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Writing in the Ruins: Early Medieval Literature in Britain 

 
Course Description: 
The clash of blade on the shield-wall – Grendel's monstrous form looming through the mist – the 
Dragon's roar – Odin's blood on the world-tree – the broken ruin of a Roman town - rumours of a new 
God from across the sea – the song of Raven and Wolf – the first sounds of a Te Deum in a new built 
church – the blood cries of the sea-wolves – the lament for the passing of an age. 

The literary landscape of Early Medieval Britain (c. 497 AD – 1066 AD) is linguistically and culturally 
diverse, a record of profound cultural change over the span of five centuries. This course is designed to 
introduce students to the multilingual literatures of Early Medieval Britain, a period that saw the birth of 
English as a language and as a literature, but one that was always is dialogue with the other languages 
of the British Isles. Primarily focusing upon the surviving literature of the Anglo-Saxons (recorded in 
various dialects of Old English (cf. ENGL 340)), the course will also introduce students to selections of 
Welsh, Norse, and Latin literature from the early medieval period (all texts will be read in modern 
English translation). 

The early British Middle Ages, often simplistically named the 'Anglo-Saxon period', was a complex 
geography of cultural and linguistic intermixture. While the colonizing pagan Anglo-Saxons (from the 
early sixth century onwards) eventually came to dominate the lowland areas of Britain that now 
encompass England, the culture and literature of the Celtic peoples survived and thrived in the West 
(Wales) and the North. To this mix we add the culture of the Scandinavian peoples, who came first to 
burn and raid, but later to settle and conquer. Interweaving with all these vernaculars was the 
international language of medieval Europe, the Latin of the Church and (by default) of international 
intellectual culture. This course will seek to understand the origins of English literature in its profoundly 
multilingual and postcolonial contexts. 

Required Texts: 

 Anglo-Saxon Poetry: An Anthology (ed. By Roy Liuzza) 
 Beowulf: Facing Page Translation (ed. and transl. by Roy Liuzza) 
 The Poetic Edda (transl. by Carolyne Larrington) 
 Welsh and Latin poems (supplied by professor) 

Course Requirements: 
Two midterms (2 x 20%); one research essay (30%); one exam (30%). 


