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PRIMER

OF

ENGLISH LITERATURE.

CHAFTEZR 1.
WRITERS DEFORE THE NORMAN CONQUESH, 870 —10686.

1. English Liternlute begins in England about B70,

= Wor Doems, —feaendf, and ikt ul Fimnesburg before 800,
Sung of Hrewnawburk, 037, Fold of Maides, BP1, Odes
n A5, Chronicle, -

3. Relipions Poems—Cedmen's Preaphran of the Bitky, BT0.
Foews in the Exeter and the Veneslli book

4 The Traneifer's Nowr—che Lomemt of Leor—inserted inta
Exeter baok from paymn MES.

5. Pros—Iedn’s dronsigion of S¢, oke, 735, King Hlfred's
Literary and Kiiloriced movk during fis fae tes of peac,
£80—893 and BIF—O0L, Flric's Transiations, G30—
A88, The Enpfik Chromicly, ends 1164,

1. What Literature is.—Before we can enter
on the story of our English Literature we must try to
understand what literature jtself is, By literature we
mean the written thoughts and feclings of intellipent
men and women arranged in a way which will give
pleasure to the reader. Literature has to do therefore,
so far as its subject goes, with all the things about which
we learn, and think, and fecl. As toits form, it has two
large divisions—one of which is called Prose Literaturc
and the uther Poetical Literature,
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2, Proge Literature.—There are many kinds of
prose literature.  Men write in prose about philosophy,
or history, or att, or religion, or science, or manners,
or the lives of men.  Prose lilerture then means
the written thoughts, learning, and feelings of men
on all these subjects. Everpthing in fact that is
written of any kind, except poetry, may be called
prose.  Eut we must not think that everything that is
called prose is literature.  We cannot say, for instance,
that a ship's log, ot a catalogue, or the dzily journal ot
a traveller, is to be called literature simply because
it is written in prose.  Writing is not literature unless
it gives to the reader & pleasurc which arises, not only
from the things said, but from the way m which they
are said, and that pleasure is only given when the
words are carefully or coriously or heautifolly put
together into sentences, Lo do this 1 & speaal way
is to have what we call style, As moch ant must
be used 1n building sentepces up ont of wonls as in
building houses, if we wish the prose we write to be
worthy of the name of literatire.  And just a9 in logk-
ing at different kinds of houses, we say that one is
built in a strong way, another in & siople way, anolber
in 4n ornamental way, so we say in reading hooks
written hy different men that ene is [n a sinple style,
another o a grand, ancther in an eloguent style.
Again, in looking at 3 large Lullding, we sce not only
the way in which it is built, kot also the chamacter and
the mind of the huilder, S0 a0 0 a prose book which
is fif lo belong to literature we onght to feel that there
is 2 distinet mind and chamcter who is speaking to us
through the style, that is, through the way in which
the words are put together. Prose then is not litera-
ture unless it have sar and edaracier, and be written
with curicus care

3 Of Poetical Literature we may say the
same thing. Poetry must be oed by rules more
severe even than those by which we judge prose, and
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unless it satisfies those mles it does not mke rank as
literature, There must be more care taken, more
beauty, more musical movement in the arangement
of the words than in prose ; and the way in which the
thoughts and feelings of the poet are put together into
words will always be, in true poetry, wholly differcnt
from the way in which they wouuld be put together by
a prose writer.  Poetry speaks to us of all that belongs
to Man, and of all that man feels or sees when he is
delighted with the beauty or grandeur of the Natural
World.  These are its two chief subjects in literature ;
atid it writes of them in different kinds of poetry, in
all of which we Eaglish have dene well. " There is
ghic poetry, like Milton's great poem Paradise Josr,
drameiis poctry, like Shakespeare’s pluys ; fyri poctry,
or short pieces on one sulject, like the songs in his
pisys; marrative poetty, like Scott's Lady of #ie
Lade; deeriptioe poetry, like Thomson's Semsens,
winch descrites nature ;) and adiporics! poetry, which
tells a story with a hidden meaning n it. Of -this
last the best cxample is Spensecs Faerie Queen.
These, then, are the two main divisions of literature.
4. The History ef English Literature, then,
is the story of what great English men and women
thought and_ feli, and then wrote down in goed
prose or heautiful poetry in the English language.
The stoty is a long one. It begins about the year
679, and it is still peing on in the year (845 Into
this little book then is to be put the story of 1200
yuars. No people that have ever been in the world
can look back so far as we English can to the
beginnings of our literature ; no people can point to
so long and splendid 2 train of poets and prose writers ;
no nation has on the whole written so much and so
well, Ewery Englishman and woran has good reason
to be proud of the work done by their forefathers in
prose and poetry, Every one who can write a good
book or 4 good song may say to himself, “1 belong
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to a great company, which has been teaching and
delighting the world for more than 1,000 years.” And
that is a fact in which those who write and those who
read ought to feel a noble pride,

5. The English and the Welsh.—This litcra-
ture is written in English, the tongue of our fathers.
They lived, while this island of ours was still called
Britain, in Sleswick, Jutland and Helstein ; but, either
because they were pressed from the inland or
for pure love of adventure, they took to the sea,
and, landing at varous parts Britain at various
times drove back, after 150 years of hard fighting, the
Britons, whom they called Welsh, to the Iand now
called Wales, and to Corowall, It is well for those
who study English literature to remember that in
these two places the Britons remained as a distingt
race with a distinet hiterature of their own, because
the stories and the poetry of the Britons crept alter
wards into Fnglish fiteratare and had a great influence
upon it. The whole tale of King Arthur, of which
English poetry and even English prose is so fll, was
a British tale. Otherwise we English have nothing to
do with the old dwellers in our coung. We drove
these Britons, as the Primer of English History will
describe, utterly away.

6. The First English Paoetry. — When we
came to Britain we were great wmmiors and great
sea pirates—" sea wolves ” as a Roman poet calls us;
and all our poetry down to the present day is full of
war, and still more of the sea. Xo nation has ever
written B0 tuch sea-poctry. It was in the blood of
our fathers, who chanted their sea war-songs as they
sailed. But we were more than mete wamors,  We
were a home-loving people when we pot setiled either
in Sleswick or in England, and all our literature from
the first writings to the last is full of domestic love,
the dearness of home, and the ties of kinsfolk. We
were & religious people; ¢ven as heathen, still more
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so when we became Christian ; and our poetry is as
much tinged with religion as with war. Whenever
literature died down in England it rose again in
puetry ; and the first poetry at each recovery was reli-
gious, or linked to religion. We shall soon see that
our first poems were of war and religion.

7. The English Tongue, — Of the language
in which our literature i3 written we can say little
here ; it is fully discussed in the Primer of Eng-
tish Grammar. Of course it has changed ite lock
very much since it began to be wotten, The
earliest form of our English tongue is very different
from modem English in form, pronumnciation, and
appearance, and one most learn it almost as if it
wore 4 foreipn tongue; but still the language written
in the year 400 13 the eame as that 1 which the
prose of the Bible is wrtten just a5 much a8 the ree
planted a hundred years ago is the same tree to-day.
Itis this sameness of language, as well as the same-
negs of national spirit, which makes our literature one
literature for 1200 years.

8 Old English Poetry was also different then
from what it is now. [t was not written in rime,
nor were its syllables coonted.  The lines are shert
the beat of the verse depends on the emphasis given
by the use of the same letter, except in the case of
vowels, at the beginning of words; and the emphasis
of the words depends on the thought. The lines are
written in pairs; and in the best work the two chief
words in the fitst, and the one chief word in the
second, usually begin with the same letter. Here is
one example from a war-song :—

I wintrum geon “ Warrier of o p
Wordum mader © | With movts sy B
After the Neorman Conquest there gradually crept
in a French system of rimes and of metres and
accent which we find fuflgrown in Chaucer's works,



