regarded as the first famous English poet in the history of English literature , wrote the fol-
lowing except - (R#ESHETE¥BE 2007 £ HHRR)

A. The Canterbury Tales B. The House of Fame
C. The Parliament of Fowles D. Boethius

4. is a pagan poem which portraits a panoramic picture of the tribal society in British Island. (]t

AR T AMEEF e 2008 4% A )
A. The Legends of King Arthur B. Beowulf
C. The Tall Tales D. The Canterbury Tales

5. The history of English literature begins in the century. (JbEUEE —ANEIEABE 2009 4FHAFE)
A. Tth B. 6th C. 5th D. 4th

6. Geoffrey Chaucer planned originally to have each of the pilgrims tell stories on the way to Can-
terbury and the same number of stories on the way back in his famous The Canterbury Tales. ( FHEAM E 5
£ 2009 4% B
Al B. 2 C.3 D. 4

IV. Essay Questions.
Why is the Knight first in the General Prologue to tell a tale in The Canterbury Tales? (JLEHRAST K K2#
2009 4 HHE )
I. Define the following terms.
(%)
II. Fill in the blanks with proper information.
1. Geoffrey Chaucer; 13 2. Roman Empire 3. English people
II. Multiple Choices.

1. D 2. C 3.D 4. B 5. C 6. B
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