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Part 1

The Middle Ages

he history of English is commonly divided into three periods, namely, the

Old English period, the Middle English period, and the Modern English
period. Old English is characterised by full inflections; Middle English is marked by
weakening and disappearing inflectional endings; Modern English exhibits a lack of
inflectional features. This linguistic distinction is the basis for the division of English
literature into Old, Middle, and Modern periods. The Old and Middle English periods
are traditionally known as the Middle Ages.

The Old English period extends from about 450 to 1066. In the 5th century, with
the fall of the Roman Empire, the Romans withdrew their legions from England and
left the land to the rule of Celts. However, England was soon invaded by the Germanic
tribes: the Anglo-Saxons. By 550, the Anglo-Saxons were firmly established and their
language, English, became the dominant language in England. They had lived there
for centuries until they were conquered by the Normans from France. The most
significant literary work of this period is Beowulf.

The Middle English period extends from the Norman Conquest in 1066 to
1485, the year when King Henry VII of the Tudor Dynasty ascended to the throne.

During this period, three languages were used in England: English, French, and Latin.
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Various literary genres emerged and became popular among different social classes.
Medieval romances, which depicted chivalric adventures of knights and ladies, were
popular among the nobility. Meanwhile, medieval folk ballads expressed the joys and
sorrows of common people. Literature thrived in the 14th century with celebrated
writers, such as Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1343-1400) and William Langland (c. 1330-1400).
Chaucer is often regarded as the father of English poetry. His representative work, The

Canterbury Tales (1887-1400), contains 24 short tales told by different pilgrims from
different social classes in his day.
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