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- Literature

The earliest English literature was created by the Britons and the Anglo-
Saxons who successively occupied the island of Great Britain for over 1,000 years.
They both transmitted something of their racial qualities to the English nation and
literature although the amount of thoroughly great literature which they produced is
small. The Britons, who are those of the Celtic family, lived in what is now Britain
before the Anglo-Saxons. These people are brave, vivacious, but ineffective in
practical affairs. They are also known for a fantastic but sincere and delicate
sensitiveness to beauty. This charming fancifulness and delicacy of feeling is
apparently the great contribution of the Britons to English literature.

Roman conquest and occupation of Britain in the middle of the first century
B.C. made the island a Roman province from the first century A. D. to the
beginning of the fifth. Latin was the language of the ruling class. Roman
civilization and later on Christianity were introduced to the Britons. But the interest
of the Romans in the island was centered on other things than writing. The Britons
were still barbarous when the Roman garrisons withdrew. Roman occupation
produced virtually no effect on English literature.

The Angles, Saxons, and Jutes occupied territories in the region which
includes parts of the present Holland, of Germany and of Denmark. They were
barbarians, living partly from piratical expeditions, partly from their flocks and
herds, and partly from a rude sort of agriculture. They began to come in large
bands with the deliberate purpose of permanent settlement not long after the
Romans withdrew all their troops and abandoned Britain early in the fifth century.
Until early in the seventh century the Anglo-Saxons were in possession of nearly all
of what is now England. The Angle-Saxons destroyed the civilization of their
predecessors and began to rebuild one for themselves. They developed agriculture
and trade with the continent. But perhaps the most important humanizing influence
was the reintroduction of Christianity in 597, when Pope Gregory the Great sent

St. Augustine to Britain and converted that kingdom. Within the next two
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generations, all the other kingdoms as well had been christianized. The network of
monasteries was gradually established and became centers of active hospitality and
learning.

The Anglo-Saxons brought from the Continent the simple beginning of poetry,
which consists largely of brief magical charms and of rough “popular ballads”. The
charms stem from primitive superstition, and the ballads from everyday life in
villages and tribes. Popular ballads,out of which epic poetry regularly developed,
were circulated by word of mouth, only, from generation to generation, among the
common people, thus becoming one of the best expressions of their feeling.

The oldest and the most monumental remaining example of Anglo-Saxon
poetry is the epic Beowulf. This long poem consists of about three thousand lines
and the story seems to have originated on the Continent. It may have been brought
to England in the form of ballads by the Anglo-Saxons or later by Danish or
Norwegian pirates. It takes on its present form during the seventh and the eighth
century. While the poem itself is written in English, the hero and his adventures
are placed in Denmark and southern Sweden. It relates, with the usual terse and
unadorned power of really primitive poetry, how the hero Beowulf, coming over
the sea to the relief of King Hrothgar, saved the king from a monster, Grendel,
and his mother. Beowulf returns home in triumph, and much later receives the due
reward of his valor by being made king of his own tribe. He meets his death while
killing a fire-breathing dragon which has become a scourge to his people.

As he appears in the poem, Beowulf is an idealized Anglo-Saxon hero. He uses
his strength in the most courageous way by going alone, even unarmed, against
monsters. And he has completely fulfilled the pagan ideal of a heroic life. Through
the depiction of Beowulf, the poem invokes the value of the warrior society.
Beowul f also explores human relationships between the warrior and his lord and
the relationship of kinsmen among the northern Germanic tribes during their later
period of barbarism on the Continent and in England.

Beowul f is an epic, descending from its original oral form and passing down
from generations of tribes. It is now generally agreed that it is a Christian who put
the old materials of Beowulf into their present form. Therefore, we can find in the
poem a curious mixing of pagan elements with Christian coloring though the pagan
mood is more dominant on the whole. There are direct references to Biblical
personages, Christian emphasis on moral behavior and on the importance of “future

life” above earthly bliss.



The spirit of the poem is somber and grim. Great as the differences are, very
much of this Anglo-Saxon pagan spirit persists centuries later in the English
Puritans. The poetic form of Beowulf is that of virtually all Anglo-Saxon poetry
down to the tenth century. The verse is unrhymed, not arranged in stanzas, and
with often end-stopped lines. The language, compared to that of our own vastly
more complex time, was undeveloped. The use of metaphors is perhaps the most
conspicuous style of the Anglo-Saxon poetry. In Beowulf, there were a great
number of picturesque compound words serving as indirect metaphors, technically
called kennings. Thus the sea becomes “swan-road”, “whale-path” or “seal-bath”;
spear becomes “the slaughter-shaft”; fighting “hand-play”; the sword “the leavings
of the hammer”; and a ship “the foamy-necked floater”. These add much
imaginative suggestiveness to the otherwise over-terse style, and often contribute
to the grim irony which is another outstanding trait of the epic.

The Anglo-Saxons were for a long time fully occupied with the work of
conquest and settlement. On the whole, Anglo-Saxon poetry exhibits the
limitations of a culturally early age, but it manifests also a degree of power which
gives Anglo-Saxon literature unquestionable superiority over that of any other
European countries of the same period. Their first literature of any importance,
aside from Beowulf, appears in the Northern Anglian kingdom of Northumbria
(Yorkshire and Southern Scotland) in the seventh century. Forms of popular
literature there include ingenious riddles in verse and melancholy poems. They deal
with the hard and tragic things in life, the terrible power of ocean and storm, or the
inexorableness and dreariness of death, banishment, and the separation of friends.
In spirit, they are obscurely pagan and there may be some influence from the Celtic
spirit. The greater part of the literature of the period, however, was Christian,
produced in the monasteries or under their influence. The first Christian writer is
believed to be Caedmon (pronounced Kadmon) who toward the end of the seventh
century paraphrased in Anglo-Saxon verse some portions of the Bible. After
Caedmon, comes Bede, not a poet but a monk of strong and beautiful character, a
profound scholar who in nearly forty Latin prose works summarized most of the
knowledge of his time. Bede earned his place as “Father of English History” with
his Ecclesiastical History in which Caedmon’s story is told. The other name to be
remembered is that of Cynewulf (pronounced Kinnywulf), the author of some
noble religious poetry, especially narratives dealing with Christ and Christian

Apostles and heroes.
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After the Danes made complete conquest of Northumbria, the centre of culture
and learning shifted from the north to the south in the 9th and the 10th centuries.
In the Kingdom of Wessex, King Alfred was the most prominent figure. Alfred,

who was one of the greatest of all English kings, first obtained and secured peace
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for his kingdom, and then labored unremittingly for learning. He himself translated

v

from Latin into Anglo-Saxon half a dozen of the best informational manuals of his
time, manuals of history, philosophy, and religion. He translated in a rather free
way, which helped him to write in a natural style in English. His most enduring
literary contribution, however, was the inspiration and possibly partial authorship
of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, a series of annals beginning with the Christian era
and recording year by year down to two centuries and a half after Alfred’s own
death, the most important events of history, chiefly that of England. Most of the
entries in the Chronicle are bare and brief, but sometimes, the accounts of Alfred’
s own splendid exploits, in particular, are in spirited narrative, occasionally in
verse.

Due to historical reasons, the 10th century saw little achievement in literature.
For in this period, the country was constantly in a state of war. Intellectual and
literary life was neglected. However, very soon in 1066, England ceased to be
Anglo-Saxon and became Norman-French, a change more radical and far-reaching
than any which it has since undergone.

The Norman Conquest of 1066 ushered in a new era in the history of England.
In language and literature, the most immediate result of the Conquest was to make
of England a trilingual country, where Latin, French, and Anglo-Saxon were
spoken separately side by side. Latin was the tongue of the Church and of scholars,
and long continued to be the language of religious and learned writing down to the
16th century or even later. French was introduced by the Conquest as the language
of the governing and upper social class, and during the next three or four centuries
a considerable body of literature was produced in it. Anglo-Saxon, which we may
now term English, remained inevitably as the language of the subject race, but
English writing of the more formal sorts almost absolutely ceased for more than a
century although ballads did circulate widely on the lips of the people. In the
interval,the Anglo-Sazxon Chronicle is the only important document. By the end of
14th century and of Chaucer’s life, the English language finally gained absolute
supremacy in the whole country. By then, it had undergone gradual but radical and

extensive changes through absorbing French. Most significant for literature, the



fusion of the two languages brings about a metrical system which has provided the
indispensable formal basis for English poetry. And English language in this
transitional stage from Old English to Modern English has been known as Middle
English.

We may virtually divide all the literature of the period, roughly, into the
religious and the secular. The forms of the religious literature include songs,
paraphrases of many parts of the Bible, lives of saints in both verse and prose, and
various other miscellaneous works. Most important of all for their promise of the
future, there were the germs of the modern drama in the form of the Church plays.
In secular literature, the variety was greater than that in religious, including lyric
poetry, social satires, chronicles and romances. The best known of lyric poetry in
the period is Cuckoo Song of the thirteenth century. There were also political and
satirical songs and miscellaneous poems of various sorts. Most numerous of all the
prose works, perhaps, were the Chronicles, which were produced generally in the
monasteries and chiefly in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Some of the printed
ones serve as the main basis for our knowledge of the events of the period.

The romance, especially the metrical romance, was the chief form of secular
literature during the three centuries after 1066. The typical romances were the
literary expression of chivalry composed by professional minstrels. Frankly
abandoning in the main the world of reality, they sing of knightly exploits in war or
other heroic deeds, and usually emphasize chivalric love. Artistically, the greater
part of the romances is crude and immature. Their usual main or only purpose is to
hold attention by successions of marvelous adventures, natural or supernatural.
There is often a complete lack of structure; the characters are ordinarily mere
types; and motivation is little considered. There were, however, exceptional
authors, genuine artists, masters of meter and narrative, possessed by a true
feeling for beauty. And in some of the romances the psychological analysis of love
is so subtle and powerful that it may well be seen as the direct precursor of one of
the main developments in modern fiction.

The romances may very roughly be grouped into four great classes. First are
those derived from the earlier French epics, concerning the military exploits of
Charlemagne and his twelve peers. Second are the romances which retell the great
stories of classical antiquity, mainly the achievements of Alexander the Great and
the tragic fortunes of Troy. Third come the Arthurian romances, and fourth those

scattering miscellaneous ones which do not belong to the other classes, dealing,
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most of them, with native English heroes.

Of all the romances the Arthurian are by far the most important. For centuries
Arthur was taken up and handled in various fashions by numerous romancers in
Latin and French. Arthurian story is told for the first time in native English in Bruz
(Chronicle) at about the year 1200 by Laghamon, who was a humble parish priest
in Worcestershire. His thirty-two thousand  half-lines, in which he imperfectly
follows the Anglo-Saxon alliterative meter, are rather crude. In language also the
poem is almost purely Saxon with occasional application of the French device of
rime.

Based on traditions of British history, the Arthurian romances belong
peculiarly to English literature, but they have assumed a very prominent place in
the literature of the whole western world. Rich in varied characters and incidents to
which a universal significance could be attached, in their own time they were the
most popular works of their class. And living on vigorously after the others were
forgotten, they have continued to form one of the chief quarries of literary material
and one of the chief sources of inspiration for modern poets and romancers.

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is perhaps the most outstanding single
romance on the Arthurian legend and the best of the Middle English romances. It is
a brief and carefully constructed work of an unknown but very real poetic artist,
who was an almost exact contemporary of Chaucer. The story consists of two old
folk-tales finely united in the form of an Arthurian romance. The book outlines an
adventure of Sir Gawain, a knight of King Arthur’s Round Table. In the tale, Sir
Gawain accepts a challenge from a mysterious warrior who is the tallest on earth,
clothed all in green and riding a green horse. The “Green Knight” offers to allow
anyone brave enough to strike him with his axe and the challenger will receive a
return blow “within a twelve-month and a day”. Gawain accepts, and beheads him
in one blow, only to have the Green Knight stand up, pick up his head, and remind
Gawain to meet him at the appointed time. Gawain went through all kinds of
hardships on his way to the Green Chapel, finally found the Green Knight and
accepted his challenge with courage. The story of Gawain’s struggle to meet the
appointment and his adventures along the way demonstrate the spirit of chivalry
and loyalty. The plot and motif of the green man’s decapitation originate in very
ancient folklore. And the poet employed them to study how successfully Gawain
maintains Christian ideals under unusual pressure. The dialect is that of the

Northwest Midland, the same border region between England and Wales from



which came also Laghamon. Like many other medieval writings, this one is
preserved by mere chance in a single manuscript, which contains also three slightly
shorter religious poems, all possibly by the same author as the romance.

Of the century and a half, from 1350 to 1500, the most important part for
literature was the first fifty years, which constitutes the age of Chaucer. During the
reign of Edward III in the middle of the 15th century, the country as a whole was
really increasing in prosperity, but the oppressiveness of the feudal system was
apparent and abuses in society, state and church were almost intolerable. One of
the earliest literary works of the period, however, was uninfluenced by these social
and moral problems. This is the highly entertaining Voyage and Travels of Sir
John Mandeville written in 1370, and in the French language. Its tales are narrated
with skillful verisimilitude and still strongly hold the reader’s interest even if they
no longer command belief. In style the English versions reflect the almost universal
medieval uncertainty of sentence structure. Nevertheless, they are straight forward
and clear; and the book is notable as the first example in English after the Norman
Conquest of prose used not for religious edification but for amusement. Mandeville,
however, is a very minor figure when compared with his great contemporaries,
‘especially with the chief of them, Geoffrey Chaucer.

Chaucer was born into a middle class family in 1338. He was the first
important author who was born and lived in London, which with him becomes the
center of English literature. There remains only very fragmentary information
about his life. While still in his teens, Geoffrey became a page in the service of one
of the great aristocratic households and soon won favor as a fluent story-teller.
This acquainted him with the seamy as well as the brilliant side of courtly life. In
1359 he was in the campaign in France and was taken prisoner. After his release,
he was transferred to the king’s own service, where about 1368 he was promoted to
the rank of esquire at the age of thirty. His practical sagacity and knowledge of men
had been recognized, for from this time on he held important public positions. He
was often sent to the Continent on diplomatic missions; and for eleven years he was
in charge of the London customs. In 1386 he was a Member of Parliament, knight
of the shire for Kent, but also in that year he lost all his offices at the overthrow of
the faction of his patron. Chaucer’s party and himself were soon restored to power,
but he appeared often to have been poor and in need during the remaining dozens of
years. Dying suddenly in 1400, he was buried in Westminster Abbey, the first of

the men of letters to be laid in the nook which has since become the Poets’ Corner.




