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    At heart, English Literature for Boys and Girls dramatizes the meeting of youthful curiosity with the long memory of a nation, asking how stories can remain wondrous while becoming a shared inheritance, how a child might walk among ballads, chronicles, and plays without losing the freshness of discovery, and how the pleasures of narrative can be braided with the responsibilities of remembering, so that the past feels close enough to touch yet large enough to beckon, a living gallery of voices that invite beginners to listen, question, and carry the sound forward into their own reading lives.

H. E. Marshall’s English Literature for Boys and Girls is a work of literary history and introduction aimed at young readers, conceived in Britain in the early twentieth century during the Edwardian era. Rather than a technical handbook, it is a narrative survey that moves chronologically through the English tradition, sketching writers and works as episodes in a larger story. The book’s focus is national and historical, guiding readers across centuries while keeping attention on the cultural soil from which poems, dramas, and prose arose. Its educational purpose is clear, yet its method favors storytelling momentum over scholarly apparatus or academic debate.

The premise is simple and inviting: to lead beginners from the earliest songs and chronicles into the unfolding forms of English writing, pausing where a life, a place, or a moment illuminates the page. Chapters often frame an author through anecdote or scene, then touch on a signature work, not to summarize plots exhaustively but to open doors to reading. The experience feels like a guided walk rather than a lecture, with short sections, plain explanations, and gentle transitions that link one age to the next. The book privileges clarity and narrative connection, making each encounter memorable without demanding prior expertise.

Marshall writes in a storyteller’s voice, steady, encouraging, and attentive to moment-by-moment interest. She favors vivid settings, concise portraits, and a cadence that suggests reading aloud, an approach well suited to families and classrooms. The tone is earnest but not solemn, seeking delight and instruction together. Technical terms appear sparingly, explained when necessary; the emphasis stays on why a writer mattered in a specific time, and what kind of feeling or insight a work might awaken in a beginner. The result is a companionable guide that treats children as capable interlocutors, inviting them to listen closely and respond with curiosity.

Several themes organize the journey. Literature appears as a living chain, where each age answers and reshapes what came before; personality and place matter as much as form; language carries history in its rhythms; and reading trains sympathy by stretching attention across time. The book also underscores that literature belongs to a community, not only to specialists, and that young readers can share its inheritance with confidence. By tracing continuity rather than fragmentation, it offers an antidote to the sense that the past is remote or opaque, presenting a coherent map that helps beginners understand how stories grow from older stories.

Because it was written in the early twentieth century, some judgments and vocabulary reflect that period’s perspectives, a reminder that guides are themselves historical artifacts. Read with awareness, this quality becomes a teaching opportunity: it allows families and students to discuss how values, canons, and critical lenses change, and to compare past introductions with contemporary views while still enjoying the narrative scaffolding. The book’s continuing value lies in its hospitable design, its capacity to spark first encounters with authors who can then be explored in fuller editions, and its calm insistence that literary history is a story ordinary readers can enter.

Approached today, English Literature for Boys and Girls serves best as a doorway and a map: a doorway that lowers the threshold to formidable names, and a map that shows paths among periods, genres, and voices. It encourages reading outward, from sketch to text, from summary to sustained encounter, and it models how to place writers within the rhythms of their age. For contemporary readers and educators, its enduring gift is orientation. It helps new readers find footing in a sprawling tradition, and it reminds experienced readers that the first task of criticism is wonder, patiently guided, generously shared.
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    English Literature for Boys and Girls, by H. E. Marshall, offers a chronological introduction to English writing designed for younger readers. Written in the early twentieth century and framed as a journey, it links authors and books to the historical moments that shaped them, from early songs and chronicles to more complex forms. Marshall begins with the making of the English tongue, the persistence of oral tradition, and the appearance of religious and heroic verse. She explains how literature records national change, showing how language, belief, and custom enter poems and tales. Throughout, biographical sketches keep attention on the people behind the texts, encouraging curiosity rather than exhaustive analysis.

Moving into the Middle Ages, the survey outlines the aftereffects of the Norman Conquest, as French and Latin influences merge with English speech. Marshall describes courtly romances, legends of chivalry, and the growth of popular balladry, then pauses over Geoffrey Chaucer as a formative presence. She stresses his originality in bringing varied voices into the English vernacular and presenting recognizable people on the page, without tracing any single tale in detail. The section emphasizes how travel, trade, and changing social life broadened subjects for writing, setting a pattern of literature as a meeting place for diverse classes, regions, and traditions.

As the medieval world gives way to the Renaissance, Marshall turns to the public life of storytelling: the folk ballads, the pageants, and the religious dramas performed in towns. She explains how miracle and morality plays nurtured an appetite for theater, and how the printing press and new learning encouraged authors to experiment. The result is a scene where poetry, performance, and prose draw closer together. Marshall highlights the continuity between communal forms and later professional stages, preparing readers for the burst of energy that marks the sixteenth century, when English becomes a confident instrument for large themes and bold invention.

The Elizabethan and early Stuart chapters present an array of poets and playwrights whose work expands the language’s possibilities. Edmund Spenser’s grand designs, courtly lyrics, and prose narratives share space with the popular stage, where Christopher Marlowe and William Shakespeare become central examples of ambition and range. Marshall sketches the theaters’ vibrant conditions, the mix of classical influences and everyday speech, and the excitement of exploration and change. Rather than unravel plot intricacies, she points to recurring concerns—honor, love, power, and imagination—showing how writers transformed inherited stories into memorable art that still invites fresh reading.

Turning to the seventeenth century, the book relates literature to upheaval in church and state, and to questions about conscience and authority. Marshall follows the evolution of style from intricate meditative verse to the weighty music of John Milton, then to the plain, urgent storytelling of John Bunyan. With the Restoration come altered tastes, bustling theaters, and new prose habits exemplified by critics and historians. The survey observes the rise of diaries and letters as records of everyday experience, and it traces how writers debate order, reason, and wit while responding to the pressures of politics, faith, and social change.

The eighteenth century appears as an age of conversation, periodicals, and satire, where coffeehouses frame debates about manners, knowledge, and taste. Marshall introduces essayists who shape prose for a widening readership, and poets who refine classical balance. She follows the novel’s emergence through pioneering storytellers and the widening scope of realistic fiction, then notes the influence of Scottish song and history upon poetry and narrative. The account proceeds to the Romantic turn, where feeling, imagination, and nature gain new authority. Across these shifts, the book keeps attention on how form serves purpose, and how audiences change alongside authors.

Concluding with the nineteenth century, Marshall presents a flourishing range of voices: reflective poets, innovative critics, and novelists concerned with society, conscience, and the city. She underscores how journalism, reform, and science shape themes and styles, while children’s books and family reading transform the market. The final pages gather recurring threads—language as a living inheritance, literature as the record of common hopes and conflicts—and invite readers to continue exploring beyond her selections. Without fixing a single canon, the work offers a durable map: a clear, engaging pathway through English literature’s growth that remains useful for first encounters and later returns.
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    English Literature for Boys and Girls was first published in 1909 in Britain. It appeared during the Edwardian period, between the South African War’s end and the First World War. Britain had expanded elementary education after the 1870 Education Act and consolidated secondary schooling under the 1902 Education Act. The 1899 creation of the Board of Education centralized curriculum oversight and examinations. Public libraries, enabled by the Public Libraries Acts and Carnegie philanthropy, widened access to books. Cheap reprint series and school prize volumes fostered canonical reading among children. Within this environment, H. E. Marshall presented an accessible, patriotic survey of the nation’s literary heritage.

By 1909, English had become an institutional subject across Britain’s schools and universities. Oxford created a School of English Language and Literature in 1894, formalizing study beyond classics. Cambridge’s multivolume Cambridge History of English Literature began publication in 1907 under A. W. Ward and A. R. Waller. University extension lectures, teachers’ colleges, and examining boards spread a chronological national canon. Publishers such as J. M. Dent’s Everyman’s Library, founded in 1906, supplied affordable editions for students. These structures encouraged panoramic narratives linking authors, periods, and civic virtue. Marshall’s book mirrors that framework, introducing writers as representative figures within a continuous English tradition.

Victorian scholarship and taste had revived interest in early English writing. The Early English Text Society, founded in 1864 by Frederick Furnivall, issued reliable editions of medieval and Tudor works. Walter W. Skeat’s Chaucer editions and glossaries, alongside Clarendon Press texts, brought Middle English into classrooms. Popular culture echoed this medievalism, from Tennyson’s Arthurian poems to Pre-Raphaelite art. Translations and school readers made Beowulf, Piers Plowman, and Malory accessible to general audiences. Marshall builds on these resources, retelling medieval romances, chronicles, and ballads in plain prose. Her narrative treats early literature as the nation’s youthful voice, leading naturally into later periods.

Edwardian educational publishing operated within a global British framework. At this time the British Empire stood near its territorial height, and juvenile histories circulated widely through imperial markets. English literature frequently served as a unifying cultural thread, with anthologies grouping writers from England, Scotland, and Ireland under a single heading. British schools commonly awarded “prize books” for diligence or conduct, reinforcing approved reading. Works like Marshall’s were designed for family shelves, schools, and public libraries, emphasizing character and citizenship. In that milieu, literature functioned as national heritage, inviting children to recognize themselves as heirs to a shared literary past.

Marshall wrote amidst the so‑called Golden Age of children’s literature. The period saw enduring works by Lewis Carroll, Robert Louis Stevenson, Rudyard Kipling, and Kenneth Grahame, among others. Andrew Lang’s Fairy Books (1889–1910) showed the appetite for retellings and framed storytelling as education. Family magazines and illustrated weeklies normalized accessible prose and anecdote. Religious and philanthropic publishers, including the Religious Tract Society and the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, continued to issue improving books for the young. Marshall employed similar methods—short chapters, vivid episodes, and clear moral signposts—to present authors and texts. Her tone balances entertainment with instruction.

The book surveys literature from early chronicles to nineteenth‑century prose and poetry, aligning writers with major historical shifts. The Norman Conquest, the English Reformation, the Civil Wars, the Restoration, and the Augustan settlement provide chronological anchors. Later chapters meet Romantic revaluations of nature and imagination, and the Victorian preoccupation with society and faith. This structure reflects widely taught periodizations in school manuals and university courses. Marshall supplies brief biographies and anecdotes to humanize authors while marking stylistic change. The result is a clear pathway through epochs, inviting young readers to connect literature with memorable public events and ideas.

Authorship and readership were also changing. Women increasingly published educational and historical works, often under initials; Henrietta Elizabeth Marshall used “H. E. Marshall” on her title pages. Coeducation and new girls’ schools broadened the audience for serious reading. The Children Act of 1908 signaled a growing public commitment to child welfare. Examinations and inspectors encouraged graded prose, biography, and comprehension exercises. Marshall’s address to “Boys and Girls” matches these currents: she writes for mixed classrooms and family reading circles. Her emphasis on courage, duty, and sympathy aligns with contemporary ideals of citizenship promoted in schools and youth organizations.

Published on the eve of the Great War, Marshall’s survey projects confidence in a stable, admirable canon. It reinforces the Edwardian belief that literature transmits national character and ethical lessons. The book favors narrative clarity, memorable exemplars, and a sense of continuity across upheavals. Its selections and framing reflect prevailing syllabuses and library lists rather than avant‑garde experimentation. In this way, the work both records and shapes mainstream taste, linking reading with civic formation. For modern readers, it offers a document of its era’s priorities, revealing how early twentieth‑century Britain taught its past through stories about its books.
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Chapter I IN THE LISTENING TIME
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Has there ever been a time without stories? Has any tribe refused to listen? I think not. As children we huddled for a promised tale; later print flew us to wonderland: "Where waters gushed and fruit trees grew, And flowers shone with fairer hue; The sparrows were brighter than peacocks here, And horses were born with eagles' wings." Around prehistoric fires our ancestors heard fierce yarns of war and revenge; when life eased, love and faith slipped in. Minstrels roamed castles and towns, earning gold for three-hundred-fifty remembered plots, each shaped anew until scribes at last fixed them on precious parchment.

Manuscripts were scarce and dear; only the wealthy owned them, yet few could read. Knights spent their days hunting and fighting, so quiet monks became the learned, copying and guarding books in monastery libraries. As a people matures its literature widens: first mere tales, then history for its own sake, poetry for its music, and finally volumes on every subject. Our own tastes follow the same path; stories once enough, we later rejoice in the very words, hearing with our eyes. This very book invites us into Literature’s vast palace, handing fresh keys each year, yet reminding us that countless doors will always stay unopened.
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In the oldest days history lived as song: bards sang of deeds, and the Isles were Celtic, Gaels ruling Ireland and Scotland, Cymry England and Wales. Untouched by Rome or later English conquest, Ireland guarded those songs, passing them by voice until monks copied them in calf-skin volumes. Greatest is the eleventh-century Book of the Dun Cow, echo of a lost volume St. Ciaran wrote on his cow’s hide. There, and in the Book of Leinster, lies the ancient Táin Bó Cuailgne. When its verses faded, the chief minstrel summoned pupils to seek them, and the dead hero Fergus rose to tell the tale anew.

Queen Meav of Connaught quarrelled with husband over who owned more wealth. Servants piled vessels, jewels, robes, sheep, horses and swine; each matched. Then the cattle appeared. In the king’s herd stood White-horned, with white head, once Meav’s calf, too proud to serve a woman. None in fields equalled him, so she sent nine companions to Dawra of Ulster, offering heifers, land, a chariot and friendship for the Brown Bull of Cooley. Dawra agreed until a messenger’s boast of taking it by force angered him; at dawn he refused. The envoys returned empty, and Meav armed Connaught to seize the bull, declaring war on Ulster.

Battles raged; Ulster held the field yet Meav still drove the Brown Bull south. He met White-horned, their roars shaking the land, sods flying, day darkening. Horn to horn they wrestled until Brown Bull gored White-horned, hoisted the broken carcass and scattered it wide. Bleeding, crazed, the victor reached home, leaned against a hill, and his heart burst, flooding the slope with blood. Thus the war and Táin ended. Warriors had swirled like the famed charioteer: soft deerskin tunic, black cloak, gold circlet, whip and reins ready, horses sheathed in barbed armour so every turn became a wound.
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The Tain is grim; lovelier are the Three Sorrows—Lir, Tuireann, and Deirdre with the Sons of Usnach. At Felim’s feast a girl is born; druid Cathbad foresees ruin and names her Deirdre. The nobles would slay her, but King Conor protests, “Spare her; I will guard her, and she shall one day be my wife.” Hidden in a tower, she grows wondrous fair. Watching raven, blood, and snow, she sighs, “Oh for a husband with raven hair, blood-red cheeks, snow-white skin.” Nurse Lavarcam answers, “Naisi.” Deirdre finds him; love blazes; with brothers Ainle and Ardan he bears her to Scotland.

In Scotland they live long and happily, yet Conor broods. He sends Fergus to coax them home. One day Naisi and Deirdre play chess; a call is heard. Twice Deirdre insists it comes from Alba, yet at the third cry she admits, ‘Fergus summons us. I dreamed three birds left us honey and stole our blood; sweet is the peace of a false man.’ Despite her dread, they sail; Deirdre laments, ‘O eastern land I loved you well…’. Reaching Emain, Conor betrays them; the brothers fight until they fall, and grief snaps Deirdre’s heart. She is laid beside Naisi beneath one stone inscribed in ogham.





Chapter IV THE STORY OF A LITERARY LIE


Table of Contents


Old Gaelic manuscripts keep their authors secret, yet a few poet names survive, chief among them Ossian. He, a third-century warrior-bard claimed by both Scotland and Ireland, left verses that were not written down until the twelfth century, so their origin remains hazy. Centuries later a barefoot Highland child, James Macpherson, watched the redcoats march through the glens during the rising of ’45; the war-cry, steel, and mist lodged in his heart. Taught at Aberdeen and Edinburgh, he briefly kept the village school, then tutored, wrote youthful poems, gathered scraps of ancient verse, and published them to instant acclaim.

Urged to preserve more, he roamed Highlands and islands four months, copying tales heard by peat fires, finding stray manuscripts, and turning the hoard into rolling English prose. The Poems of Ossian dazzled Europe; French, German, and Italian poets hailed the lost bard while Macpherson, suddenly famous, claimed only to translate a voice fifteen centuries old. Irish critics said the heroes were theirs, English doubters, led by Dr. Samuel Johnson, sneered it was childish rubbish and a “literary lie.” Argument persists: most concede he stitched real fragments into a powerful whole. Next comes the stirring Irish saga of Fingal, Ossian’s mighty father.
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Cathullin sat by Tura, spear on rock, shield in grass. A scout dashed up: “Arise! Northern masts fill the sea; Swaran’s warriors swarm!” Cathullin answered, “You fear shadows; Fingal comes to help Erin.” The scout persisted, “Their lord towers like a cliff, spear a blasted pine, shield the rising moon. He says, ‘Let dark Cathullin yield.’” “Never,” the chief cried, “I conquer or die.” Warriors were called; the march roared like a foam-filled stream. Swaran’s sentinel ran back: “Fly, king of ocean!” Swaran thundered, “I never fled; gather round me!” Two stormy hosts crashed; steel clanged, blood hissed, and bards lamented, “Mourn, sons of song.

Day faded without victor; dawn returned, Lochlin and Erin clashed again, and Swaran drove Cathullin toward the shore. White sails rose from mist; Fingal’s tall masts rolled in. Swaran turned, Cathullin, weeping, crept into Cromla’s wood. A fresh battle flared; at dusk the two kings met. Blades shattered, shields split; they threw them aside, gripped and strained until rocks shook. Fingal’s power prevailed, Swaran was bound, his host fled. Night covered Cromla; oaks blazed, heroes feasted. Fingal, leaning on his shield, saw Swaran’s mute sorrow and commanded, “Ullin, sing peace.” Then he said, “King of Lochlin, sail tomorrow or seek more glory.

Moved by harp and noble words, Swaran chose peace; he and Fingal clasped hands while a hundred harps celebrated deeds. Dawn trembled; Swaran’s horn sounded, and the sons of ocean glided away, white as Morven’s mist, Erin’s wind behind their sails. Fingal gathered his men for the hunt, roamed the woods, and found Cathullin crouched in shame. “Rise, friend,” he said, recalling past triumphs. Together they returned; song and meat restored Cathullin until his eyes shone again. When morning brightened the heath, Fingal shook his spear: “Spread sails; seize the winds from Lena.” With warriors he surged through foaming waves toward home.
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Gaelic Celts and Cymry shared a love of song, yet the Cymric names we know—sixth-century Taliesin and Merlin—appear only in twelfth-century manuscripts. Still, bards roamed halls and marketplaces, chanting brave deeds done after Rome withdrew and before Saxon rule hardened. That half-forgotten age bristled with combats minstrels adored. From it rises Arthur: at first merely one champion among many, later the shining emperor who rules the Round Table. His legend, like other tales retold through ages, grew from the slightest root to worldwide fame. Taliesin’s marvellous birth survives in the prose collection called The Mabinogion, drawn from the Red Book of Hergest.
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