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	The Anglo-Saxon Period (450 – 1066) 


“Anglo-Saxon England was born of warfare, remained forever a military society, and came to its end in battle.”   - J. R. Lander

Introduction

In 410 AD, the Romans left Britain. It was a time of wars and invasions – Britain was invaded by many peoples from Europe: Angles, Saxons, Jutes, Vikings, and finally Normans in 1066. These invasions left many traces in culture and language. The language known as Old English is the language of the first literature in English, but it was a long time before it was written down. There were two cultures through the Anglo-Saxon period: the Christian culture, which had arrived in England in 597 with Saint Augustine, and the heroic culture, of leaders and heroes who defended their lands against invaders. Pagan Anglo-Saxons believed in fate, which is the opposite of the Christian belief that all individuals have the freedom to make their own choices in life. Anglo-Saxon ideals could be summarized as follows: repression of sentiment, allegiance to a lord or king, great love of personal freedom, lord or king must be hospitable to thanes (warriors and soldiers), respect for women, love for glory, and honoured the truth. 
A. Poetry

The Angles, Saxons, and Jutes who invaded Britain in the 5th and 6th centuries brought with them the common Germanic metre. There are three types of Old English poetry: Heroic, Religious (Christian), and elegiac poetry. It is worth noting at this point that most of the writers of Anglo-Saxon poems are anonymous.
a) Heroic (epic/war): 
The sources of heroic poetry are pre-Christian Germanic myths, history, and customs. An Anglo-Saxon poem describes invasions, battles, heroes, the death of heroes, etc. Moreover, Old English heroic poetry is the earliest extant in all of Germanic literature. It is thus the nearest we can come to the oral pagan literature of Germanic culture, and is also of inestimable value as a source of knowledge about many aspects of Germanic society.  

Examples: Beowulf , The Battle of Maldon, Arthurian Legends
b) religious: 
Anglo-Saxon religious poetry is influenced by Christianity (The Bible). Most of the poems deal with visions, Christ, cross, humiliation, redemption, hope, etc.
Examples

The Dream of the Rood

Cynewulf's Elene, The Ascension, The Fates of the Apostles, Christ, and Juliana
c) elegiac:   

The term 'elegy' is used of Old English poems that lament the loss of worldly goods, glory, or human companionship.

Examples

The Wanderer and The Seafarer
1. Characteristics of Anglo-Saxon Poetry
Most of Anglo-Saxon poetry is characterised by the use of the following devices: 
a. Alliterative Verse

Virtually, all Old English poetry is written in a single metre (the pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables that gives a line of poetry its rhythm), a two-half line with a syntactical break, or caesura, between the first half and the second, and with alliteration linking the two halves of the line. Below, the four lines from Beowulf illustrate the point:

Haeleth hiofende          hlaford leofne

Ongunnon tha on beorge         bael-fyra maest

Wigend weccan          wudu-rec astah

Sweart ofer swiothole             swogende leg

b. Kenning
Kenning is a metaphorical name for a thing, usually expressed in a compound noun (e.g., swan-road, sea-goer, sea-boat, sea-wood, and wave-floater could be used to name the sea); and variation, the repeating of a single idea in different words, with each repetition adding a new level of meaning. That these verse techniques changed little during 400 years of literary production suggests the extreme conservatism of Anglo-Saxon culture.

B. Prose

In general, it is fairly safe to say that Old English prose came later than Old English verse. Many of the earliest books were histories, rather than imaginative writings. They give us a lot of the imagination we have of this period. One of the first books was The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. It was written over a long period of time, and tells the history of England from the beginning of Christian times, around AD 600 to 1154, with details of invasions and battles. Other Anglo-Saxon prose is religious. Numerous anonymous works, some of very high quality, were produced in this period, including homilies, saints' lives, dialogues, and translations of such works as the Gospels, several Old Testament books, liturgical texts, monastic rules, etc. An important writer of prose was Aelfric. His works, such as the Homilies and Lives of Saints, were mostly religious. He wrote out in Old English the meaning of the first seven books of the Bible. His prose style is the best in Old English, and he uses alliteration to join his sentences together. By the end of this period, English had been established as a literary language with a polish and versatility unequaled among European vernaculars.

Old English literature has had an influence on modern literature. Some of the best-known translations include William Morris' translation of Beowulf and Ezra Pound's translation of The Seafarer. The influence of the poetry can be seen in modern poets such as T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and W. H. Auden.
[image: image1.png]



PAGE  
1

