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Introduction

English literature started when there was barely even an English language to use. Dating back a millennium or so, the epic Anglo-Saxon tale of Beowulf was the first thing written down in the very earliest version of what would become English. Various Anglo-Saxon groups migrated to the British Isles and brought with them different dialects that would eventually combine to form a single language. It would evolve to become a sophisticated language, and with it would evolve one of the world’s most important literary canons: English literature.

Which is to say British literature. Literature in the English language is among the most influential and vital in the world, spreading the mechanics of poetry, prose, film, and drama to every corner of the globe. But before there was American literature, or Australian literature, there was the written word of England. And that’s what English Lit 101 is all about. It’s a vast, thorough—but simplified and easy to understand—survey of England-based literature.

The authors, poets, and storytellers in the English canon have always tried to answer the big questions: What does it mean to be human? How can rational thought live comfortably with emotions and spirituality? What does it mean to be English?

Uniquely, English authors have approached those big questions by making them personal. Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice may have been about one woman bristling against the confines of society, but it’s really just a story about fitting in while being true to oneself. Charles Dickens wrote books that resonated with his Victorian-era audience because they called attention to the social injustices of his day. Personal accounts, whether written in Middle English or delivered in rhythmic verse, reflect universal themes.

In English Lit 101, you’ll get a glimpse of how major literary forms were created, as well as how they’ve evolved . . . and amazingly, how they’ve remained unchanged. (Shakespeare pretty much nailed how a play should be written, and children’s authors of today still owe quite a debt to Lewis Carroll, for example.) Here you’ll learn how forms change to reflect the prevailing political opinions of their era—such as how poetry went from a way to tell stories and glorify a nation with much pomp and circumstance in the Elizabethan era to the simplified, bare-bones approach befitting the alienation widely felt after World War I. Or how the novel went from showcasing grand tales of adventure (Robinson Crusoe) to somber depictions of normal, real life (Middlemarch) to getting banned for being too real (here’s to you, D.H. Lawrence). And through it all, English authors explored, altered, refined, and transformed the English language itself so as to better express the human condition.

English literature is a huge topic that encompasses a lot of material, so here you’ll find it broken down by era, and then by each era’s major contributors. And with each entry you’ll find information on historical context, literary context, and specifically each author’s contribution to the canon and why he or she is so important. So whether you’re looking to fill in some holes in your knowledge, getting a refresher on what you learned in high school or college, or merely supplementing an English lit course you’re taking at this very moment, English Lit 101 has got you covered.





Chapter 1

Old English

To the modern-day reader of contemporary English literature, the earliest examples of “English literature” may seem like they were written in an entirely foreign language . . . and they kind of were. The beginnings of the English language took shape in the seventh century after multiple tribes—collectively referred to as Anglo-Saxons—migrated from central Europe to the British Isles. Most spoke Germanic languages—and each tribe spoke its own Germanic language—and brought those languages with them. Eventually, those different dialects coalesced into a single language, one with wildly inconsistent spelling and grammar, but a single language nonetheless: Old English.

Old English literature runs concurrent with the Anglo-Saxon era, which comprises works from the seventh century up through to a few decades past the Norman Conquest of 1066. Old English was complex, ever changing, and adaptable. New words and rules became standardized over the centuries, eventually creating a language that was nearly universal across Britain. Language was a necessary tool for communication, and communication became a vital tool for evolving the common tongue.

Very little written material from the Old English era survived, and what documents did survive are primarily what those in power felt was necessary for scribes to record. This is especially true after the large-scale conversion to Christianity by invading Romans. The local church kept records and histories because the monks were the ones who were literate, and many of the Old English documents that we still have around include sermons, church writings translated from Latin, Anglo-Saxon histories, and legal documents. In addition, scribes and poets outside of the sphere of the church’s influence wrote down things that weren’t quite so dry, things that provide a window into the lives and thoughts of the people who lived in this era. Luckily, those myths, legends, and stories (many of which had been passed down orally for generations) were preserved.

Only about 400 manuscripts total from the Anglo-Saxon period even survive—the expulsion of the Roman-controlled church in the 1500s from England would lead to a lot of intentional document destruction, particularly by way of fire. But these manuscripts would be the basis for a language and a canon that would emerge as comparable, and often superior, to anything ever produced in Greek, Latin, or French.





Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People

The First English Book

Also known as “St. Bede” or “the Venerable Bede,” the monk named Bede (672–735) has additionally been called “the father of English history.” A historian and archivist at the monastery of Saint Peter in Monkwearmouth in what was at the time the kingdom of Northumbria, Bede was the first to document for the ages the already extensive history of the rapidly growing civilization of the British Isles. To Bede, this history largely meant the rise of Christianity, but this drive to convert the residents of early Britain happened at the same time as the development of the island, as well as the development of what would soon be a common tongue to unite the disparate tribes.

Bede deftly championed English pride as a way to bring about more converts to Christianity by making religious texts more available to Britons. Drawing on his monastery’s library of more than 200 volumes of early Catholic Church books, Bede compiled the story of the local church and made it more accessible. His most famous and lasting work is his Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (731). While written in Latin rather than English, this five-book series is the first permanent work to be written in the British Isles. Ecclesiastical History of the English People, as it’s called in English, was written with the assistance of an abbot named Albinus, and it covers the history of England through the lens of the history of Christianity in Britain. Without Bede’s work, which relied on oral histories and interviews in addition to church texts, the details of the Roman invasion and settlement of Britain—really, the history of England itself to that point—would have been lost forever.

[image: Entry-based history of English literature.]
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Illustration of “the Venerable Bede,” author of Ecclesiastical History of the English People, as seen in the Nuremberg Chronicle.

A People’s History

Historia ecclesiastica depicts the religious and political history (which are more or less one and the same) of the Anglo-Saxons on the British Isles. This time period runs from the fifth century up to about A.D. 731, which is when Bede finished writing. This book isn’t so much literature as it is a methodically delivered historical survey, but this history book makes the history books because it’s the oldest text written in England.

Any good contemporary literature both reflects its time period and serves as a de facto historical document, and Historia ecclesiastica certainly qualifies. Bede includes an outline of Roman Britain’s geography, reports on significant disagreements between the two main local religious factions (Roman-influenced Christians and Celtic Christians in present-day Ireland and Scotland), and passages on the political uprisings of the 600s, even ones that aren’t expressly related to ecclesiastical history. And while books made in England were new, this book’s style was not—it was written to emulate the classical history style of the Greeks and Romans.

Bede took his research from those people who historically were the historians and record keepers—monasteries and government records—and he is hardly objective. Less a journalist and more of a storyteller, Bede has a distinct angle and bias: to bring in new Christians. (As Bede later became “St. Bede,” that’s a telling indication of his aims.) That perspective affected the way he wrote: simply, plainly, and for maximum comprehension.


Literary Lessons

One other lasting effect of Historia ecclesiastica is that Bede solidified the way the West told time: The books popularized and universalized anno Domini as a form of marking years. Prior to this, governments and the church used various local systems, such as indictions, which noted the passage of time in fifteen-year cycles, and regnal years, a complicated system in which a year was indicated by where it fell inside of a particular monarch’s reign.



Moments in Time

Book I of Historia ecclesiastica begins in 55 B.C. with the moment Britain became a part of the rest of Europe: when Caesar invaded and brought it into the Roman Empire. The evolution of the Roman Empire into the Holy Roman Empire as it unfolded in Britain is covered, particularly Augustine’s A.D. 597 mission to the islands.

Book II concerns the evangelization of Northumbria, which is jeopardized when a pagan king named Penda kills Edwin, the chief missionary.

Book III covers the growth of Christianity under local kings as each is converted to the new religion, and Book IV’s main event is the consecration of Theodore, the first to hold the iconic post of the archbishop of Canterbury.

The fifth and final book takes things up to Bede’s present day (731), and particularly covers both the conflict between the Roman and British churches over the correct dating of Easter and how England forged its own identity (in terms of the church) once the Romans departed.

Now a nearly 1,300-year-old document, more than 160 manuscripts of Historia ecclesiastica are somehow still intact. That’s especially impressive as they were all handwritten and there were probably only ever about 200 copies overall. Bede wrote more than forty more books in his life, mostly biblical commentaries written in Latin, and few of those other manuscripts have survived.





Beowulf

A Monster of Early Literature

In 1066, William the Conqueror led troops in the Norman Conquest of England. The new rulers spoke a primitive version of French, which became the official language of the land. Natives of England continued to speak English, which had evolved and combined from related Germanic languages when their Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian ancestors settled into Britain hundreds of years earlier. Beowulf was in that language—Old English—and it survived the reign of French to be recognized as the earliest and oldest surviving work of narrative fiction (literature) in the English language. In fact, it’s the first major poem in any major latter-day European vernacular, and it’s as beautifully written and historically important as anything written by Homer or Virgil.

Beowulf is an epic poem, and at 3,182 lines it is the longest in Old English, and one of the longest in any form of English. A classic example (if not the classic example, such is its introduction of storytelling tropes) of a hero’s journey, the poem tells three simple and straightforward stories. In the first, a monster named Grendel has been terrorizing Heorot, the hall of Geat king Hrothgar (somewhere in present-day Denmark). A prince named Beowulf is called into duty and slaughters Grendel. In the second story, Grendel’s mother attempts to avenge her son’s death, but she retreats from Beowulf and his army, only for him to follow her to her underwater lair and kill her. The last story flashes forward fifty years, when Beowulf is now king of the Geats. His sins return to haunt him, as now an evil dragon is terrorizing a distant part of his realm. Once more Beowulf goes into battle, defeats the dragon, but is mortally wounded.


Quotable Voices

“Hwæt we Gar-Dena in gear-dagum

þeod-cyninga, þrym gefrunon,

hu ða æþelingas ellen fremedon.”

—from the original text of Beowulf

“So. The Spear-Danes in days gone by

and the kings who ruled them had courage and greatness.

We have heard of those princes’ heroic campaigns.”

—Beowulf (Seamus Heaney translation)



The Conquering Hero

While Beowulf takes its material from older, orally passed-down folk tales, it’s Beowulf that directly gave the English and Western literary canon a lot of the hero mythology and hallmarks of genre fiction still used today. It more or less invented the fantasy genre, although at the time the poem was accepted as just a familiar story, if not one of slightly elevated reality. It’s a tale of good versus evil, adventure, destiny, heroism, honor codes, kings, and monsters, and it’s divided cleanly into three acts. In these regards, it’s quite modern.

Beowulf takes place in the sixth century (pinpointed by scholars because of a single reference to a Beowulf character mentioned in the works of historian Gregory of Tours), but the story that was solidified and put down on paper by an anonymous poet was composed in the early eleventh century, most likely during the reign of Swedish ruler Cnut the Great (1016–1035). That date was arrived at via analysis of the paper and the scribes’ handwriting. That means the actual legend of Beowulf was more than 400 years old by the time it was written down, changing as the language of English was created, if not informing the language as it went. At any rate, and even though its characters include monsters, dragons, and mythical kings, the poem does offer insights into a real period of history—Scandinavia, pre A.D. 1000—for which little other knowledge is available.

The Age of Beowulf


Determining the actual age of the legend Beowulf is very tricky. Historians can make parallels from characters to real Scandinavian royalty, for example, and many physical descriptions point its setting to Denmark. Yet it’s a relic of early settlements in Britain, suggesting that it’s a very old folk tale passed down as an oral tradition to Germanic tribes that settled in Britain; there are similarities and parallels to other Norse, German, and Old English legends. It’s an old pagan story, but a Christian poet, who injected Christian motives to the characters, presented it in the written form. Following large-scale conversions of pagan warriors to Christianity at the end of the sixth century, the written Beowulf is likely very different from the oral Beowulf that was handed down for generations. It’s a different beast—the poem is the work of a single poet and is his version of a legend, composed in England as a work of mythology-inspired historical fiction as a way to understand feudal life and Saxon culture.


Quotable Voices

“It is always better

to avenge dear ones than to indulge in mourning.

For every one of us, living in this world

means waiting for our end. Let whoever can

win glory before death. When a warrior is gone,

that will be his best and only bulwark.”

—Beowulf (Seamus Heaney translation)



Survival and Revival

Only a single manuscript of the original Beowulf has survived, and it’s securely housed at the British Library in London. Both the story and the manuscript were forgotten for hundreds of years, and a fire at the library in the 1700s nearly destroyed the copy of Beowulf—and thus its entire existence—forever. In the nineteenth century, linguistics scholars rediscovered the epic, and realized that it played an important role in the early development of the English language, but it wasn’t until 1936 that widespread appreciation of Beowulf began to take hold. This renewed interest was due to Oxford scholar (and linguistics professor) J.R.R. Tolkien. Tolkien gave a speech entitled “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics,” and this speech, later published as a paper, led to recognition of the work as real literature. It was also undeniably an influence on Tolkien’s own The Lord of the Rings, one of the first modern-day fantasy epics that would go on to influence other fantasy fiction. This means that Beowulf uniquely influenced twentieth- and twenty-first-century fiction, but not any other fiction before the twentieth century, despite being 1,000 years old. Because of its obscurity, major British writers like Chaucer and Shakespeare had likely never read Beowulf. They probably hadn’t even heard of it.





The Vision of Piers Plowman

It Was All Just a Dream

By the fourteenth century, literature in English beyond religious texts was slowly but surely beginning to emerge. With long poems and simple “mystery” or “morality” plays, English speakers and the purveyors of English literature were moving past using written communication for necessity and direct worship. They were now using it for more personal reasons, such as storytelling. With historical record-keeping and even translations of the Bible in hand, the language had spread and solidified to the point where writers were a bit more free and able to use it to explore what it meant to be human and to express their particular experiences—arguably the two most noble aims of literature. In this regard, The Vision of Piers Plowman is among the first, if not the first, example of true English literature. And this title is surprisingly complex: Literary historians regard it as the greatest poem in Middle English.

The Vision of Piers Plowman (or “Perys Ploughman” per the Middle English of the 1360s) is attributed to a poet named William Langland. Little is known of him other than that he wrote the poem, which, accounting for its different permutations, took up the majority of the last twenty years of his life. What is known about Langland was learned from coded references found in Piers Plowman itself. It was common for poets of this period to leave clues about themselves in their work, such as acrostic poems that spelled out their names. For Langland, it was a reference to the narrator calling himself “longe wille” and an extremely accurate description of Malvern Hills in the poem’s first vision sequence. That range, located in England’s West Midlands region, along with the fact that the poem is written in a West Midlands dialect, means Langland was probably from the West Midlands.

Visions and Symbols

The text itself is not a simple story at all, and it was written long before distinct genres of narrative formed, which means the poem is difficult to categorize. It’s best described as an allegorical tale about a man named Will—a regular person (not a noble or royalty) and audience surrogate meant to represent all of humanity—who is inadvertently thrust into a quest for salvation and meaning via a series of visions. The events of the poem unfold only after Will goes to sleep and he escapes into the world of dreams and the exploration of his soul, where the concepts of the universe and faith are rendered as real objects and living figures. For example, Will sees a tower where “Truth” dwells, a deep dungeon of sadness, and in between them a “field full of folk” where all of humanity demonstrate their various trades.

In the field, Will meets a plowman named Piers (a stand-in for Christ) who helps him envision a doomed world undone by human frailty. Will contemplates how man can both live in the world but also be spiritually above the world. Piers Plowman is one of the first philosophical texts in the English language, and is also an early exploration of allegory and the nature of a protagonist. It’s narrative fiction, but one that appeals to its audience on a very simple but deep level.

Despite the religious themes and intent of this work, it’s highly critical of the Catholic Church, taking particular aim at corrupt priests. Because of that, the text inspired the English movement that demanded local control of the church, instead of control from the Catholic Church leaders who were stationed far away in Rome. Less than 200 years later, that movement would culminate with King Henry VIII eliminating the Catholic Church as the state religion in favor of the newly formed Church of England.

Alliteration and Illustration

While it’s defined as a poem, Plowman does not employ the rigid structure that defines most forms of poetry. It’s divided into two main parts (Vision 1 and Vision 2) that are then broken down into seven sections or passus (Latin for “steps”) that vary in length from 129 to 642 lines. A particular rhyme scheme isn’t used, but the poem is written in a form of alliterative poetry dating to the Anglo-Saxon period. It derives a kind of rhythm from the repetition of consonant sounds. Thanks to Plowman, this format would become commonly used by writers, notably in works like Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and Le Morte d'Arthur, the first major English-language collection of the King Arthur legends (which are discussed later in this chapter).

Also unique about Plowman is that there isn’t one definitive manuscript of it, even though it’s attributable to a single writer. Three distinct versions of the poem have survived, which scholars have labeled “A,” “B,” and “C.” Here’s how they break down:


	The A text is 2,567 lines with two visions and seven passus, and Langland wrote it between 1367 and 1370.

	The B text is an extensive rewrite and extension of the A text, totaling 7,277 lines with eight visions and a total of twenty passus, dating to 1377.

	The C text has twenty-two passus and was created in 1385 when Langland revised the B text. Langland likely revised the C after leaders of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 cited Piers Plowman as an inspiration; the C is decidedly less political (or anti-Catholic) and more personal than the B text.



Piers Plowman remained popular well into the sixteenth century as a Protestant text, as it promotes a personal relationship with Christ and downplays the need for the hierarchy of organized religion. It’s also a step to real English literature in that it tries to explain the concepts of what it means to be human via storytelling and symbolism. It’s an early example of a writer making his own experiences into art, which would serve as the groundwork for the romantic era a mere 400 years in the future.
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