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Cultural Tradition and Social Change: From Beowulf to the Beggar’s Opera 

 
Course Description: 
Note: English 220 is designed to focus on major English writers of prose, poetry, and drama before the 
18th century. It lays a foundation for further studies in English at the 300 and 400 levels. This course is 
required for the English literature major. 
 
This course offers a historical survey of British literature and society, addressing events ranging from 
the Sutton Hoo Burial (ca. 700) to the execution of Jonathan Wild (1725). Readings 
from Beowulf to The Beggar’s Opera illuminate shifts in class hierarchies, codes of conduct, gender 
scripts, and local settings, enabling us to observe continuities and differences in cultural modes (oral to 
print), linguistic variables (Anglo-Saxon to Modern English), literary genres (heroic epic to mock-epic), 
and principal characters (warriors to criminals). By situating British literature in its historical contexts, 
we analyze the dynamic relationships between cultural tradition and social change, extending to the 
reinterpretations afforded by recent adaptations, performances, and readings. Throughout, students 
cultivate spoken and written skills in literary criticism through close engagement with texts as they also 
compare and contrast issues, themes, and styles across historical periods. 
 
Required Texts: 
(subject to minor modifications) 

 The Longman Anthology of British Literature. General editor David Damrosch. 4th  ed. New 
York: Longman, 2010. Includes separate volumes 1A to 1C: 
         The Middle Ages. 
         The Early Modern Period. 
         The Restoration and the Eighteenth Century. 

Course Requirements: 
(subject to minor modifications) 

 Participation and Group Work 
 Midterm 
 Major Essay 
 Final Examination 


