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 On the eve of the Norman Conquest, Anglo-Saxon literature reached a state of stagnation. It was impossible for a 

country, where society and political unity were disintegrated as a result of unceasing incursions and internal feuds, 

to faster culture and scholarship. “The literature of recreation”, as Sampson puts it, “was left to memory.” An 

impetus was the dire need, and that was provided by the Norman Conquest, though it took centuries for the 

renovated literature to flourish. 

 The Norman Conquest of England exercised tremendous influence on the English language and the English poetry 

in the Middle English period. The consequences were – Scandinavians turned into Frenchmen. They brought with 

them law, culture and strong impulse of France which was then the literary and educational centre of all Europe. It 

seems to crush the native tongue; but so tenaciously the common people clung to their own speech that in the end 

emerged a new language – the Middle English. The influence of the Norman Conquest on the Middle English 

literature was far reaching. It can be described as follows –  

i. The immediate effect was that the normal development of the English literary tradition was interrupted, and 

their prose and poetry were temporarily forced into background. On the other hand, French literature, rich and 

varied in theme, polite and urbane in spirit, easy and confident in performance, held the English stage for a 

pretty long time. 

ii. The French instinct for symmetry and order became the inevitable part of the English character. In the language 

of Emili Legouis, “a new world has been entered in which grave and deep religious feeling is so allied to the 

simplest and surest art that the result can only be called perfection. Again, the most important trait of Middle 

English literature is clarity. To pass from Beowulf... to the Chanson de Roland is like coming from gloom into 

light. And this sense of light is everywhere: in subject, in manner, in the spirit animating both, and the mind 

which guides them.  

iii. As against the dull and melancholic tone of the Anglo-Saxon literature, we have now a literature refined, 

romantic, witty and vigorous. With love, religion, chivalry, history etc as the main subject matters (as in Cursor 

Mundi and Pricke of Conscience) for the first time ecstasy was infused into religious works. It also blossomed 

forth into full-fledged love poetry moulding the English literature to a great extent. 

iv. Different types of literature, e.g. Romances, Lays, Miracle plays and Allegories came into existence. New 

sentiments and ideas like Patriotism, Gallantry and Humour were also ushered in. 

v. The form of poetry was also affected. From the pre-dominance of Consonants, the drift is towards the use of 

vowels and diphthongs producing clarity and melody. The Anglo-Saxon alliterative verse is replaced by rhyme 

and the old rhetorical style by a simple language. 

vi. The Norman Conquest influenced English Vocabulary, pronunciation, in fact the language as a whole. English 

was enriched with thousands of French and Scandinavian words, becoming a more cosmopolitan and supple 

medium of literary expression. 

vii. Another contribution can be felt in the introduction of the Aristocratic note in the Middle English poetry. We 

now have stories of Kings, Knights, and ladies etc under the influence of the Feudal system as in “Sir Tristan” or 

“Havelock, the Dane. 

viii. Other remarkable results were the breaking up of the old insularity, and the coming of various foreign 

influences, mainly Latin and Celtic. The works of Virgil and Ovid left their mark. The contact with the Saracens 

(Arabs/ Muslims during the Crusades) and the acquaintance with the Eastern folklores gave a new turn to 

literature. In stories like ‘Magic Mirror’ or ‘Marline, the Magician’ the Celtic note of magic and enchantment 

may be traced. 



Thus, we find that the Norman Conquest played a crucial, decisive role in the revolution of English literature. In 

fact, it was so important a chapter that the Middle Ages in English perhaps cannot be properly defined without a 

special reference to the Norman Conquest. 


