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VOLUME ONE
ENGLISH LITERATURE

Chapter One Early and Medieval
English Literature

Section | Introduction

1 . Anglo - Saxon Period(450 - 1050)

The English people are not of one origin but a mixed blood. The
early inhabitants in the island we now call England were Britons, a
tribe of Celts. From the Britons the island got its name of Britain, the
land of Britons. The Britons were a primitive people living in the tribal
society. They were divided into dozens of small tribes, each of which
lived in a clustering of huts for their safety and their mutual
dependence.

The Roman Conqueror, Julius Caesar, led his troops and invaded
Britain in 55 B.C; then Claudius conquered it in 43 A.D. and Britain
became a Roman province. With the Roman Conquest came the Roman
way of life. During their rule the Romans built roads, walls, villas,
theatres and baths. The native Britons were trampled down either as
slaves or indentured cultivators of the land. At the beginning of the 5th
century, attacked and overrun by Germanic peoples the Roman Empire
fell into decline. In 410 A.D., all the Roman troops in Britain were
withdrawn. Though the Roman occupation lasted for about 400 years,
the Roman Conquest of Britain, generally speaking, had a somewhat
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limited influence on its national and cultural way of life.

During this historical period, Britain was invaded by swarms of
pirates. They were three tribes from Northern Europe: Angles, Saxons
and Jutes. These three tribes landed on the British coast, drove the
Britons west and north, and settled down themselves. The Jutes
occupied Kent, in the southeastern corner of the island. The Saxons
took the southemn part and established some small kingdoms as Wessex,
Essex and Sussex. The Angles spread over the east midland and built
the kingdom of the East Angles. Gradually seven such kingdoms arose -
in Britain. And by the 7th century these small kingdoms were
combined into a united kingdom called England, or, the land of
Angles. The three tribes had mixed into a whole people called English,
the Angles being the most mumerous of the three. And the three
dialects spoken by them naturally grew into a single language called
Anglo — Saxon, which is now called Old English. Old English is quite
different from the English that we know today.

The Danish Vikings began to plunder the country from around
787. In late 9th century King Alfred the Great(849 — 901) of the
kingdom of Wessex succeeded in driving the Danes off after a protracted
war. After his death, the Danes came again 1o invade England. Under
the military leadership of Canute all of England was occupied and ruled
for a quarter of a century(1017 — 1042) . Following the repulsion of the
Danes the Nommans (from Nommandy in northem France) invaded
England in 1066. Under the leadership of William, the Duke of
Normandy, they defeated the English troops at Hastings and William
was crowned as king of England. Revolts were cruelly suppressed and
the conquest was completed with sword and fire. It was called the “ *
Nomnan Conquest * ”, which marked the end of the Anglo — Saxon
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peri(;d .

II . Secular poetry of the Anglo — Saxon period

Some critics maintain that English literature began with the
national epic of the Anglo — Saxon “ * Beowulf * ” (which will be
discussed in detail in Section Il ). As a matter of fact, a few relics of
old English literature are still preserved. All of them are poems, or
songs by gleeman (minstrels) . Like that of many other peoples, the
earliest poetry of the Anglo — Saxons was created collectively and orally
probably during periods of work or rest . Their stories, based on
history, legend or contemporaneous evenis, would be narrated orally
and often sung during festivals and on other occasions, chiefly for
entertainment, Some of the more interesting and more significant
narratives would pass down from mouth to mouth, from generation to
generation with additions or deletions. Besides‘Beowulf’ , other secular
poems of this period deserve mention as important literary and historical
works .

“Widsith” . The poem “Widsith”, the wild goer or wanderer is in
part, at least, one of the oldest poems in the English language
(probably dating to the 4th century, though some parts of the poem
may have been added later). The author and the exact date of its
composition are unknown; but the personal account of the minstrel’ s
life belongs to the time before the Saxons first came to England.

It expresses the wandering life of the gleeman, who goes forth into
the world to abide here or there, as he is rewarded for his singing.
From the numerous references to rings and rewards, and from the praise
given to generous givers, it would seem that literature as a paying
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profession began very early in English history, and also that the pay
given was barely sufficient to hold soul and body together.

“Deor’s Lament” . In“Deor’s Lament”, we see another picture of
the Saxon scop, or minstrel, not in glad wandering, but in manly
sorrow. It seems that the scop’ s living depended entirely upon his
power to please his chief, and that at any time he might be supplanted
by a better poet. Deor had this experience and comforts himself in a
grim way by recalling various examples of men who have suffered more
than himself. The poem is arranged in strophes, each one telling of
some afflicted hero and ending with the same refrain: His sorrow passed
away; so will mine. “Deor” is much more poetic than “Widsith”, and
is the one perfect lyric of the Anglo — Saxon period.

Of later lyrics mention may be made of “The Wife’s Complaint”
and “The Husband’s Message” (or “The Lover’s Message” ) , perhaps
the two earliest love poems in the English language. The former poem
laments the loss of the poet’s love while the latter declares the writer’
s faith and steadfastness in love. “The Sea Farer” and “The
Wanderer” are both early poetic pieces dealing with adventures on the

" sea.

[l . The Anglo — Norman Period{ 1066 — 1350)

At the battle of Hastings (1066), the power of Harold, last of the
Saxon Kings, was broken, and William, Duke of Normandy, became
master of England. The completion of that stupendous conquest
changed the civilization of the whole nation and accelerated the
development of feudalism in England. Norman barons were bestowed
large tracts of land that had been confiscated grom the Anglo — Saxon
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lords. The Normman barons in tum divided allotted lands to their own
vassals. In order to secure the King’ s authority over his barons,
William I compelled all vassals to swear allegiance to himself directly.
He also ordered a great survey to be made of all the land and taxable
property in the whole kingdom. The result was listed on a roll called
‘the “Domesday Book” by the English people. By all these means he
pushed England well into the feudal society. Division' of classes
appeared, mainly, two classes: landlords and peasants. Noblemen,
knights, bishops, archbishops, abbots and the like, with the king at
the top, all belonged to the ruling class who possessed most of the land
and property. The conqueror and the conquered lived in the relation of
masters and servants. There was terrible oppression and exploitation of
the peasants by the feudal rulers. The peasants toiled all the year round
and paid rent to the rulers in grain, service or cash, with little left to
sustain themselves. To rule the people, there was a whole network of
church govemnment as well as secular govemnment under the king’ s
officers. Those who dared to rebel against the feudal order were often
condemned as heretics and severely punished, usually burnt alive. So
this period of time, often called the Middle Ages, has been called the
Dark Age by some historians, and it extended into the 15th century.
The Norman Conquest of England produced three great results
which had a direct bearing on the development of English literature.
First, it brought to an insular nation a new and larger continental
culture and at a critical time when England with her literature and
civilization had already begun to decay. Second, it forced on England
“the national idea”, a concept of a strong, centralized government to
replace the loose authority of a Saxon chief over his tribesmen. The
world’ s history shows that without a great nationality a great literature
5



