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Chapter

The Anglo—Saxon
Period (450-1066)

1.1 Overall View
@ BN Historical Context

England has a long history of civilization. But historians are still uncertain about who

first came to the island. The earliest settlers living in what is now Britain were the Celtic
tribes, known as the Celts, and speaking Celtic. The native Celtic Britons suffered repetitive

invasions by foreign forces.

1.1.1.1 The Roman Conquest (55 B.C. ~ A.D. 410)

From 55 B.C. to A.D. 410 the British Isles were under the control of the Roman Empire.
In 55 B.C., Roman troops led by Julius Caesar invaded Britain, and Britain became a Roman
province for nearly 400 years. The Romans, however, did not gain full control of Britain. In
Scotland, Wales, and Ireland the Celts remained free and wild and there were frequent
conflicts between the native Celts and the Roman invaders.

During their rule the Romans, for military purpose, built roads, walls, garrisons, villas,
etc. which remained useful for a long time to come. Along these roads grew up scores of
towns, and London, one of them became an important trading centre.

By the 4th century, the Roman Empire was weakening. In A.D. 410, the Romans

withdrew from the island, ending the 400-year invasion.

1.1.1.2 The Anglo—Saxon Conquest (A.D. 410 ~ 1066)

Not long after the withdrawal of Roman troops, came the three Germanic tribes: the
Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, known simply as Anglo-Saxons. The native Celts fought for their
independence, many of them killed or enslaved, but they were finally defeated by the
Anglo-Saxons who became the new master of the British Isles and the ancestors of the present
English people.

While still on European Continent, the Anglo-Saxons were in the later stages of tribal
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society. Settlement in Britain hastened the disintegration of tribalism as the tribal chieftains
and thanes had the possession of large tracts of land and grew in wealth and power while the
free farmers became more and more dependent economically. Therefore the Anglo-Saxon
period witnessed a transition from tribal society to feudalism.

The Anglo-Saxons—a multitude of wealthy, independent lords and kings—also fought
among themselves. Small kingdoms were established as fast as they collapsed. By the 7th
century, seven kingdoms of fairly large territories emerged out of numerous smaller
kingdoms. Of the seven Mercia and then Northumberland in the north flourished particularly
in wealth and culture, and Wessex in the south became a more important centre of military
and political power and culture.

Beginning from about A.D.787 England was troubled intermittently by the Danes for
more than a century. In late 9th century King Alfred the Great (A.D. 849-901?) of the
Kingdom of Wessex led the English people to repulse the invaders, and gradually all the
kingdoms in England were united into one.

In A.D. 1017 the Danes again came to invade England and ruled over all England for a
quarter of century. The Danes were eventually defeated, and the Anglo-Saxons returned to
rule in 1042. Yet the peace did not last long. In 1066 they were conquered by the Normans

from France, marking the end of the Anglo-Saxon period.

Literary Trends )

Unlike the Roman Conquest, the Anglo-Saxons exerted a great influence on England in

every possible way of culture. They not only brought to England the Anglo-Saxon language
which become the early form of English, Old English, but also a specific poetic tradition,
which is bold and strong, mournful and elegiac in spirit. The Anglo-Saxons were heathen
upon their first arrival in England. In A.D. 597 the first missionaries led by St. Augustine
came to England from Rome and converted King Ethelbert of Kent, and within a century all
England was Christianized. Churches were built and the monks were among the most learned
in the country. Heathen mythology was gradually replaced by Christian religion.

Old English literature encompasses literature written in Old English, also called
Anglo-Saxon, during the 600-year Anglo-Saxon period of England, from the mid-5th century
to the Norman Conquest of 1066. These works include genres such as epic poetry,
hagiography, sermons, Bible translations, legal works, chronicles, riddles, and others. In all

there are about 400 surviving manuscripts from the period, a significant corpus of both



popular interest and specialist research.

Among the most important works of this period is the poem Beowulf, which has

achieved national epic status in Britain.

1.2 Epic: Beowulf

Beowulf is an Old English heroic epic poem consisting of 3182 alliterative long lines, set
in Scandinavia, commonly cited as one of the most important works of Anglo-Saxon
literature. Its composition by an anonymous Anglo-Saxon poet is dated between the 8th and
the early 11th century.

In the poem, the main protagonist, Beowulf, a hero of the Geats, battles three
antagonists: Grendel, Grendel’ s mother, and an unnamed dragon. Hrothgar, the king of the
Danes, built the great hall Heorot in which he and his warriors nightly spend their time
singing and celebrating, until Grendel, angered by the singing, attacks the hall and kills and
devours many of warriors. Hrothgar and his people, helpless against Grendel’ s attacks,
abandon Heorot. Beowulf, a young warrior from Geatland, hears of Hrothgar’ s troubles and
leaves his homeland to help Hrothgar. Beowulf and his men spend the night in Heorot,
Grendel enters the hall devouring one of Beowulf’ s men. A terrible battle follows, and finally,
Beowulf tears Grendel’ s arm from his body at the shoulder and Grendel runs to his home in
the marshes to die.

The next night, after celebrating Grendel’ s death, Hrothgar and his men sleep in Heorot.
Grendel’ s mother appears and kills Hrothgar’ s most trusted warrior in revenge for her son’s
death. Beowulf, and their men track Grendel’ s mother to her lair under a lake. Beowulf dives
into the lake and is engaged in a fierce combat with Grendel’ s mother. At first, Grendel s
mother appears to prevail. Beowulf at last grasps a mighty sword of the giants from Grendel’s
mother’s armoury, which no other man could have hefted in battle, and beheads her.

Later in his life, Beowulf is himself king of the Geats, and finds his realm terrorized by a
dragon whose treasure had been stolen from his hoard in a burial mound. Beowulf and his
warriors come to fight the dragon. His warriors run away in fear of the dragon, only his young
Swedish relative Wiglaf stays to help him. Beowulf finally slays the dragon, but is mortally
wounded. He is buried in a tumulus by the sea.

Beowulf is considered an epic poem in that the main character is a hero who travels great
distances to prove his strength at impossible odds against supernatural demons and beasts.

The poet, while objective in telling the tale, nonetheless utilizes a certain style to maintain
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excitement and adventure within the story. An elaborate history of characters and their
lineages are spoken of, as well as their interactions with each other, debts owed and repaid,
and deeds of valor. Beowulf is the oldest surviving epic in British literature and survives in a

single manuscript.
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