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Early English Literature

PRI L A S S

L. Background Knowledge—The Making of England
1. The Roman Conquest (55 B. C410 A. D. )
A. Brief Introduction

Before the Roman Conquest, the early inhabitants in the
island we call England were Britons, a tribe of Celts.

In 55 B. C, Britain was invaded by Julius Caesar, the
Roman conqueror. Britain was not completely subjugated to
the Roman Empire until 78 A. D. But at the beginning of the
fifth century, the Roman Empire was in the process of decli-
ning. In 410 A. D. , all the Roman troops went back to the

continent and never returned.

B. Influence

(D The Roman mode of life was brought into Britain while the
native Britons were treated as slaves.

@ The Romans brought Christianity to the island and this reli-
gion was spread widely. (‘This is a profound religious effect
up to today).

@ Roman road was built for military purposes.

@ Along the Roman roads, many towns grew up, London was

one of them, and it became an important trading center.

2. The English Conquest
A. Brief Introduction

While the Romans retreated, the Britain was invaded by
swarms of pirates. They were three tribes from Northern Eu-
rope: the Angles, Saxons and Jutes. Before the conquest,
they still lived in the tribal society.

By the 7th century, a untied kingdom called England,

or, the land of Angles was established.
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| B. Influence

(DThe three tribes had developed into a whole people called
English. And the three dialects had grown into a single lan-
guage called Anglo-Saxon, or Old English.

@The Britons experienced a transition from tribal society to
feudalism because of the English Conquest.

@ The Anglo-Saxons were heathen people, believing in old
mythology of Northern Europe. Later, The Anglo-Saxons
were Christianized in the 7th century.

II. Literary Features of Early English Literature

The settlement of Anglo-Saxons in England marked the
beginning of English literature. The early English literature
mainly consisted of the Anglo-Saxon poetry, which was sung
by the minstrels to the chiefs and warriors in praising of the old
heroes’ deeds in the feasting hall. The Old English regularly
used alliterations and rhymes, at the same time, metaphors
and understatements were also put into the poetry. Beowulf is

the most widely spread early poem.

. Literary Terms
1. Anglo-Saxon poetry

Poems or, songs by the Anglo-Saxon minstrels who sang
of the heroic deeds of old time to the chiefs and warriors in the

feasting-hall. The typical work of Anglo-Saxon is Beowulf.

2. Alliteration
It means the repetition of the initial consonant sounds in
poetry. There are generally 4 accents in a line, three of which

show alliteration. There is an obvious use of alliteration in Be-

owulf.

IV. Major Writers and Works
@ Beowulf

English literature began with the Anglo-Saxon settlement.
Beowulf is an Anglo-Saxon poetry and the national epic of the
English people.
1. The Story of Beowulf

Beowulf tells a story of Beowulf fighting against monsters

Grendel and his mother, winning the battle and protecting his

people.
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2. Analysis of Its Content

Beowulf is a folk legend brought to England by Anglo-
Saxons from their continental homes. Its main stories are folk
legends of primitive Northern tribes.

Beowulf is a brave hero whose spirit and deeds reflect the
life of tribal society on the continent. The historical signifi-
cance of Beowulf lies in reflecting the features of the tribal so-
ciety of ancient times.

3. Artistic Features of Beowulf
a. The most striking feature is the use of alliteration.
b. Other features of this work are the use of metaphors and of

understatements.
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Medieval English Literature

I. Background Knowledge
1. The Danish Invasion

About 787, the English began to be troubled by bands of
Danish Vikings. Before 1031, King Alfred the Great (849 -
901) succeeded in driving the Danes off with force. He was
the one who also laid emphasis on education and literature. In
1031, the Danes occupied the couniry and held it for 30
years.
2. The Norman Conquest
A. Brief Introduction

In 1066, the French-speaking Normans came under Duke
William and defeated the English at Hastings. The Norman
Conquest marks the establishment of feudalism in England.
The chief feature of the feudal society was distinet division into

class, mainly two classes: landlords and peasants.

B. Influence
a. The establishment of feudalism in England.
b. The Old English was influenced by French words.
3. The Rising of 1381
In 1381, the famous Peasants Rising broke out in Eng-
land. Its leaders were Wat Tyler and John Ball.
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Ii. Literary Features of Middle English Literature

1. Values of Christianity began to influence English literature.

2. The Middle Ages constantly emphasized the spirit of chival-
ry, which was showed in the prevailing literary genre—ro-
mance, of that period. Romances of Middle Ages are writ-
ten by and for the court.

3. The popular folk literary form—ballad is the oral literature.
The typical ballads of Middle Ages are the ballads about
Robin Hood.

4. The writer and work that should be especially emphasized is |

Chaucer and his Canterbury Tales.

I. Literary Terms
1. The Romance
(1) The Content of the Romance

Romance was the most prevailing kind of literature in feu-
dal England. It was a long composition, sometimes in verse,
sometimes in prose, describing the life and adventures of a no-
ble hero. The central character of romances was the knight, a
man of noble birth skilled in the use of weapons. The code of
manners and morals of a knight is known as chivalry.

Typical representative work is Le Morte D’ Arthur, a col-
lection of stories about King Arthur, translated from French by
Sir Thomas Malory.

{2) The Romance Cycles

The romances are divided into such groups or cycles as
the “matters of Britain” , “matters of France” and “matters of
Rome”. The “matters of Britain” are about adventures of King
Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table. The “matters of
France” are of Emperor Charlemagne and his peers. The
“matters of Rome” are about Alexander the Great and so
forth.

(3) The Class Nature of the Romance

The theme of loyalty to king and lord was repeatedly em-
phasized in romances, as loyalty was the corner-stone of feudal
morality. The romances had nothing to do with the common

people. They were composed for the noble, of the noble.
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2. Ballad

(1) Ballads are oral literature of the English people.

(2) A ballad is a story told in song, usually in 4-line stanzas,
with the second and fourth lines rhymed.

(3) The subjects of ballads are various such as the struggle of
young lovers against their feudal-minded families, the
conflict between love and wealth, the cruelty of jealousy,
and the criticism of the civil war.

(4) “Robin Hood” is the most important ballad of that time.

IV. Major Writers and Works
1. the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

It was written under the encouragement and supervision of
King Alfred the Great and is a monument of Old English

prose.

2. The “Robin Hood” Ballads

The various ballads of Robin Hood are gathered into a
collection called The Geste of Robin Hood. Robin Hood, a
partly historical and partly legendary character, is depicted in
the baﬂads as a valiant outlaw, famous in archery, living un-
der the greenwood tree with his merry men, taking from the
rich and giving to the poor, fighting against bishops. The dom-
inant key in his character is his hatred for the cruel oppressors
and his love for the poor and downtrodden.
3. Malory
@ Le Morte D’ Arthur

Translated by Malory from French, the legends of King
Arthur are the foundation of Le Morte D’ Arthur. Malory select-
ed the most interesting parts, such as the adventures of the
Knights of the Round Table, the quest of the Holy Grail, the
death of Arthur, and the dissolution of the fellowship of the
Knights of the Round Table. Malory treated the legends in the
spirit of medieval knighthood and chivalry and used simple,
idiomatic English prose and told the stories in a vivid manner.
4, William Langland
@ Piers the Plowman
A. Social Significance of this Work
(1) The poem sets forth a series of wonderful dreams, through

which we can see a picture of feudal England.
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(2) Piers is not the conservative of the most oppressed section
of the peasantry and he has no intention of upsetting the
feudal order of society, which speaks for the conservatism
of his political attitude.

(3) In spite of this limitation, the poem remains a classic of

popular literature. The exaltation of the oppressed kindled

the peasants’ sense of human dignity and equality. The

poem played a part in arousing the oppressed people’ s

sentiment on the eve of the Rising of 1381.

B. Artistic Features of Piers the Plowman

a. It is written in the old alliterative verse.

b. It is written in the form of a dream vision.

c. The poem is an allegory which uses symbolism to relate
truth. But in the main, it is a realistic picture of medieval
England.

d. Its artistic merit may be shown by its portraits of the Seven
Deadly Sins.

5. Chaucer(1340 —1400)

(1) Life

Geoffrey Chaucer, born about in 1340 in London, is the
founder of English poetry. He was the son of a wine merchant
who had connections with the Court.

Chaucer’ s learning was wide in scope. He obtained a
good knowledge of Latin, French and Italian. He had broad
and intimate acquaintance with persons high and low in all
walks of life, and knew well the whole life of his time, which
left great impressions upon his works and particularly upon the
variegated picture of the English society of his time.

He died in 1400 and was buried in Westminster Abbey,
thus founding the “Poets’ Corner”.

(2) Chaucer’s Literary Career
Chaucer’ s literary career can be divided into three peri-

ods, which is closely related to his life experiences. The first
period consists of works translated from French; the second
consists of works adapted from the Italian, as Troilus and Cri-
seyde. The third period includes The Canterbury Tales, which
is purely English.
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(3) Chaucer’s Major Works
Troilus and Criseyde
The Canterbury Tales (1387 - 1400)

(4) Analysis of Major Works

@ Troilus and Criseyde

(DTroilus and Criseyde is Chaucer’ s longest complete poem
and his greatest artistic achievement.

1t tells the love story between Troilus and Criseyde. Troilus
is a son of the King of Troy. Criseyde is a beautiful daughter
of Calchas, a priest. For three years the two young people
are united in mutual love until the appearance of Diomede,
a handsome Greek warrior. Criseyde gives her love to the
warrior, while Troilus, left in despair, is at last killed in
the war.

®In this poem Chaucer didn’ t write a full and finished ro-
mance, but has endowed it with what medieval romance

With

Troilus and Criseyde Chaucer becomes mature in versifica-

lacked-interest of character as well as of incident.

tion.

& Canterbury Tales (1387 -1400)

A. Main Plot of The Canterbury Tales

Twenty-nine travelers set off for Canterbury on a pilgrim-
age. When they met at the inn, they decided to tell stories one
by one. This becomes the content of the story. In The Canter-
bury Tales, there are 24 tales written, covering all the major
types of medieval literature. The stories which the pilgrims tell
are well suited to their different characters, ranging from the
knig%}t, ‘the monk, the pardoner etc.

B. Important Parts of The Canterbury Tales
¥¢ “The Prologue”

The Prologue provides a framework for the tales. All clas-
ses of the English feudal society, except the royalty and the
poorest peasant, are represented by these pilgrims in the Pro-
logue.
¥ “The Wife of Bath”

Chaucer’ s keen observation and his unsurpassed talent
for characterization are especially showed in his famous “The
Wife of Bath”. She is the owner of a cloth factory, lightheart-
ed, merry, vulgar and talkative. She relates the whole story of
her married life. She has married five husbands and she ex-

pects one or two more.
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Through this Bath woman, we may see a very vivid sketch

WX EgEA, RIS

of a woman of the middle class, and a colourful picture of the THRANTENRMELRRE
domestic life of that class in Chaucer’s own day. o
C. Social Significances of The Canterbury Tales C. ite®m

a. It shows a true-to-life picture of Chaucer’s time. a BAFFENANELERER.,
b. Taking from the stand of rising bourgeoisie, Chaucer affirms | b. 3576 & & ' i /N %8 7= Br 8 4 57
men and opposes the dogma of asceticism preached by the G, FERETANIE, R
Church, MEEEHHEREL,
c. He praises man’ s energy, intellect, quick wit and love of | * Reo TR R, B BARS
life TERIARE
o . ) o d. REFHMA THANEE, it
d. His tales expose and satirize the evils of his time, attack

degeneration of the noble, the corruption of the Church.

(5) Chaucer’s Language

AT RIBAB LM%

(5) FRHWEBER

. Beowulf probably existed in its oral form as early as the

adventures are placed in

B 2010 &)

a. Chaucer’s language, now called Middle English, is vivid | & F*RKEFTR T PIEE, %
and exact. He is a master of word-pictures. His verse is a- BRAER. BRHESTHEE
mong the smoothest in English. BN Ko At B 3 B 5257 530

b. Chaucer’ s contribution to English poetry lies chiefly in the %%%i%%‘"‘
fact that he introduced from France the rhymed stanza of b ﬁﬁﬁ%%ﬁ Wy Rk £ 2

_ _ _ _ Tt ok EVOW R ER 935
various types, especially the heroic couplet to English poet- (o2 R 3 X3 1K) 4 42 31
. %H,

c. Chaucer did much in making the dialect of London the | o FRAEFHHF S RIIRE
standard for the modern English speech. ERRERE T BEEER.,

d. Chaucer is good at the terza rima, which makes his lan- | d. F*E B FHEHA=174k, XF#F
guage a high style. This is what other poets cannot reach. HEMRESTRER, XRHE

R ATCIR B .
L2 EHEESADEER
L Fill in the blanks.

century and its hero and his

and southern Sweden rather than in England. ( @BR% %

conquered England on October 14, 1066. From then on began the medieval period.

(BIFF K= 2008 )

. The English great writer Geoffrey Chaucer was born in 1343 and died in 1400. His most impor-

. The

tant work is

K 2007 BF)

, a long poem made up of a general introduction and 24 stories. ( FgFF

‘ period witnessed a transition from tribal society to feudalism.
. The most magnificent prose work of the 15th century is Le Morte D’ Arthur concerning with
legend.



10.

11.
12.

13.

14.

15.

1L
1.

The only important prose writer in the 15th century is Sir

In 55 B. C. , Britain was invaded by , the Roman conqueror. Along with the inva-
sion came the into Britain.

Angles, Saxons and usually known as Anglo-Saxons are the first Englishmen. Lan-
guage spoken by them is called , which is the foundation of English language and lit-
erature.

The literature of the Anglo-Saxon period falls naturally into two divisions, and Chris-
tian.

In the 8th century, Anglo-Saxon prose appeared. The famous prose writers of that period were
Venerable Bede and

In the year 1066, the Normans defeated the Anglo-Saxons at the battle of .

The fifieenth century has been traditionally described as the barren age in English literature. But
it is the spring tide of English

is Chaucer’ s longest complete poem ( about 8, 000 lines) and his greatest artistic

achievement.
The Canterbury Tales contains in fact a general prologue and only tales, of which
two are left unfinished.
After the Conquest, feudal system was established in English society.
Multiple Choice
The history of English literature begins in the century. (It =4 2009 %)
A.Tth _ B. 6th C. 5th D. 4th
In English poetry, a guatrain is . (Jb 4} 2008 BF)
A. a four-line stanza B. a couplet
C. a fourteen-line stanza D. a terza rima
Knights of the Round Table are characters serving in legends, which depict chivalry
in early literature. (3t 4%} 2007 %)
A. Sir Lancelot B. Sir Godwin C. King Arthur D. King Henry Vii
Romance was a type of literature that was very popular in the . (EE Ik 2008
)
A. Renaissance period B. seventeenth century
C. Middle Ages D. eighteenth century

, the “father of English poetry” and one of the greatest narrative poets of England,
was born in London about 1340.

A. Geoffrey Chaucer B. Sir Gawain
C. Francis Bacon D. John Dryden
is the first important religious poet in English literature.
A. John Donne B. George Herbert C. Caedmon D. Milton
The Anglo-Saxons were Christianized in the century.
A. 5th B. 6th C. Tth D. 8th

was the greatest of English religious reformers and the first translator of the Bible.
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A. Langland B. Gower C. Wycliffe D. Chaucer

9. Beowulf describes the exploits of a hero, Beowulf, in fighting against the monster
Grendel, his revengeful mother, and a fire-breathing dragon.
A. Danish B. Scandinavian C. English D. Norwegian
10. was the first to be buried in the Poet’ s Corner of Westminster Abbey.
A. Chaucer B. Shakespeare C. Marlowe D. Spenser

III. Explain the following terms.
1. heroic couplet ( A K 2006 #fF; JEiJK2% 2007 #fF; Jbi 2010 4F)
2. Freudianism ( [ERo8 &R %6 2007 W)

3

. epic (KIEFMNETEZBE 2007 BF; EITXK% 2008 4F)
4.

Alliteration ( FgH k& 2010 &)

IV. Questions 1 to 3 are based on the following passage of The Canterbury Tales. (R

e Rl D

2.
3.
4.

2009 W)
From The Canterbury Tales
Speaking of his equipment, he (the knight) possessed
Fine horses, but he was not gaily dressed.
He wore a fustian tunic stained and dark
With smudges where his armor had left mark.
What does the fact that the knight owns fine horses indicate?
What does the clothes he wears indicate?
What does Geoffrey Chaucer want to show through these details?
. Short answer questions
Why is the Knight first in the General Prologue to tell a tale in Canterbury T ales? (ALAN 2009
)
What are the artistic features of Old English poetry?
What is Chaucer’ s contribution to the English language?

What are the essential features of romance in the medieval English literature?

VL Essay questions

1.

How did Chaucer’ s creative work reflect the changes of the English society in the second half of
the 14th century? How much was Chaucer influenced by foreign authors such as Dante or Boccac-
cio? What are some of the significances of such influences? ( A 2007 BF)

Compare Chaucer’ s The Canterbury Tales with Old English poetry and the works of other Middle

English poets to illustrate that Chaucer is the first realistic writer in English literature.

SEERRMBH

Fill in the blanks.
6th; Denmark
((MBRRRY BN TEA LI 1KMW, MBEREESEANGRE, FHHR

ARRFEH,)
Duke of Normandy
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

IL

(/4761066 47, #ERRAE, JHF W William, the Conqueror(EARE BUEE) , 5 UITME 22,
MIETF 86 T g i3 )

The Canterbury Tales

(Fr R IRRER(IRFAERESE), %~§H‘:1~%T¥‘ Ml 24 A&%ﬁﬂﬁiﬂ%’tﬁ )
Anglo-Saxon

(HAEHE - BOLRN, KEBBRP AR, E,)

. Arthurian

(15 LA NARNERBIERACEZFEZIE), BXTEEEMETRE,)
Thomas Malory

(THEEEBRBOCR T D - SRALRL, MRS TESE R BEFR
RAFERIPZA(WFEEZIE) , BREEB R —HRERRBC)

. Julius Caesar, Roman mode of life

(ATTHRIPIORH B EMERATE . 7% SSiainE, T SAEFREARNTIE,)
Jutes; the Old English
(BHE -Hoe NEFERESE. Badh. REAZDNEHEOA, BIIMESEL
Hif,)
pagan
(G - LRI MR ECEFER MR RERFERE,)
Alfred the Great
(PRI R 3 B A KA 0 LU AR F s 8 ~ e bt E‘Jﬁb’(ﬁ )

Hastings

(1066 4FMBETEZ R, S - HoLRABM, WEMERITH.)
ballads

(T HH LR KBTI 2GE )

Troilus and Criseyde

(R B T an P48 B S KA — B BB, K1k 8000 £17.)
24

(e ARRMECRFFAERFENTRE 120 83, BEERTREFM24 s,
AR )

Norman

(B2 AERR S R E B 3 RS .)
Multiple Choice

1.C FEEHHBTHRRE -HERASEER, BIAT40 5, FrRlRaita,
2. A quatrain El] VU473 ; a couplet J&2X4]; a fourteen-line stanza J&=-+PU47iF, tHHLJE sonnet;

a terza rima = =¥4],

3.C HAWEEPHEAGRTEEEEEERREFNHL, @%Aﬂﬁi?ﬁlﬁlﬁﬁﬁ@@o
4.C Romance REAREBEAENTEXFRERHT, b7 ikPER WATH— 3

HRER, FEREMICESEZSE) . (FFREIHEHAFEE) %,

5.4 FREPFIEHEFRZL”; HREAIRARPEHEREN, BHCGERBOE)

PO AT EBOUK R AR,
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