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I. Introduction

After the Norman invasion in 1066, three languages were spoken in England. The Ruling Norman class spoke French, while English (Middle English) was the language of the conquered Anglo-Saxons, and Latin was the language of the Church, businessmen, and scholars. In this period, English underwent momentous changes from both a grammatical and a lexical point of view. During the Middle English centuries, noun and adjective endings gradually disappeared. Grammatical gender also disappeared and gender in nouns related only to the masculinity or feminity of living beings. As the Anglo-Norman aristocracy eventually lost their ties with France, they started to speak English but enriched the language by adding thousands of French words to it. 
The French Normans also introduced feudalism to England. Under the system of feudalism, English society was divided into a clear hierarchy—a social and economic ranking—with the king at the top. Under the king were the lords to whom the king allotted parcels of land, called fiefs, in return for their loyalty. Each lord supplied warriors, or knights, to the king. The lords, in turn, distributed tracts of land to lesser nobles in exchange for their loyalty. At the bottom were the serfs, who farmed small plots of land belonging to their lords and gave a portion of their crops to their lords. Feudalism’s hierarchy was also reinforced by a code of conduct known as chivalry. Under the chivalric code, a knight pledged to be loyal to his lord at any cost, to honour women, to protect the weak, to right injustices and wrongs as defined by his lord, and to defend the Christian faith. This code was central to medieval social values and to the feudal hierarchy.

II. The Early Middle English Period (1066-1350)

The Norman Conquest did not have an immediate effect on English literature. Old English sagas like Beowulf continued to be copied during the second half of the eleventh century and Anglo-Saxon alliterative verse was composed until well after 1066.
A. Poetry

1. Didactic Poems

Long didactic poems written in English were also popular in this period. They represented stories from the Bible, saints' lives, and moral lessons. They were intended as instruction for people who did not know Latin or French.
2. Chivalric Romances
The break with the Old English literary tradition appears perhaps most strikingly in what became the most popular genre in medieval England: the romance. The latter originated in France in the 1100s. The heroes of romances are admirable men who nevertheless share the feelings and weaknesses of ordinary humans. The heroes of Old English literature can seem, by contrast, superhuman and impossibly perfect. Plots of most chivalric romances usually centered around a single legendary knight who fought at tournaments, slayed dragons, and underwent a series of adventures in order to win the heart of his heroine. 

3. Lyrics and Ballads

The lyric, which was virtually unknown in Old English poetry, started to circulate in the thirteenth century. Lyrics were short songs that did not tell a story but express the thoughts and feelings of a speaker. The most frequent topics in the Middle English secular lyrics are springtime and romantic love. Religious lyrics also made an appearance at this time. The poets generally expressed their sorrow for Christ on the cross and for Mary. The religious devotion of the poet is often expressed in language that is also used in love poetry.
Throughout the Middle Ages, ballads, short folk songs that tell stories, were very popular. Ballads told different types of stories. There were ballads about the supernatural: stories of ghosts and demons or people who returned from the dead to haunt the living. There were romantic tragedies usually dealing with the separation of lovers through misunderstanding or the opposition of family. Moreover, many ballads were about crime and its punishment, and often told the stories of convicted criminals who were about to be executed and repented for their sins on the execution scaffold. Over forty ballads were about the folk hero Robin Hood, who was praised for his adventurous spirit, his sense of humour, and his concern for the poor. Finally there were ballads recounting historical events such as battles between the English and the Scots or natural disasters such as shipwrecks and plagues. The ballad stanza is a quatrain, or four-line stanza. The first and third lines have four stressed syllables; the second and fourth lines have three. Only the second and fourth lines rhyme. Repetition of lines or parts of lines is also a common feature of this type of stanza.
B. Prose

French and Latin were the principal languages of prose. Those works which were written in English were intended primarily for women who could not read French or Latin, and included several texts on the lives of women saints and the 'Ancrene Wisse' or 'Rule of Anchoresses', a manual for the guidance of women recluses outside regular religious orders.
III. The Later Middle English Period (1350-1485)
By the 1300s, as the Norman aristocracy lost all ties with France, English (Middle English) replaced French as the language of the court. English was again the dominant language of England, and literature written in English was again common. By then, the language had developed into Middle English. It incorporated many French words and displayed strong French influence in its spelling, literary expressions, and grammar, which was simpler than that of Old English. The literature that employed this language differed markedly from Old English literature. Old English literature tended to speak as if with one dignified voice, expressing ideals and concerns of the nobility. In contrast, Middle English literature spoke in many voices on a wide range of popular topics. This stage was set for the triumphal entrance of the father of the English poetry: Geoffrey Chaucer.
A. Poetry

1. Iambic Pentameter: Geoffrey Chaucer 
The importance of Geoffrey Chaucer's contribution to the development of English literature is unquestionable. His introduction of a ten-syllable line or iambic pentameter revolutionised rhythm in English poetry. His poetry reflects the views and values of the society in which he lived, but his interests were not limited to local events and contemporary issues. His themes were of universal interest and he had a great talent for narrative writing. His masterpiece is The Canterbury Tales, an unfinished series of stories told by a group of pilgrims journeying from London to the Shrine of St Thomas à Becket and back. This outstanding work is an overview of human nature and an encyclopaedia of medieval literay styles.  
2. Revival of Alliterative Verse: William Langland
Rhyming poetry had become popular in the English language after it had been introduced by the Normans, but in the fourteenth century there was a revival of alliterative verse which recalled the early Anglo-Saxon epics. An example of alliterative verse from this period is William Langland's Piers Plowman. It takes the form of a series of dream visions dealing with the spiritual and social issues of fourteenth-century England. The poem attacks the abuses of the Church and the vices of the monastic orders, and presents a picture of the hardships common people had to endure that contrasts with the picture of a prosperous society presented by Chaucer.
Another outstanding work in alliterative verse is the anonymous chivalric romance Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, which is preserved in a manuscript dated 1400. Sir Gawain, one of the knights of Arthur's court, is tested by mysterious supernatural powers, but instead of triumphing in the conventional way he fails the test. 
B. Prose
Prose in the period 1350-1485 was very inferior to poetry. There were no brilliant literary high points which could be compared to the writings of Chaucer, Langland, or the anonymous author of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. The greatest achievement was Sir Thomas Malory's cycle of Arthurian legends which Caxton, who published the manuscript in 1485, called Morte D'Arthur as he believed it was a translation of French texts.
B. Drama

English drama has its origins in the fusion of four theatrical traditions which were popular in the Middle Ages: street performances, liturgical (religious) dramatization, morality plays, and interludes.
1. Street performances: street performers travelled around Britain entertaining people. They included singers, dancers, mime artists, storytellers, acrobats, and clowns. They performed in market squares for the common people or in stately halls for the nobles. Throughout the medieval period, this tradition of popular drama flourished in Britain.
2. Liturgical drama: In attempt to involve its followers in the celebration of sacraments (church services on such feast days as Palm Sunday and Easter), the church added elements of drama to its religious services. Two types of religious plays developed out of these traditions: Mystery plays and Miracle plays.

a. Mystery plays: These were based on stories from the Bible. Each Mystery play was a single episode such as the Fall of Lucifer, Noah's Flood, or the Crucifixion and Resurrection. Together they formed The Mystery Cycle, which told the story of Cristianity from Creation to the Last Judgement.

b. Miracle plays: These were dramatisations of the lives of the saints, and were performed to celebrate the great Christian events of the Nativity and the Resurrection during the festivals of Christmas and Easter.
3. Morality Plays: Morality plays were not religious: their main purpose was to teach a moral lesson. They were allegorical tales in which the characters were personifications of abstract concepts such as greed, laziness, and kindness. One of the best-known Moralities is Everyman. It is the story of the end of Everyman's life, when Death calls him away from the world. Among the characters are Beauty, Knowledge, Strength, and Good Deeds. When Everyman has to go to face Death, all his friends leave him except Good Deed, who says finely:

Everyman, I will go with thee and be thy guide

In thy most need to be by thy side. 
4. Interludes: The origin of the name is uncertain: perhaps the Interludes were played between the acts of long Moralities; perhaps in the middle of meals; or perhaps the name means a play by two or three performers. They are often funny, and were performed away from churches, in colleges or rich men's houses or gardens. One of them is The Four P's. In one part of this play, a prize is offered for the greatest lie; and it is won by a man who says that he never saw and never knew any woman out of patience. 
It is worth noting that the authors of the early plays were unknown. However, in the later stage of the period the names of the writers became known, which reflects a shift from anonymity to individualism.

IV. Conclusion 
In the light of what have been discussed, it could be seen that the foreign element was very influential in the shaping of Anglo-Saxon and Medieval literature. Although written in the language called "Anglo-Saxon," Beowulf was claimed by Danish and German scholars as their earliest national epic before it came to be thought of as an "Old English" poem. The Linguistic and Literary Contexts of Beowulf demonstrates the kinship of the Anglo-Saxon poem with the versification and literature of other early branches of the Germanic language group. The literary culture of the Middle Ages was far more international than national. This is because Latin was the language of the Church and of learning. Despite the fact that Chaucer laid the cornerstone in the foundation of Middle English as a national language and the language of National literature, it was not until the Elizabethan Age that England achieved its full independence in terms of language and literature.
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