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English Literature from Old Times to Renaissance

Old English Literature

Old English literature includes prose and poetry in the various dialects of Old English written
from AD 449 to AD 1066. Poetry ( alliterative, without rhyme) was composed and delivered
orally, much has therefore been lost. What remains owes its survival to monastic scribes who
favored verse with a Christian motivation or flavor. Prose in Old English was a later achievement,
essentially originated in the reign of Alfred the Great (c. 848 -899).

The greatest surviving epic poem is Beowulf (c. 700) , which recounts the hero’s battles with
mythical foes such as the man-eating Grendel and his mother. This is a rare theme; the most
constant theme is of a heroic struggle against impossible odds, and is found in poems such as The
Battle of Maldon and Finnisburgh. The heroic struggle is often against fate (as in The Wanderer
and The Seafarer). Despite the basic and violent lifestyle of the period, many poems display great
sensitivity. Wulf and Eadwacer takes a female viewpoint. The Ruin is a fragmentary elegy
reflecting on the ruins of a Roman city ( probably Bath). One of the earliest attributed short
poems consists of six lines by Caedmon, who was reputedly inspired to sing about the Creation by
a vision. The longer poem The Dream of the Rood (c. 698) demonstrates the Christian cult of the
Cross, as does Elene by Cynewulf.

The beginning of Old English prose dates from Alfred the Great and his translations of the
works of Gregory the Great, Boethius, and Bede ( which include Bede’s History of the English
Peoples , first published in Latin in 731, and translated by Alfred from 871 to 899 ). Historical
prose began with The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which at first was simply brief notes of yearly events
but later evolved into a dignified and even poetic narrative. The existing version of The Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle dates from Alfred’s reign and was compiled from earlier records ( now lost)
purporting to go back to the time of Adam. Dating from the 10th and 11th centuries, there are
sermons by Aelfric, a Dorset monk who also translated The Old Testament. Aelfric’s prose is
obviously more sophisticated than that of Alfred. Other existing sermons are those by the prelate
Waulfstan (died in 1023). Some spells and riddles have also survived.

Medieval English Literature
In medieval England (12th —15th century) , the ascendancy of Norman-French culture in the
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post-Conquest era, followed by the re-emergence of native English works—by such authors as
Chaucer, Langland, and Malory, and numerous anonymous authors—marked the Middle English
period of English literature. Towards the end of the Middle Ages, more lay people were literate,
and the Paston Letters formed one of the first records of one family’s ordinary lives. These,
together with a growing number of financial and legal records, sermons, chronicles, poems, and
charters, form the basis of modern historical knowledge of the period.

Although The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle continued to be written until 1154, with the arrival of a
Norman ruling class at the end of the 11th century, the ascendancy of Norman-French in cultural
life began, and it was not until the 13th century that English literature regained its strength. Prose
was concerned chiefly with popular devotional use, but verse emerged typically in the metrical
chronicles, such as Layamon’s Brut, and the numerous romances based on the stories of
Charlemagne, the legends of King Arthur and the Holy Grail, and the classical episodes of Troy,
derived from Homer’s Iliad (c. 700 BC).

First of the great English poets was Geoffrey Chaucer, author of The Canterbury Tales ( c.
1387) , whose early work reflected the formality of the predominant French influence, but later the
realism of Renaissance in Italy. Of purely native inspiration were the medieval alliterative poem
Piers Plowman (1367 —1386) by William Langland, and the anonymous Pearl, Patience, and
Gawayne and the Grene Knight. Chaucer remained unmatched in the period, although the poet
John Skelton was one of Chaucer’s more original successors; the first secular morality play in
English, Magnyfycence (1516), was written by Skelton. More successful were the anonymous
authors of songs and carols, and of the ballads, which often formed a complete cycle, such as
those concerned with the outlaw Robin Hood. Many stories were carried by travelling minstrels.
Drama flourished in the form of mystery plays and morality plays. Prose reached new heights in
the 15th century with Thomas Malory’s retelling of the Arthurian legends in Le Morte d’Arthur (c.
1470).

Renaissance English Literature

The English Renaissance was a cultural and artistic movement in England dating from the late
15th century and early 16th century to the early 17th century. It is associated with the pan-
European Renaissance that is usually regarded as beginning in Italy in the late 14th century. Like
most of northern Europe, England saw little of these developments until more than a century later.
The beginning of the English Renaissance is often taken as a convenience to be 1485, when the
Battle of Bosworth Field ended the Wars of the Roses and inaugurated the Tudor Dynasty.
Renaissance style and ideas, however, were slow in penetrating England, and the Elizabethan era
in the second half of the 16th century is usually regarded as the height of the English Renaissance.

England had a strong tradition of literature in the English vernacular, which gradually
increased as English’s use of the printing press became common by the mid-16th century. By the

time of Elizabethan literature a vigorous literary culture in both drama and poetry included poets
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such as Edmund Spenser, whose verse epic The Faerie Queene did not have a dominating influence
on English literature in the way that some foreign equivalents did for their countries. Instead the
lyrics of William Shakespeare, Thomas Wyatt and others, were typically circulated in manuscript
form for some time before they were published, and above all the plays of English Renaissance
theatre, were the outstanding legacy of the period.

The English theatre scene, which performed both for the court and nobility in private
performances, and a very wide public in the theatres, was the most crowded in Europe, with a
host of other playwrights as well as the giant figures of Christopher Marlowe , Shakespeare and Ben
Jonson. Elizabeth herself was a product of Renaissance humanism trained by Roger Ascham, and
wrote occasional poems such as On Monsieur’s Departure at critical moments of her life.
Philosophers and intellectuals included Thomas More and Francis Bacon. All the Tudor monarchs
in the 16th century were highly educated, as was much of the nobility, and Italian literature had a
considerable following, providing the sources for many of Shakespeare’s plays. English thought
advanced towards modern science with the Baconian Method, a forerunner of the Scientific
Method. The language of the Book of Common Prayer, first published in 1549, and at the end of
the period the Authorised Version ( “King James Version” to Americans) of the Bible (1611)

had enduring impacts on the English consciousness.

Literary Terms

= (Syllable)

F R AL, (TR, AR R — DA E ORI . fETE
1, JTH (aeiou, HFA) HAEFFIMSE, —PTEFRAWBE—NET, —PHE
HEM AN ST RS AREM AT LM — 5. — Bk, Jo&HFFE T IS
T, MAEFERLEAESE, HHEARERE Y. BREHREEETA 4 ME (],
[n], [ng], [1] Emd, EfTMHETETRES, WATWEEN. ERRNE AL
e, —MRIEEEE Y. TEE N EHE . WA E TR EEZNE TR, —
B AR B, PN AN X R, AN A R BRI Y 2]

=4 (Foot)

PP ERE SAEHEEE TRASUEE L, M ELHETRERT I E=
A, HARREDTMAREZ T =4, mHHPRE D UAEBE, 2055 s 2k e
R E 2, FFRIW RN E 2P LU SG TR P B . X R 228501y scansion,

MHSITELBERNE, FTRELEEIFUTILM: —&% (monometer) , —3F%
# (dimeter) , =#F % (trimeter) . VU (tetrameter) , FL 352 ( pentameter) . /N 3% 4
(hexameter) ., £ (heptameter) . /\35# (octameter) %5, #Eid/\ W T7E LB 15
DG RE o U
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&4 (Meter)

—HFF (apoem) EAEMEHTIFY (stanza), 1 X5 A% T47 (line 2 verse) ,
BAFATHE THEE (foot) WAL, HHNWREM—EHEMEEFT (arsis B ictus) FIFE
HEHETY (thesis) 2 B8 —E UEHES o

e. g. : As fair / art thou / my bon /nie lass,

So deep in luve am I;

And T will luve thee still, my dear,
Till a’ the seas gang dry.

Till a’ the seas gang dry, my dear,

FA B HES J7 M B E T A R (meter BY measure) . K IR 45— 3 45 B2 1Y
(#%) FEHEEEE () @9H R, ATLEE B R RIRE, B,

WILRTGE AR A R, (. JRAAS R EBWERE, TR RE LR
B, fEAT R E = E R, )

(1) #4754 (iambus; the iambic foot) : — &l —NAEEEF W L —AHEikd
T

As fair / art thou / my bon/nie lass

(2) ##WHE (trochee; the trochaic foot) : — A —NEFEF W E—ANIEELF
TR

Tyger! / Tyger! / burning / bright

(3) HiwiAg (dactyl) : —AEBH—DEBEE N ERANERERET IR,

Touch her not /scornfully

(4) W4 (anapaest; the anapaestic foot) : —/N& & P E & W E—4
HEH TR

Like a child / from the womb

#29 (Rhyme)

PR SUEER, BRBERSCHBIET, Feh)FrRR)E — 1> 3R i3 A5 7 5 A
VT (AR, TR RRAT R R LA SR I Sk (A S5 AR ), BT ER kB i, 7= Ak dikhl
AEZ R, XU T R —B8a T, ROTFRZ AEH.

E& (End Rhyme)

RHEREIN ., REEMMHRP IR, BREEE —HRIE A, Gk %
A=MAEr R,

(1) BK#: aabb &I, 0.

I shot an arrow into the air,

It fell to earth, I knew not where;

For, so swiftly it flew, the sight
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Could not follow it in its flight.

(2) X #: abab &I, 0.

Sunset and evening star,

And one clear call for me!

And may there be no moaning of the bar,
When I put out to sea,

(3) [#: AW, —BRE, KRSEER—IFFPIH—EM, .
The woods are lovely, dark and deep,
But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before I sleep,

And miles to go before I sleep.

3.#) ( Alliteration )
LBFE—AT () FEP R LA RISk RS AR, TR . .

The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew

PHEY (Masculine Rhyme)

H—BEEERFTRE, WRMEOFRETRNERSTY L, XRMBHKAHEE
(masculine thyme) , 40:

Since to look at things bloom a

Fifty springs are little room, a

About the woodland T will go b

To see the cherry hung with snow. b

BAE) (Feminine Rhyme)

FAEI 2 K P~ s A B _E & 35 RN a0 00, BN E B8 R, HIZLUGH
EHEEE R, .

And will make thee beds of roses a

And a thousand fragrant poses; a

A cap of flower, and a kirtle, b

Embroider'd all with leaves of myrtle. b

(From Marlow’s Passionate Shepherd)

6 LK #3717 (Alexandrine )

PRI IR T XA, Z3EE LR FFARERTER, ©5
2 B 57 I KRR R AR R 2 b S . AT Rl 12 AN M R, 0 452 0 e 4 1 HR AT 45 44
EWRFT 2 ENMARZATE T JE W IR T8 — 5T 0 83 s W
W RARTAT 22 XY 288 Ve, (e R e AL B B RIG ., B4, HiET
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PN AR AT AR B A, U, AERIERFIRP B L S LR AR T
FT— RN EF LM

FLHENEIE (Heroic Couplet)

BRI A — R [ o SR, B ESGE RR AR AR TR, BT EAE S, B
HEHEEWAAFY, B-TERE, FONRES REEAA RS, B5F. . &
. F3.

XA A & R AE & 5 TR K — Bt ia], BB A E R, CFFIR AR
B AR L AR AR . — ORI R LTI &M: OREL MK, O
BE#IE4]; @M aa bb ce dd---- - REE ; @XIEHIE . H—8 R OUE LA 2
AR A, AR RISy A AR TC R R IR AR, X R A BEAR O B XL
Ak,

HiZ 2k (Spenserian Stanza )

e SRR LT, IRREBCRIR. R/ TR AE S (HEW), TR
W AEE (&) o XFEIUT XN LKA R T, B 12 a8 K%K F
(Wi K7) (Roman d’ Alexandre) (RFATHRR 12 A8 A4 . MrEEEN# RN
ababbebee, N3 R ababbabaa, 3752 ZEMAJE I H R B E B R IR, SCZE YA
Wi 2R AIRIESE - Wi2E3E (Edmund Spenser) 7EHAAERANE (flifS) (The Faerie Queene)
W el PR AR, LMY 2 F a4 o

W45 hi={k (Petrarcan Style)

PR AR BN+ PO TR, X “BE#HIL”, MEKFISC “sonetto” . FIL “sonnet”
B3 “sonnet” MR, BRI —FIARET RIS RHA. BWIRAT FREAR, BRI
FIBWEMHEET583E, MR “BEhirdk” , FERIRNE E. Bl M1 TR =17
B, BT 11 5T, #3708 abba, abba, cde, cde BY abba, abba, cdc, cdc,

5+ Lk T4k~ PU47i% (Shakespearian Sonnet)
Wt AR+ DOF TR XFR “ ORI yS AR, B = AT R A TR AL, AT 10 4
=1, #J3 A abab, cded, efef, gg.

=% (Symbol / Image)
BRIEEREI S BRI BRI L 450, B & e A SRR BRAR AN 2 B B9 S At
Yy, R AFREEE | ARG,

=15 (Visualization)
BHRECHEMME AR RE TR EARE R . BRAOMSHESR K, EHESHY
B, BRAGEERZY, BELXCNETEE, WEERAAR I E IR AOHES.

6
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ik (Pastorals)

TR R AR —Fl, BRI R R — AR AR TS X, AT TR R R, UK
A A AR A R — b B XD

FERCM Ay S BORE I T BEE AR ATETE, SURERT T R, 302
AR NBFANE . PEICHET 3 vH B AR CBOR) Bl SCEmARER, JFEIT B
B RIESE, W% SR A4S /KB RIPEM CBOKD) , A0 76 B AR TR /Y, FEuE
FHWRARH I S HE XD, O RHL T IE R E, 4B /R AE 1 i B B - 0
(Arcadia) tHAMIKUER, BaT 2 574495 3% 10K KU B0 RR A% e B9 A% o iaE . SCU B ST,
FIBT-RH BCEF SR A S, AT UL A2 B T4 R SR

N ZE34 (Renaissance)

AR IRAE 13 A RTERARGEMT DGR, ZFEBHY RIS E, F 16 fity
TERCMBS AT — 37 AUz 3, Bk T — R 5 2R Sannt i, 4877 T ARR G
BHFR, SOl EAFEA A R, D8 5N R MR T
SCBFACFNTEAS = SO 73 k. 13 200K, ZE R RFIR LB R Kk T, Hr 2% i 5t
FEBT R — S S HE R R AR BV Al . E B B EAR, B2 AE, E%
ANSORGHH

A3 FENX (Humanism)

ASCE S —Fh e T BRI 2R A A e A W . VB —Rh A2, ASCENX
BAMNZEW ARG R, HEd ks S 4T,

ASCE SCEAR DL B O AR, DU R E N EAMEN, =T AR %R,
M BHEAEH. ASAZENEZMER LS, #RACEXNEhZE, AXE
SCEAR DAERPE BAR O B, [R5 AR E LA NGE XA BV RR,

%1 (Euphuism )
Wi R BFR—F, BELSMIENEY, RERXFEY, i HH M5k [
W, M ECEME . Bk, XMEREFRMAETSM,

Team Work and Research

B A1 H SR TS TAE -

L BORFE Nt RBISCE R DSB8 K 7 s oh R A T BRI AE AL 35 40 M 5 i HL g
HHIASMNA R

2. AT SRR 20— ML A SO R, 3T (LS ) T bR 2%
IR AR i B BT o

gt i
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3. WEWHH TR SHERRR “KREAFIR” BERS, 0L TR
F CREATIR” AEREIHTT

Focus Reading: Macbeth

ACT 1I.
SCENE I. Inverness. Court of Macbeth’s Castle.
( Enter Banquo, and Fleance, bearing a torch before him. )
BANQUO:
How goes the night, boy?
FLEANCE .
The moon is down; I have not heard the clock.
BANQUO:
And she goes down at twelve.
FLEANCE ;
I take’t, ’tis later, sir.
BANQUO:
Hold, take my sword. There’s husbandry in heaven;
Their candles are all out: take thee that too.
A heavy summons lies like lead upon me,
And yet I would not sleep: merciful powers,
Restrain in me the cursed thoughts that nature
Gives way to in repose !
( Enter Macbeth, and a Servant with a torch. )
Give me my sword.
Who’s there?

MACBETH .
A friend.
BANQUO
What, sir, not yet at rest? The king’s a-bed .
He hath been in unusual pleasure, and
Sent forth great largess to your offices.
This diamond he greets your wife withal,
By the name of most kind hostess; and shut up
In measureless content.
MACBETH .

Being unprepar’d ,



