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Part 1

Old and Middle English Periods
(450-1485)'

1. There are different division years in different literary histories. Here, the year
450 is the year around which Angles, Saxons and Jutes came to drive the Celts
away; and we follow the Norton Anthology in choosing 1485 as the end year
of the Middle English Period.






Chapter 1

ﬁ Id English Period and Beowulf
(450-1066)

l. Old English Period

1. A Brief Account of the Historical Situation

In about BC 600 Celts, who inhabited the upper Rhineland, started to
migrate to the British Isles, and among them the Britons, a branch of the
Celts, came to the Isles in BC 400 to BC 300, from whom Britain got its
name. At the time of migration, the Celtics were tribal people at the early
stage of the Iron Age. Later, troops led by Julius Caesar of the Roman Empire
invaded the British Isles, defeated the Celts and ruled there from BC 55 to
AD 407, bringing with them the slave system. The Roman reign over Britain
went on for three and a half centuries, but the Britons never ceased fighting
against them. At the beginning of the 5th century, the Roman Empire
declined and in AD 410 all their troops were withdrawn. The Romans
had built towns, roads, walls, and military fortresses during their rule, but
because they did not really settle down or mix up with the Celts, they left
little influence on the native people.

After the Romans, the Teutonic or Germanic tribes of Angles, Saxons
and Jutes moved to live in the British Isles. This happened in about AD
450. They drove the Celts to Wales, Scotland and Ireland, settled down
themselves and named the central part of the island England, that is the land
of Angles. These tribes were a seafaring people who originally lived along
the coast of Demark and Germany. They became the masters of England and
the ancestors of the English people. By the end of the 6th century there had
established seven Saxon kingdoms in England, and a feudal society gradually
replaced the primitive tribal life.

In the modern English language, almost no traces of the Celtic language
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of the ancient Britons can be found. Despite the fact that in the course of its
development the English language has gradually changed, such as the loss of
most of the flexions of the old Anglo-Saxon, both the grammatical rules and
the body of the short words that form the basic word-stock of Modern English
are of Anglo-Saxon origin.

Starting from the late 8th century, the Danes from Scandinavia came
plundering the Isles. They were a strong sea people known as the Vikings
and at first they mainly invaded the eastern coast of England. But soon they
pushed inland to plunder the whole country. It was in the second half of the
9th century and united under the Wessex King, Alfred the Great (849-c. 899),
that the English people drove the Viking Danes off. King Alfred also made
contributions other than military. He encouraged education and literature.
The first Anglo-Saxon chronicle was written during his reign, which was a
landmark of the Old English Period. After his death, the Danes overcame the
Saxons again in 1013. It was not until 23 years later in early 11th century that
the pirating of the Vikings was finally put to a stop. Although some Danes
made permanent settlements in the British Isles, yet like the Romans before
them, they failed to leave much influence behind.

The greatest historical event that followed was the Norman Conquest
of 1066. The Normans came from Normandy in northern France to
attack England and won a decisive victory at the battle of Hastings under
the leadership of the Duke of Normandy, usually known as William the
Congueror. William then claimed the English throne, promising the last
Saxon king Harold that he would protect England from the Vikings’
invasions. France at that time was more advanced in the social system and
economy. The Norman Conquest not only hurried England toward a more
developed feudal society, but its influence in the evolution of the English
language, life style and culture was also very significant. The year 1066 was
then marked as a dividing point in the English history. Although the Norman
rulers spoke French, English survived. In 1349 English was officially
introduced at schools and in 1362 at courts of law. And gradually the English
language entered a new period of its history, which is known as the Middle
English.

Before finishing this brief historical account, we must also say
something about the beginning of Christianity in Britain. Both the earliest
Celtic settlers and the Angles, Saxons and Jutes came to England as heathens.
They worshipped their own gods that were related to the mythology of
Northern Europe. It was in the year of 597 that Pope Gregory the Great of the
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Roman Catholic Church sent St. Augustine to England to convert the Anglo-
Saxons. King Ethelbert of Kent was the first to be converted and he founded
in Kent the Canterbury Abbey. In the north, the earlier Christianised Ireland
was engaged in sending missionaries to the Angles. The monasteries built
by them in Northumbria were the earliest civilising influences, and the well-
known Northumbrian School in literary history refers to the learned monks
in these monasteries. From Canterbury and Northumbria, Christianity spread
throughout the country. However, it took the Roman Catholic Church about
a century to Christianise all England. More monasteries were set up and,
like the situation in Europe, monks who were trained in Latin became the
most learned people of England. The great Latinist of Northumbrian School
was the Venerable Bede (c. 673-735), a learned theologian and historian with
works such as a natural history and a chronology of the Christian era. His
most outstanding work is The Ecclesiastical History of the Angles, which
is still the chief authority for knowing the Old English Period, including its
earliest poetry, poets and literary achievements.

2. Chief Literary Achievements of the Period

Old English Poetry: The earliest forms of English literature have
perished. We know very little of the Old English poetry in its rudest
shape. The first English poet known to us is Widsith, meaning the “Wide
Wanderer”, who was a scop or itinerant minstrel of the 6th century. Widsith
left us a poem named after himself called Widsith, which is around 150 lines
long about his own life, his joy and grief. Then there is a moving elegy The
Wanderer of 115 lines, a lament of a man who has lost his protecting lord,
and wanders afterwards over the waters to find a resting place. Another piece
The Seafarer is usually read as a dialogue between an old man who knows
the joyless life of the sea and a young man who will not be persuaded away
from the sea adventures. There are other fragmentary poems such as The
Wife’s Complaint and The Husband’s Message, etc. But the poor shape of
the manuscript makes all of the poems difficult to read. Beowulf is the most
readable and complete one of them. It tells the hard, joyless yet heroic lives of
the old English forefathers, and is regarded as their great national epic poem.

Christian Poetry: Christian poetry occupies an important place in the
literature of this period too. Augustine and the Roman monks who came to
convert England changed much of the subject matter and feeling of English
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poetry, but left its form and
artistic features unaltered.
For instance, the subject
changed from describing
people’s hard and melancholy
life to the story of Christ
and the deeds of saintly
heroes, but the form of the
verse line and the shape of
the poem remain the same
as those of Beowulf. Also,
St. Augustine’s theological
influence stayed, but mainly
in the south. In the north, the
monasteries were sometimes
headed by Celtic Christians,
and thus northern English:
literature was touched by a
Celtic influence, the effect of
which was to make English
poetry more subjective
and lyric. Among the early
Anglo-Saxon poets Caedmon
(f1.670) from Northumbria

must be mentioned. He grew up and lived in a monastery ruled by a Celtic
Abbess and was remembered for his Christian poetry. According to him,
he was told in a vision to sing of God. When he woke up, he remembered
the lines and wrote them down. And this event started him on the road of
composing poetry. He wrote in Anglo-Saxon a poetic paraphrase of the Bible.
Another important poet who appeared a century later after Caedmon was
Cynewulf (f1.750). He was the author of poems on religious subjects.

Il. Anglo-Saxon Epic Poem Beowulf

The Anglo-Saxons came to England with their own folklore and
their early poetry mostly tells of events which took place on the European
Continent. After their settlement in England the tribal form of social life gave
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way to the rising feudal system, which was accompanied by the consolidation
of Christian faith that finally replaced the pagan beliefs in the 7th century.
But even after Christianity was officially adopted by the ruling classes and
Latin was taught in monastic schools, the common people continued to
keep in their memory the songs and epics created by the ancient scops. And
in this way some of the ancient Anglo-Saxon poetry' were preserved. The
written Anglo-Saxon later developed on the basis of the Latin alphabet and
was practised by scribes and scholars who were often of “low birth”. These
monastery-trained writers knew Latin and were influenced by the Latin
language and Christian culture. They recorded and passedA down ancient
poems of which The Song of Beowulf was the most important.

1. The Story of Beowulf

Part One: The story begins with a description of the reign of the
Danish king Hrothgar who had built a great feast-hall Heorot to entertain his
kinsmen and warriors. But the feasts attracted a huge sea-monster Grendel,
who was a man-eater and lived in the neighbouring swamps. He regularly
appeared in Heorot at night-time and ate some warriors. The hall was soon
deserted. The news of the disaster reached Beowulf, Hrothgar’s nephew and
a young and mighty warrior of Geats (Jutes) who has won fame and respect
everywhere for his bravery and self-sacrifice spirit. He immediately sailed
forth with a small band of warriors to Demark. Hrothgar welcomed them
and gave a banquet. In the dead of the night the monster came and killed
a warrior. Beowulf fought Grendel and caught the monster in an iron grip.
Their fight was so fierce that the walls of the hall shook. At last Grendel tore
himself away, but left his arm in Beowulf’s hand. He escaped and crawled
back to his lair to die.

The next night a great feast was thrown to celebrate Beowulf’s victory.
But Grendel’s mother, a water-witch, came to avenge her son and killed one of
the warriors. Beowulf and his warriors set out to the lair of Grendel’s mother
at the bottom of a stagnant pool full of sea-serpents and frothing with blood.
Beowulf plunged into the pool. In the castle of Grendel’s mother, he found a
magic sword. With this pawerful weapon he killed the old monster. Then he
saw Grendel’s dead body and cut off his head. Hrothgar heaped valuable gifts
on the hero and his followers, but he brought his share of treasures back to
Jutland (the land of Jutes) and gave all of it to Hygelac, his king.



