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Old English Literature 

 

I. Introduction to Old English Period 

The exploration of old English Literature is a fascinating journey back to the roots of the 

English language. Old English, or Anglo-Saxon, was spoken and written in parts of what are 

now England and southern Scotland between the 5th and 11th centuries. This period marks 

the early stages of the English language and provides a window into the life, beliefs, and 

artistic expressions of the Anglo-Saxon people. 

II. Historical Context of Old English Literature 

Anglo-Saxon England was a melting pot of cultures and languages, resulting from the 

migrations of the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes to Britain following the decline of Roman rule. 

This era was characterized by the establishment of small kingdoms, frequent warfare, and the 

spread of Christianity, which significantly influenced the literature of the time. 

Most Old English literature that survives today comes from four major manuscripts: the 

Exeter Book, the Junius manuscript, the Vercelli Book, and the Nowell Codex (which 

contains "Beowulf"). These texts provide invaluable insights into the culture, religion, and 

social norms of Anglo-Saxon England. 

III. Characteristics of Old English Literature 



Old English literature is renowned for its distinctive features, including: 

1. Alliteration: The repetition of initial consonant sounds in closely positioned words or 

stressed syllables. 

2. Caesura: A noticeable pause in the middle of a line of poetry, used for rhythmic 

effect. 

3. Kennings: Compound expressions used in place of a simple noun, such as "whale-

road" for the sea. 

Themes often revolve around heroism, the inevitability of death, the struggle between good 

and evil, and the harsh realities of life. Christian and pagan elements frequently coexist, 

reflecting the transitional period in which these works were written. 

IV. Major Works of Old English Literature:  

1) Beowulf: Perhaps the most famous Old English epic poem, "Beowulf" tells the story 

of its eponymous hero as he battles monsters and dragons. It's a masterpiece of early 

literature, blending heroic action, moral reflection, and deep melancholy. 

2) The Wanderer and The Seafarer: These elegiac poems explore themes of loss, exile, 

and the search for wisdom and spiritual peace amidst life's hardships. 

3) The Dream of the Rood: An example of Christian influence, this poem presents a 

vision of the crucifixion from the perspective of the cross itself. 

V. Old English and Its Legacy 

The Norman Conquest of 1066 marked the end of the Old English period, leading to 

significant linguistic changes. However, the legacy of Old English literature endures, 

influencing writers through the ages, including modern authors like J.R.R. Tolkien, who drew 

upon its themes and linguistic features in his own work. 

VI. Conclusion  



Today, we've only scratched the surface of Old English literature, but I hope you've gained an 

appreciation for its depth, beauty, and significance. It not only enriches our understanding of 

the English language's history but also connects us with the thoughts and feelings of people 

from a thousand years ago. 

 

Homework Assignment 

Choose an excerpt from "Beowulf" or another Old English poem. Write a brief analysis 

focusing on its themes, the literary devices used, and consider its relevance or connection to 

the modern world. 

 


