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1° The dawn : Beowulf 

The Beowulf manuscript  • Beowulf , a heroic prince, fights the fierce 
man-eating monster Grendel, and 
Grendel's horrid mother. Victorious, 
Beowulf goes home to Geatland (Sweden) 
and later becomes king. 

 
• Written down in the 8th-9th C  
• Oral tradition.  
• Over 1000 compound words.  
• Sunnandaeg / daegred(dawn)/ 
• aftergengnes (succession) / ciricgang 

(churchgoing) / forliggang (adultery) 
• -ed form/see,saw/can/will 

 

• "The fight would have ended straightaway 
if God had not guarded me"  

• “the Wielder (controler) of Men granted 
me that I should see hanging on the wall a 
fair, ancient great-sword”  

• "Most often He has guided the man 
without friends". 

Old 
Norse    

Swedish 
     

Old 
English                          

 
lauf 
austr 
draumr 
dauðr 
 

 
löv 
öst 
dröm 
död 
 

 
lēaf 
ēast 
drēam 
dēað 
 



2° Norman power : Piers the Plowman 

William Langland  (1330?-1399?)  

Norman rule  

• The Court : Norman 

• The Church : Latin  

• The people : Anglo-Saxon English 

• 1362 English first used in Parliament 

• 1381 Richard II speaks English to the Peasants 

• 1399 Henry IV English speaking dynasty                   
Piers the Plowman A vision of a dreamer  Will, 

critical of the rich…realities of inequalities in England. 
Meets Piers the Plowman, a good man in a harsh 

world  : In a somer sesun 

Whan softe was the sonne 

I shope me into a shroud 

A sheep as I were  

In habite of a hermite 

Wondres to here 

 

14th-century  
manuscript of                            Froissart : Richard II addresses the 
Piers the Plowman                                      Peasants’ revolt 1381 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 Chaucer (1340-1400) and the emergence 
of an English voice  

Courtier and diplomat 
• Captured during the Hundred 

Years’ War  

• Dante, Boccaccio and Froissart 
Romance de la Rose 

• Translator and imitator  

• Troilus and Cressida long poem 

• Diplomat, member of 
parliament for Kent from 1386, 
then clerk of the king's works 
(building projects) 

 

• 1387-1400 'The Canterbury 
Tales‘   unfinished masterpiece 

 

  end of Chaucer’s life 

• 1397 Chaucer is granted a tun 

(252 gallons) of wine by the King 

• 1400 Last work : The 

Complaint of Chaucer to His 

Purse. "I am so sory now that 

ye be light"  

• 1400  Chaucer's Death on 25 

October,buried Westminster 

Abbey 



The Canterbury Tales (1387) : the first 
English masterpiece  

The Prologue  
• Innkeeper and Host, said to the pilgrims 

traveling to Canterbury 
"It's that you each, to shorten the long 
journey, 
Shall tell two tales en route to Canterbury, 
And, coming homeward, another two, 
Stories of things that happened long ago. 
 

Idea from Boccaccio’s Decameron 

•Whoever best acquits himself, and tells 

The most amusing and instructive tale, 

Shall have a dinner, paid by us all, 

Here in this roof, and under this roof-tree, 

When we come back again from 

Canterbury. 



The Miller’s Tale (i) 

This carpenter hadde newe a 
wyf, 

Which that he lovede moore 
than his lyf 

Of eighteteene yeer she was of 
age. 

Jalous he was, and heeld hire 
narwe in cage, 

For she was wylde and yong, 
and he was old, 

And demed hymself, been lik a 
cokewold. 

She was a prymerole, a 
piggesnye, 

For any lord to leggen in his 
bedde, 

Or yet for any good yeman to 
wedde. 

This carpenter had recently married a wife 

Whom he loved more than he loved his life; 

She was eighteen years of age. 

Jealous he was and held her close in cage. 

For she was wild and young, and he was old, 

And deemed himself as like to be cuckold.  

She was a primrose, and a tender chicken 

For any lord to lay upon his bed,Or yet for 

any good yeoman to wed. 



The Miller’s Tale (ii) 

• She hir love hym graunted atte 
laste,Ans swoor hir ooth, by seint 
Thomas of Kent, 

• That she wol been at his 
comandement 

• « Myn housbonde is so ful of 
jalousie That …I nam but deed," 
quod she. »  

• « Nay, therof care thee 
noght, »quod Nicholas. 

• « A clerk hadde litherly biset his 
whyle, but if he koude a 
carpenter bigyle. »   Whan 
Nicholas had doon thus everideel, 

• And thakked hire aboute the 
lendes weel,He kiste hire sweete 
and taketh his sawtrie, And 
pleyeth faste, and maketh 
melodie. 
 

Oath 

Saint Thomas of Becket 

I am as good as dead 

A clerk has lazily passed his time if 

he can’t   

In every way And patted her  

Around the loins 

taking his harp 



La Mort d’Arthur, Caxton’s edition  

4° Thomas Mallory (1405-1471) 

• Sir Launcelot du Lake, and as we know well 
there can no lady have thy love but one, now 

thou shalt lose her for ever, and she thee, 
and therefore…choose one of us four. I am 

the Queen Morgan le Fay … choose or else in 
this prison to die.  

 

• This is an hard case, said Sir Launcelot, that 
either I must die or else choose one of you 
…for ye be false enchantresses, and as for 
my lady, Dame Guenever, she is the truest 

lady unto her lord living. Yea, on my life, said 
Sir Launcelot, refused ye be of me.  

Extract : Launcelot is captured 



5° Renaissance England 

Extract from Utopia  

 

They wonder much to hear 
that gold, which in itself is so 
useless a thing, should be 
everywhere so much 
esteemed, that even men for 
whom it was made, and by 
whom it has its value, should 
yet be thought of less value 
than it is 

THOMAS MORE (1477-1535) 

Humanist, friend of Erasmus 

 

« Utopia", ideal, imaginary island 
nation whose political 
system he described in 1516 
to criticise the morals of his 
time, for example greed for 
money (see extract) 

 

Henry VIII’s Lord Chancellor from 
1529 to 1532.  

Refused to accept King Henry 
VIII's claim to be supreme 
head of the Church of 
England, beheaded in 1535 

 

• I die the king's faithful 
servant, but God's first.  

http://www.biography.com/people/thomas-more-9414278


Renaissance England  
Henry VIII (1509-47) 

Thomas Wyatt 1503-1542 
Petrarch sonnet form  
 

Who list her hunt, I put him out of doubt, 
As well as I may spend his time in vain. 
And graven with diamonds in letters plain 
There is written, her fair neck round about: 
Noli me tangere, for Caesar’s I am  

     1536 imprisoned in the Tower 



6° Elizabeth I 1558-1603 

The first Elizabethan age.  
The Armada portrait 1588 



Spenser (1552-99)The Fairy Queen  

• Upon a great adventure [Redcrosse] was 
bound,/ That greatest Gloriana her grace 
to have,/ Which of all earthly thinges he 
most did crave.  
 

 
 

• Redcrosse hero of Protestantism against 
Catholicism, knight serving the Fairy Queen 
(Elizabeth) 

• Marries Una (one church) after 
• abandoning the deceitful witch Duessa             

(Mary Queen of Scots) 
 

 



Shakespeare’s theatre 

 



Shakepeare’s life  
• William Shakespeare was born in 1564, in Stratford-upon-Avon,  
• England. From 1594 member of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men  
• players. 154 sonnets professional writer, actor theatre owner. 
•  Died in 1616, Stratford 3000 words in English attributed to him    

 
• Comedy,tragedy, history  
• First plays Romeo and Juliet but mostly history plays in the early 1590s. Richard II, Henry VI (parts 1, 2 

and 3) and Richard III dramatise the destructive weak or corrupt rulers, justifying the origins of the 
Tudor Dynasty.  

• Comedies in a second period A Midsummer Night's Dream, the now controversial Merchant of Venice, 
the witty Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like It and Twelfth Night.  

• Later Works: Tragedies and Tragicomedies  
• William Shakespeare's later period, around and  1600, that he wrote Julius Caesar, the tragedies Hamlet, 

King Lear, Othello and Macbeth, timeless and universal.  
• Final period, under James I, tragicomedies notably The Winter's Tale and The Tempest. Graver in tone 

than the comedies, but end with reconciliation and forgiveness.  



Julius Caesar 1599 
• •ANTONY  
• Friends, Romans, countrymen, 

lend me your ears. 
• •I come to bury Caesar, not to 

praise him. 
• •The evil that men do lives after 

them; 
• •The good is oft interrèd with their 

bones. 
• •Here, under leave of Brutus and 

the rest— 
• •For Brutus is an honorable man; 
• •So are they all, all honorable 

men— 
• •Come I to speak in Caesar’s 

funeral. 
• •He was my friend, faithful and 

just to me. 
 

 



A Shakespeare potpourri  

• The seven ages of man  

                                         • Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? 

• We band of brothers  

                                           Star-crossed lovers  

• The green-eyed monster  

•                                What's in a name?A rose by any other name would smell as sweet 

• Now is the winter of our discontent  

•                                           If music be the food of love, play on  

• Beware the ides of March 

•                                             We are such stuff as dreams are made on  

• Something is rotten in the state of Denmark 

•                                             To be, or not to be: that is the question                                  

Enough, no more.'Tis not so sweet now as it was before. 


