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Abstract 

This study investigates how Christianity fundamentally reshaped the 

development of early English literature between the 7th and 11th centuries. After the 

arrival of Christian missionaries, especially following St. Augustine’s mission in 597 

AD, Anglo-Saxon literary traditions experienced a major cultural transformation: a 

predominantly oral and pagan heritage evolved into a written literary culture inspired 

by Christian principles. This change introduced new literary forms, spiritual themes, 

and stylistic innovations that became the cornerstone of English writing. Early authors 

began blending biblical stories with native heroic traditions, creating works that 

expressed both religious devotion and traditional Germanic values. Examples such as 

Caedmon’s Hymn, The Dream of the Rood, and the Christian moral tone in Beowulf 

reveal how Christian beliefs shaped poetic symbolism, ethical perspectives, and 

language. Christianity also promoted widespread literacy through monastic schools 

and scriptoria, encouraging translation, preservation of texts, and original literary 

creation. Through religious imagery, moral teaching, and theological reflection, 

Christianity significantly broadened the intellectual and artistic dimensions of Old 

English literature. The paper argues that the Christianization of England was essential 

not only for introducing new content and ideas but also for establishing the institutional 

systems that enabled the expansion of writing, scholarship, and cultural continuity in 

medieval England. 

Key words: Christian influence; Old English writings; monastic scholarship; 

biblical themes; early English poetry; Caedmon; Dream of the Rood; Christian 

conversion; Anglo-Saxon culture; medieval religious texts. 

Аннотация 

Данное исследование анализирует то, как христианство глубоко повлияло 

на развитие ранней английской литературы в период с VII по XI века. После 

прихода христианских миссионеров, особенно после миссии Святого Августина 

в 597 году, англосаксонская литературная традиция претерпела значительную 

культурную трансформацию: из преимущественно устной и языческой она 
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превратилась в письменную культуру, основанную на христианских идеях. Это 

изменение привело к появлению новых литературных форм, духовных мотивов 

и стилевых особенностей, которые стали фундаментом английской 

письменности. Ранние авторы начали сочетать библейские сюжеты с 

древнегерманскими героическими традициями, создавая произведения, 

выражающие одновременно религиозную преданность и традиционные 

ценности англосаксонского общества. Такие тексты, как «Гимн Кэдмона», «Сон 

о Кресте» и христианские элементы в «Беовульфе», показывают, как 

христианские идеи повлияли на поэтическую символику, моральные 

представления и язык. Христианство также способствовало распространению 

грамотности через монастырские школы и скриптории, поддерживая перевод 

текстов, их сохранение и создание оригинальных произведений. Посредством 

религиозных образов, нравственных наставлений и богословских размышлений 

христианство значительно расширило интеллектуальные и художественные 

возможности древнеанглийской литературы. В работе утверждается, что 

христианизация Англии была решающим фактором не только в привнесении 

новых идей и тем, но и в создании культурных и образовательных институтов, 

которые обеспечили развитие письменности, науки и традиции в средневековой 

Англии. 

Ключевые слова: Христианское влияние; древнеанглийские тексты; 

монастырская грамотность; библейские мотивы; ранняя английская поэзия; 

Кэдмон; «Сон о Кресте»; христианизация Англии; англосаксонская культура; 

религиозная литература Средневековья. 

Annotatsiya 

Ushbu tadqiqot xristianlikning VII–XI asrlar oralig‘ida ilk ingliz adabiyotining 

shakllanishiga qanday chuqur ta’sir ko‘rsatganini o‘rganadi. Xristian 

missionerlarining, ayniqsa, 597-yilda Avliyo Avgustinning kelishidan so‘ng, anglo-

sakson adabiy an’analari sezilarli darajada o‘zgardi: og‘zaki va butparast meros 

asosidagi madaniyat asta-sekin yozma va xristian g‘oyalari bilan boyitilgan adabiy 

an’anaga aylandi. Bu jarayon yangi adabiy shakllarning, ruhiy mavzularning va uslubiy 

xususiyatlarning paydo bo‘lishiga sabab bo‘lib, ingliz yozma madaniyatining asosini 

yaratdi. Dastlabki mualliflar bibliyadagi voqealarni german qahramonlik an’analari 

bilan uyg‘unlashtirib, diniy sadoqat va anglo-sakson qadriyatlarini birlashtirgan asarlar 

yaratdilar. “Kedmon madhiyasi”, “Xoch haqidagi orzu” va “Beovulf”dagi xristian 

mafkurasi xristianlikning poetik ramzlar, axloqiy qarashlar va tilga ko‘rsatgan ta’sirini 

yaqqol namoyish etadi. Xristianlik, shuningdek, monastir maktablari va skriptoriylar 

orqali savodxonlikning kengayishiga xizmat qildi, matnlarni tarjima qilish, saqlash va 

yangi asarlar yaratishni rag‘batlantirdi. Diniy obrazlar, axloqiy ta’limotlar va ilohiy 

tafakkur orqali xristianlik qadimgi ingliz adabiyotining intellektual va badiiy 
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salohiyatini sezilarli darajada boyitdi. Tadqiqot shuni ta’kidlaydiki, Angliyaning 

xristianlashuvi nafaqat yangi mazmun va g‘oyalarni olib kirgan, balki o‘rta asrlardagi 

ilm-fan, yozuv va madaniy an’analarni rivojlantirgan ilmiy-ma’rifiy tizimning 

shakllanishiga ham asos bo‘lgan. 

Kalit so‘zlar: Xristian ta’siri; qadimgi ingliz adabiyoti; monastir savodxonligi; 

bibliyaviy motivlar; ilk ingliz she’riyati; Kedmon; “Xoch haqidagi orzu”; Angliyaning 

xristianlashuvi; anglo-sakson madaniyati; o‘rta asr diniy matnlari. 

 

Introduction 

The spread of Christianity across early medieval England brought profound 

changes to the development of English literature. Prior to the Christian influence, 

Anglo-Saxon culture relied heavily on oral storytelling shaped by pagan beliefs, heroic 

legends, and tribal customs. With the arrival of Christian missionaries in the 7th 

century, however, a new intellectual and literary phase began. The Church introduced 

written traditions, Latin scholarship, and monastic education, which greatly expanded 

opportunities for recording and preserving texts.1 As literacy grew and monasteries 

became centers of learning, English writing gradually shifted from heroic pagan 

narratives toward works that explored spiritual ideas, moral values, and biblical 

themes. This fusion of Christian teachings with traditional Germanic elements created 

a distinctive literary style unique to the early English period. One of the earliest records 

explaining how Christianity spread across Anglo-Saxon England.2 

In addition, Christianity reshaped not only the content but also the forms and 

purposes of early English literature. Religious poetry, sermons, biblical retellings, 

saints’ biographies, and historical writings became prominent genres. Influential 

authors such as Bede, Caedmon, and Cynewulf contributed to transforming English 

literary culture into a medium for religious education, spiritual reflection, and cultural 

memory. Through these developments, Christianity played a decisive role in shaping 

the foundations of English literary identity. Studying this influence helps us understand 

how English writing evolved from oral heroic storytelling into a rich written tradition 

grounded in faith, learning, and artistic creativity.3 

Note on influence of Christianity on English language 

Christianity did not only change the style of writing in early England but also 

influenced the way people understood the world around them. Before Christians 

arrived, most stories were based on bravery, battles, and loyalty to one’s tribe. When 

Christianity spread, writers began to include new ideas—such as forgiveness, kindness, 

                                                           
1 The Venerable Bede (672–735) documented how monasteries became centers of learning and literary preservation. 
2 Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People (731) 
3 Saint Augustine of Canterbury’s mission to England in 597 
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and the importance of the soul. This made early English literature more focused on 

spiritual questions rather than just heroic actions. 

Another important change was the creation of written texts. Anglo-Saxons 

mainly shared stories orally, meaning they were passed from person to person by 

memory. With Christianity came the skill of writing and reading, taught mostly by 

monks. Monasteries became places where people copied books, translated texts, and 

wrote new works. Because of this, many poems, prayers, and historical records 

survived and reached our time. Christianity also helped create a new type of 

storytelling. Poets began rewriting biblical stories in a style familiar to the Anglo-

Saxons. For example, some biblical heroes were described like traditional warriors to 

make the stories easier for people to understand. This combination of Christian beliefs 

with old traditions created a unique and memorable literary style. 

Moreover, early English writers started using Latin—the language of the Church 

and education. This helped connect England to the wider European world. Many 

English monks studied abroad, exchanged ideas, and brought home new methods of 

writing and learning. 4As a result, early English literature became richer and more 

diverse. 

Overall, Christianity helped shape the very beginning of English literature by 

bringing writing skills, new themes, and new ways of thinking. It provided the 

foundation for later writers and helped build the early identity of English culture.5 

The Influence of Christianity on the English Language 

Augustine of Canterbury’s arrival in Britain in 597 introduced Latin, literacy, 

and Christianity. These three cultural elements profoundly and enduringly influenced 

the development of the language we speak, read, and write. Whether your first 

introduction to English was the Bible, an episode of Friends, or a Celine Dion tape. 

English has influenced 67 countries and counting (not including sovereign lands). The 

language’s introduction to Christianity shaped the vocabulary, etymology, and cultural 

nuances of anyone who speaks English (regardless of the form). The earliest 

documented mention of “evangelical” is from around 1527, in Copy of Lett. wherein 

Kyng Henry VIII made Answere vnto M. Luther (OED, 2024). Martin Luther was a 

German monk and theologian who started the Protestant Reformation. At the time of 

the letter, King Henry VIII was a staunch defender of the Catholic church before he 

wanted to annul one of his marriages. Going back to the etymology, the Latin 

“evangelicus” is derived from the Greek word “euangelion,” meaning “good news.” In 

the context when it was written, it refers to someone who preaches the gospel or good 

news of Jesus Christ (OED, 2024). This meaning, of course, still applies today. A big 

                                                           
4 The Dream of the Rood, recorded in the 10th century, is one of the first Christian poems blending heroic Anglo-Saxon 

style with religious symbolism. 
5 The poem Beowulf (circa 700–750) shows a mixture of pagan traditions and Christian moral lessons, according to 

scholars such as Tolkien (1936). 
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part of Presbyterian and Evangelical Christians is to go on missions and “go forth” to 

“spread the good news” to other communities. 

Since the early beginnings of Christianity, it seems that religion itself had an 

urge to be spread. Indeed, the bishops and archbishops were not only spiritual figures, 

but also political ones, and this demonstrates how influential Christianity was in the 

Anglo-Saxon life. This essay is going to talk about the perspective that we have on the 

Anglo-Saxons nowadays, as well as how Christianity and commerce are connected and 

how religion is sold through salvation.6 

To begin with, it seems that Christianity was very important in the Anglo-Saxon 

life. Due to Christianity, there are texts that give us a glimpse of how life in that period 

was and how their culture developed. Alison Hudson, a curator of Anglo-Saxon 

Manuscripts at the British Library, claims that “Bede’s description of temples, priests 

and the various pagan gods seem to be based on Greco-Roman mythology, rather than 

first-hand experience of Anglo-Saxon paganism”, meaning that our point of view about 

the Anglo-Saxons may be profoundly biased. 

Research Methodology 

This study uses a qualitative approach to explore how Christianity shaped early 

English writing. The research is based mainly on textual analysis of early Anglo-Saxon 

works, including poems, religious translations, and historical writings produced in 

monasteries. Primary sources such as Beowulf, The Dream of the Rood, and the 

writings of Bede were examined to identify Christian themes, symbols, and moral 

lessons. Secondary sources—scholarly articles, historical studies, and books—were 

used to support interpretations and provide background context. The method also 

includes comparative analysis, where pagan elements are compared with newly 

introduced Christian ideas to show how literature changed over time. This approach 

helps reveal how the arrival of Christianity influenced not only the content but also the 

purpose, tone, and style of early English literature.7 

Analysis and Results 

The analysis shows that Christianity deeply transformed early English writing in 

several key ways. First, Christian themes began to appear in traditional heroic 

narratives, shifting the focus from physical strength to spiritual values. Characters who 

were once described as warriors were now also shown as believers seeking divine 

guidance. Second, the spread of Christianity introduced literacy, allowing stories that 

were previously oral to be written down and preserved. Monks played a major role in 

copying, translating, and creating texts, which helped expand the body of English 

literature. Third, Christian beliefs brought new genres—such as sermons, hymns, 

                                                           
6 King Alfred the Great (871–899) promoted the translation of Latin Christian texts into Old English, making literature 

more accessible. 
7 The Lindisfarne Gospels (circa 715) represent one of the earliest examples of Christian artistic and literary influence 

in England. 
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biblical retellings, and moral poetry—that had not existed in England before. The 

results also show that writers blended Christian ideas with older pagan traditions, 

creating a unique literary style that combined both cultures. Overall, Christianity 

provided new themes, a new purpose for writing, and a new system of education that 

strongly influenced literary development. 

Discussion 

The findings suggest that Christianity acted as a powerful cultural force that 

changed the direction of early English literature. Without the arrival of Christianity, 

many early English texts might never have been written down or preserved. The role 

of monasteries was especially important: they served as centers of learning where 

writing, translation, and education were developed. By comparing Christian elements 

with pagan traditions, it becomes clear that writers were not simply replacing old ideas 

but combining them in creative ways. This blending helped audiences accept new 

beliefs while still recognizing familiar cultural values. The discussion also highlights 

that Christianity encouraged moral reflection and personal spirituality in literature, 

moving works beyond entertainment toward deeper ethical and philosophical 

questions. Therefore, the influence of Christianity was not limited to religion alone—

it shaped language, literary structure, and the themes that writers explored. The impact 

of these changes can still be seen in later medieval writing and remains an important 

part of the history of English literature.8 

Conclusion 

Christianity played a decisive and far-reaching role in shaping the earliest stages 

of English literary tradition, influencing not only the topics writers explored but also 

the cultural meaning of writing itself. This study shows that the arrival of the Christian 

faith brought with it a new intellectual framework, new literary purposes, and new 

institutions that supported the growth of written culture. Prior to conversion, Anglo-

Saxon society mainly relied on oral storytelling traditions, where heroic legends and 

pagan beliefs were preserved through memory. With the establishment of Christian 

monasteries, however, writing became a central tool for teaching, preserving 

knowledge, and guiding moral behavior. These monastic centers became the birthplace 

of English literary heritage. 

The analysis further reveals that early English authors did not simply replace 

pagan traditions with Christian ideas; instead, they fused them in creative and 

meaningful ways. Texts such as Beowulf or The Dream of the Rood illustrate how 

Christian themes—like divine protection, sacrifice, and spiritual salvation—were 

woven into traditional heroic narratives. This blending of worldviews helped Anglo-

Saxon audiences gradually adapt to new religious beliefs while still recognizing 

                                                           
8 Ælfric of Eynsham (955–1010) produced sermons and biblical translations that shaped early Christian prose in Old 

English. 
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familiar cultural patterns.9 Thus, Christianization shaped not only what was written but 

how stories were structured and understood. 

Another important finding is that Christianity ensured the survival and expansion 

of early English literature through the development of manuscript culture. Monks 

translated Latin works, recorded oral stories, copied older texts, and produced new 

religious writings, thereby enriching the English language with new concepts, symbols, 

and stylistic forms. Through this process, English literature gained depth, moral 

complexity, and a stable written foundation that did not exist before the spread of the 

Christian faith.10 

Ultimately, the influence of Christianity on early English writing was 

transformative in every sense. It preserved ancient narratives, introduced new literary 

models, reshaped cultural identity, and laid the groundwork for later medieval and even 

modern English literature. Recognizing the magnitude of this impact is essential for 

understanding how English literary tradition developed and why its earliest works 

continue to hold cultural and historical significance. 
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