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Part One Early and Medieval English

Literature (449—1485)

I. Historical Background

Early and medieval period covers more than 800 years, beginning with the
invasion in large numbers of the three Germanic tribes into Britain during the 5th
and 6th centuries. Prior to the invasion, Britain had been a province under the
control of the Roman Empire between AD 43 and 410. Towards the end of the 4th
century, with the withdrawal of the Roman troops, Britain came under an
increasing pressure from continental barbarian attacks on all sides. The invasion
of the three tribes of Angles, Saxons and Jutes marked a new era in the history of

Britain.

1. The Anglo—Saxon Period (449—1066)

The Anglo-Saxon period begins with the immigration of three Germanic tribes
Angles, Saxons and Jutes, who came from the northern part of the European
continent. Seemingly independent of each other, they were closely connected in
terms of their Germanic cultural heritage. Before their invasion, Britain had been
inhabited by the Celts—the native Britons. In their confrontation with the invasion,
the native Celts fought bravely for their independence, but they failed to keep
away their powerful enemies. Towards the end of the Sth century, the Angles,
Saxons and Jutes succeeded in their conquest of Britain. In consequence of their
final conquest, the English nation came into being. Their language, the English,
also called Old English, became the dominant one in Britain.

When they settled down in the new home, the Anglo, Saxons and Jutes were
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heathens, believing in the old mythology of northern Europe. Later in AD 597, a
group of missionaries, headed by Saint Augustine, came to Britain from Rome,
and within 100 years, the Anglo-Saxons were Christianized. Among them, the first
person to be converted into a pious Christian was the King of Kent. The
introduction of Christianity into England is a very important event because the
religion exerts a very strong influence on the life of the British people and on
English literature as well, especially during its early periods.

Soon after their invasion, the Anglo-Saxons set up seven kingdoms gradually
in Britain. Wars were constantly fought among themselves. The second half of the
9th century witnessed the new Germanic invasion of the Viking Danes who began
their fierce attacks on the Anglo-Saxons. Headed by King Alfred the Great of
Wessex (849—899), the English people fought against the Viking invaders and
succeeded in repulsing them. In the early 11th century, the Danish invaders again
stepped on the British soil. This time they succeeded in their subjugation of the

English nation and kept the land under their control for more than two decades.

2. The Medieval Period (1066—1485)

The year of 1066 ushered in a new era in British history. William the Duke of
Normandy assembled a fleet of approximately 600 ships and an army of 7,000 men
to invade. Under his leadership, the Romans fought hard and won a decisive battle
near Hastings. Thus, William declared himself William I, King of England,
crowned on December 25, 1066, in Westminster Abbey.

After the Norman Conquest, the Anglo Norman, or Old French, retained a
prestigious status for nearly 400 years as the official language and it was used by
the royal, the noble and the rich. The native English became the daily speech of
the common people. The third language Latin was used in churches and other
religious institutions. So it was a funny thing to see that three languages were seen
existing in Britain at the same time, each with a different, special function. The
native English, though in a humble status, kept its strong vitality. It borrowed from
the other two languages a good many of words and terms, which greatly enriched
the English language itself. As time elapsed, the English assumed its dominance
and replaced French in many functions. In the middle of the 14th century, English
became the literary as well as the spoken language in England. By the end of this

period, English took its officially dominant role in the educational institutions and
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at courts of law.

The Norman Conquest was a crucial turning-point in English history for
several reasons. First, it linked Britain more closely with continental European
nations by introducing a Norman aristocracy. Secondly, it created one of the most
powerful monarchies in Europe and brought about a sophisticated governmental
system. Next, it changed the English language and culture. Finally, it had an iconic

role in English national identity as the last successful military conquest of Britain.

I1. Literary Review

1. The Anglo—Saxon Literature

The literature of this period is, comparatively speaking, rather primitive. With
their arrival in Britain, the Anglo-Saxons brought with them their own custom,
tradition and culture. So the Anglo-Saxon literature, in its early stage, mainly dealt
with the events that were happening far away in their European homeland. The
earliest form of their literary works was not written but oral. Interesting events were
circulated or passed downed from mouth to mouth, and fancy stories were narrated
orally or sung to the public. Later, some monks, well-informed and well-educated,
took the task of writing down some of the stories.
1.1 Old English Poetry
The Old English poetry in the Anglo-Saxon period can be classified into two types:
the pagan and the Christian. The pagan poetry is mostly heroic in the form of oral
sagas, dealing with pre-Christian Germanic myth and history. The most important
and beautiful works of this group are The Wanderer, Deor, The Seafarer, and The
Wife’s Complaint. An elegiac and melancholy tone is prevailing in all these poems,
most likely with a happy past contrasted with a precarious and desolate present.
Much of the Old English Christian poetry is distinct in its simple belief in an
unsophisticated Christianity, mainly dealing with the themes from Bible and the
lives of the saints. The names of two Christian authors are well known. The first is
Caedmon, the earliest known English poet, who is universally hailed as the
“Father of English Song”. His greatest work, Paraphrase, tells the story of
Genesis. The second person is Cynewulf, famous for his religious compositions.
He is said to have signed four poems The Christ, Elene, Juliana, and The Fates of
the Apostles.
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1.2 Beowulf

Beowulf is a national epic of the Anglo-Saxons with its anonymous authorship and
uncertain date, probably composed in the oral form by some English bards in the
early 8th century. The story has nothing closely associated with England because the
materials for the poem are derived mainly from Scandinavian history, folklore, and
mythology.

The whole poem comprises two parts. The first narrates two battles. In the first
battle, Hrothgar, the King of the Danes, has built a great hall called Heorot, where
Hrothgar and his warriors spend their time singing, eating and drinking. But
Grendel, a monster who lives in the swamplands, attacks the hall and kills many of
Hrothgar’s warriors. Beowulf, a young warrior of the Geats, learns of Hrothgar’s
trouble, and sails to Denmark, determined to defeat Grendel. Beowulf and his men
spend the night in Heorot. After they fall asleep, Grendel enters the hall to resume
his attack. Beowulf leaps up and fights heroically with Grendel. Finally, Beowulf
tears Grendel’s arm from his body and the monster runs back home in the marshes
to die.

The second battle relates Beowulf’s fight with Grendel’s revengeful mother.
The next night, Grendel’s Mother, a more powerful monster, appears and attacks
the hall in revenge for Grendel’s death. Beowulf pursues Grendel’s Mother to her
lair under a lake, where Beowulf and the mother monster engage in a fierce
combat. In the end, Beowulf cuts her head off.

In the second part of the epic, Beowulf returns home and eventually becomes a
King, loved and respected by his own people. One day, late in Beowulf’s old age,
one of his slaves steals a golden cup from an unnamed dragon’s cave. When the
dragon learns that his golden cup has been stolen, it flies in a fury and destroys
everything in sight. Beowulf succeeds in killing the dragon. But unfortunately,
Beowulf is mortally wounded in the final battle and falls back dead.

The world and the theme that Beowulf portrays are a relic of pre-Anglo-Saxon
culture. The setting of the story is in Scandinavia, prior to the Anglo-Saxon
migration. The work was composed in England, but it presented an interesting
though incomplete picture of the life of the upper class and the warriors among the
northern Germanic tribes on the Continent and iﬁ England.

1.3 Old English Prose
Old English prose dates from the latter part of the Anglo-Saxon period and it is

made up of two groups of literary works: religion and history.
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The first important and famous English prose writer is Bede (673—735), also
called the Venerable Bede, generally considered “the Father of the English
learning”. His most important work, and also the first English history book—the
Ecclesiastical History of the English People, is fascinating to read even now with
its combination of accurate information and immense credulity.

King Alfred the Great of Wessex, (871—899) displayed his heroic deeds in
fighting against the Viking invaders. He was also a learned scholar and great
educator, working hard to revitalize the indigenous English culture after the
Danish invasions. Alfred’s great contributions to the English literature are
threefold. First, under his guidance, a lot of Latin books of great educational value
were translated into the English vernacular. He himself took the initiative in
translating half a dozen of the best informational manuals of history, philosophy,
and religion of his time. Secondly, Alfred took charge of the launching of the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. It is extremely valuable, not only as a record of events
from Caesar’s conquest up to 1154, but also as a literary monument showing the
development of the English language. Alfred’s third contribution is that he created
the first English prose that is clear and familiar.

Another important figure of the Old English prose is Aelfric (955—1025), an
English abbot of Eynsham. He wrote voluminous works of homilies, saints’ lives,
biblical commentaries, and other genres. The main theme of his literary creation is
God’s mercy. He wrote, for example: “The love that loves God is not idle. Instead,
it is strong and works great things always. And if love isn’t willing to work, then it
isn’t love. God’s love must be seen in the actions of our mouths and minds and

bodies. A person must fulfill God’s word with goodness.” (For Pentecost Sunday)

2. The Medieval English Literature

In the first part of the Medieval period from 1066 up to the mid-14th century,
probably the most important writer was Geoffrey Monmouth (1100—1154), a
Welsh monk, whose Historia Regum Britanniae (The History of the Kings of
Britain) is of great value as abundant sources from which many later writers
would draw their literary materials. The next writer worth our consideration was
Roger Bacon, (1214—1294), an English scholastic philosopher and scientist, who
placed considerable emphasis on empiricism, one of the earliest European

advocates of the modern scientific method. His important book Opus Maius was a



