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Introduction to the Course 
 

Dear Students, 

This study guide on the course of History of English Literature is developed to 

familiarize you with the literary development of different genres in various 

periods of the English Literature. These periods and/or eras range from the Old 

English Period (450 -1066) to the Post Victorian or Modern Era (1901 Onwards) 

and a reflection of these numerous literary movements of these eras can be traced 

out from several perspectives and angles on English Literature. The detail of 

almost all the literary developments during the above-mentioned eras has been 

focused upon throughout this study guide.  

 

However, it is important to mention here that our intention was to cover the 

numerous expansions in the literary genres till the twentieth century, though it 

was desirable to include also the twenty first century literary development. Yet, as 

a matter of fact, it is more desirable at BS Level that you must be familiarized 

with only the fundamental vital literary movements and schools of thoughts 

playing the pivotal role as the literary foundation. The English Literature, 

therefore, created in all the eras was unique for the specific characteristic features 

of direction, precision, truthfulness, content and form for the purpose of 

enlightening the social aspects and powerful resolutions. Hence, the English 

Literature is representative mainly of these eras, in which it has been produced. 

For example, the Renaissance Literature (sixteenth to the mid seventeenth 

century), the Neo-Classical Literature (eighteenth century) and the Romantic 

Literature (nineteenth century) are unique as far as respective learning revival, 

realism, the imaginative focus and human dignity were concerned.  

 

Concisely, it is to provide you with a complete understanding of the various 

influences of the era on the literary works of the different eras. Generally, the 

English Literature was inclined toward the established system of moralistic and 

religious values, beliefs and social ethics which impacted all the renowned literary 

writers of the different eras/periods. Nevertheless, Dear Students, this course can 

only be fully beneficial to you in its true sense, if you go through it completely 

and attempt all the exercises assigned to you at the end of each unit.  At the end, 

we want to make it clear that it is not a course in English Literature itself, so the 

individual literary works are not discussed in detail rather it is just a course about 

historical references of the English Literature of the varied literary eras.  
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Objectives of the Course 
 

Please go through the study guide completely in order to comprehend the English 

Literature progression within different centuries. After reading this a complete 

course, you will be able to: 

 to discern a comprehensive chronological evolution of the development of 

English literature; 

 to know the varied influences of historical, political, socio-cultural events as 

well as that of philosophical and literary elements on literature; 

 to recognize different literary genres, their evolution and developmental 

stages throughout all the literary periods; 

 to enlist the poets who wrote in Old, Classical, Romantic and Modern 

English; 

 to identify the characteristics of poetry and prose (drama, novel and essay) 

produced in all the literary periods from old to modern eras;  

 to demonstrate the effects of French literature on English poetry and prose; 

 to enlist various types of Middle English poetry popular among the masses; 

 to introduce the main contribution of great literary writers like John Gower, 

William Shakespeare, T.S. Eliot, John Keats, Virginia Woolf and Joseph 

Conrad in the prose and poetic developments in the respective literary 

periods; 

 to explain the development in the Neo-Classical Poetry with special 

reference to the poetic art of Alexander Pope as well as to his literary 

masterpieces of English Literature; 

 to delineate the term “Victorian” in the history of English Literature; 

 to identify the major conflicts inherent in the Victorian Era and assess how 

they exert an impact on the Victorian Literature; 

 to identify the different eras of history of English Literature with special 

reference to their main literary writers; 

 to narrate three phases in the twentieth century English Literature with 

special focus on development in three genres of drama, novel and poetry; 

and 

 to recognize and explain the literary characteristics and main themes of the 

Old, Classical, Romantic, Victorian and Modern Literature. 
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Overview 
 

The British Isles have been home to different people including the Picts and Scots, Celts 

and finally the Germanic tribes who migrated from continental Europe to this group of 

islands located in the North of the Atlantic Ocean. The Romans came to the British Isles 

in the first century CE or Christian Era, ruled there and then departed in the fifth century. 

As Christianity began to spread in Europe it also reached the British Isles in the sixth 

century. English language began to evolve in the British Isles in the fifth century and the 

spread of Christianity helped in the development of this new vernacular or local 

language. The Christian preachers used English language to convey their message to the 

local population. As an English language began to develop it produced literature which 

was initially in the oral form but gradually it was preserved in the written form. The Old 

English literature is both religious and secular. It includes various forms of poetry and 

some prose works. Secular poetry composed in Old English includes the epic poem 

Beowulf, shorter heroic poems, battle poems and love poems all composed by 

anonymous poets. The religious poems were composed by Bede, Cynwulf and Caedmon 

who mostly versified Biblical content. Prose works in Old English are mostly translations 

of various Latin works done by King Alfred and the sermons written by the two priests 

Alfric and Wulfstan.  

 

Objectives 
 

After reading this chapter, the students will be able to: 

i. demonstrate their knowledge of the people living in British Isles from 5
th
 to 11

th
 

centuries; 

ii. discuss the evolution of the English language; 

iii. enlist the poets who wrote in Old English; 

iv. identify the characteristics of poetry produced in Old English; and 

v. explain the nature of prose written in Old English. 
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1.1 The People of British Isles 
 

The British Isles include a group of islands located in the northern part of the Atlantic 

Ocean and to the north west of continental Europe. The ancient inhabitants of these 

islands were Picts and Scots. However, when the Romans conquered the British Isles in 

55 CE most of the indigenous inhabitants were the Celts who came from Central Europe. 

The Celts were farmers and shepherds and lived peacefully in the far-off Roman colony. 

In the beginning of the fifth century when the Roman Empire declined and disintegrated 

the Celtic inhabitants of the British Isles were abandoned and left unprotected against the 

attacks of the Picts and Scots from the north. Also, the various Germanic tribes of 

continental Europe had started invasions in the British Isles. 

 

Three major Germanic tribes including Angles, Saxons and Jutes successfully invaded 

different parts of the British Isles and settled there. By the sixth century, the British Celts 

whom the new invaders called ‘Welsh’, which means stranger, were pushed towards the 

western parts of the British Isles. So, the people who lived in British Isles in sixth century 

were Picts, Scots, Celts and Anglo-Saxon. The Anglo-Saxons were a Germanic people 

who belonged to the low-lying shores of the North Sea and the Baltic Sea. In their native 

land they were hunters and farmers but also seamen as they ventured to cross the western 

seas and settled in the foreign land. 

 

1.2 The Languages Spoken in the British Isles 
 

About two thousand years ago the Celts living in the British Isles spoke Gaelic and 

Welsh languages. During the Roman occupation of the British Isles their inhabitants were 

introduced to Latin which was spoken all over Europe. When the Anglo-Saxons arrived 

in British Isles, they spoke a Germanic language. English, which was a Germanic 

language, began to evolve since 450 CE. It was initially spoken by the Anglo-Saxon 

population but gradually spread to other parts of the islands and people of other races also 

adopted it. English language was first written in the year 600 with Roman alphabets. This 

initial form of English language continued to evolve from seventh to eleventh centuries 

and was called the Anglo-Saxon language or the Old English. 

  

1.3 The Religions of the British People 
 

The various groups of people who occupied the British Isles in the sixth century were 

heathens or pagans. In other words, they were worshiping either elements of nature or 

idols. Christianity was first introduced to the people of British Isles during fifth century 

when St. Patrick began preaching it in Ireland which lies in the west.  However, in 597 

CE, a Roman Christian missionary St. Augustine arrived in Kent which is located in the 

South Western part of Britain. St. Augustine settled in the city of Canterbury and with the 

help of his companions began preaching Christianity. Athelred the king of Kent was the 

first notable British to convert to Christianity. Following the advice of St. Augustine 

Athelred ordered the writing of codes of law in English language. Thus, began the 
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process of writing of literature of English language which had so far existed only in oral 

form. So English language began evolving with the spread of Christianity in the British 

Isles and was known as Old English. In the next few centuries most of the British people 

adopted Christianity as their religion. The spread of Christianity also contributed to the 

production of literature in Old English. 

  

1.4 The Anglo-Saxon or Old English Literature 
 

The literature produced in Old English or Anglo-Saxon language can be divided into two 

broad categories namely religious and secular. Since the only literate people in the British 

Isles from seventh to eleventh centuries (and even later) were the members of the 

ecclesiastical class or clerics serving the Christian Church in different capacities, 

therefore, most of the literature written and preserved in Old English was religious. The 

poetry in Old English is both religious as well as secular while the only surviving prose 

works are religious and meant for didactic purposes.  

 

1.4.1 Old English Poetry 
All poems composed by various poets in Old English use an alliterative verse that is a 

repetition of consonants or consonant clusters occurring in the initial syllables of words. 

The surviving extracts of secular poetry composed in Old English are all anonymous and 

composed by unknown poets. These secular poems include both heroic poetry and 

elegiac love poems.  Heroic poetry includes narrative verse that tells stories of brave 

warriors and rulers in dignified and formal tone and sometimes also uses dramatic style. 

These poems recount the adventures of fictitious characters such as Beowulf the hero of 

the epic poem named after him. Besides telling stories of imaginary characters heroic 

poems also present the real events. For instance, the battle poems Braunanburh and 

Maldon contain record of real battles fought at these locations. The surviving love poems 

written in Old English by anonymous poets share a strong element of sorrow. In fact, 

these love poems are also elegies in nature since they express the feelings of affection of 

people who mourn for their beloveds.  

 

Heroic Poems: Beowulf 
The most well-known heroic poem of Old English is an epic called Beowulf. The 

manuscript of the poem Beowulf was written probably between 800 and 1000 CE. 

Named after its central character, the poem Beowulf contains more than 3000 lines and 

has two parts. In the first part of the poem the character of Beowulf appears as a young 

and brave warrior and in the second part as an old and wise king. The action in the two 

parts of the poem is set apart by means of a time span of fifty years. However, neither the 

characters nor the setting of the story of Beowulf belong to the British Isles. The 

characters of the poem belong to Continental Europe and particularly the north western 

part inhabited by various Germanic tribes. Beowulf’s adventures occur in a land where 

the climate is cold, and the terrain is rough and inhospitable. The poem which was 

initially composed to be sung depicts a time when the Germanic tribes were living in 

their native land in the continent of Europe.  
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In the first part of the poem the central character Beowulf who belongs to Geats a 

Germanic tribe living probably in the Southern parts of present-day Sweden visits the 

court of King Hrothgar of Denmark. King Hrothgar is extremely worried because his hall 

at Heorot is constantly attacked by a ferocious monster called Grendel. None of King 

Hrothgar’s warriors was able to fight back Grendel and they get killed in their attempts to 

stop the monster. King Hrothgar, then asks Beowulf to help him and kill the monster. So, 

Beowulf takes up the task of killing Grendel and rid King Hrothgar’s people and warriors 

of the wrath of the monster.  

 

Beowulf arrives at Heorot and successfully kills his rival Grendel. King Hrothgar is 

pleased and celebrates the victory of Beowulf at Heorot by arranging a feast and giving 

several gifts to Beowulf. But after that Beowulf faces the wrath of Grendel’s mother, the 

she-monster who comes to take revenge for the death of her son. The final and fierce 

encounter between Beowulf and Grendel’s mother occurs at her underwater dwelling. 

After successfully killing the she-monster, Beowulf visits the Great Hall of Heorot where 

he is presented several gifts and rewards by King Hrothgar. He then returns to his native 

country and becomes a king in a few years. 

 

The second part of the poem depicts Beowulf after fifty years. He is an aging man ruling 

Geats. He again faces a challenge to protect his people from the wrath of a dragon. The 

dragon had protected a treasure but was disturbed when some miscreants stole some 

precious vessels from the treasure. The angry dragon roams all over Beowulf’s kingdom 

breathing fire and kills men and destroys their properties. The old Beowulf successfully 

slays the dragon but also gets mortally wounded in this encounter and finally dies. The 

long narrative poem ends with a description of Beowulf’s funeral. His body is shown 

being burnt on a pyre while his warriors mourn his death.  

 

The epic of Beowulf indicates that the Anglo-Saxons like other ancient nations such as 

Greeks, Persians and Romans had their own literature. The Anglo-Saxon literature 

depicts the history of its people. The epic poem Beowulf paints a picture of the primitive 

world occupied by courageous and daring men who display their nobility when dealing 

with people in distress. These men appear as young warriors as well as wise old rulers. In 

addition, Beowulf portrays the relation between the master and his servants or a lord and 

his companions. The companions and warriors serve their masters sincerely and dutifully. 

They accompany their masters even when they go to foreign lands. Beowulf arrives in 

Denmark along with his companions who stay beside him all the time. King Hrothgar 

laments over the death of his warriors killed by Grendel. Similarly, when Beowulf dies 

his warriors mourn his death. This relationship is based on loyalty and devotion. Revenge 

is another aspect of the primitive social set-up projected in the poem Beowulf. Beowulf 

faces the wrath of Grendel’s mother who seeks revenge of her son’s death. Some of these 

themes are depicted in other heroic poems of shorter length. 

 

Short Heroic Poems 
These shorter heroic poems composed in Old English include the Complaint of Deor, 

Widsith and the Ruin. The speakers in these poems are minstrels who were poets as well 
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as singers. These minstrels not only composed poems but also sang them before the tribal 

chiefs and their companions in order to entertain their audience. The poems composed by 

minstrels usually depict the historical events and deeds of bravery of their national 

heroes. The minstrels also sing the praises of those tribal chiefs whom they have served.  

 

The speaker in the first poem called Widsith is a minstrel who has travelled to various 

parts of Germania. In 143 lines of the poem the speaker recounts his wandering and refers 

to his interaction with various tribesmen and their chiefs. He lists names of different 

tribal chiefs who employed him and then rewarded him for his poetry and singing. He 

refers to Alexander the Great, Attila the Hun and Caesar whom he mentions as the ruler 

of the Greeks.  

 

The speaker in the second poem Deor is also a minstrel who has lost the favor of his lord. 

Consequently, he is unemployed and thus travels far and wide. The poem consists of 43 

lines and is divided into five parts each discussing physical as well as mental and spiritual 

forms of suffering. The speaker’s present sufferings contrast to the pleasures he had 

enjoyed while he was serving his lord. This minstrel refers to various ancient heroes and 

even gods who like him had suffered adversity. This poem, however, ends on an 

optimistic note and the speaker asserts that his sufferings will be over since he believes in 

the principle of change. 

 

Battle Poems 
Another group of heroic poems composed in Old English includes battle poems that 

record actual battles fought during the tenth century. These poems were found in the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, an official document used for recording important historical 

events. The first of these poems titled as the Battle of Braunanburh is about the victory of 

Athelstan a Saxon King who defeated an allied army of Scots, Picts, Celts and Vikings 

from Denmark in 937 CE. This poem consists of 73 lines and the anonymous poet begins 

by praising Athelstan and his brother Edmund. It is thus a panegyric poem celebrating the 

victory of a British King against his rivals. It also expresses patriotic sentiments of the 

British in the tenth century. 

 

On the contrary, the second poem the Battle of Maldon presents the defeat of the English 

forces at the hands of Vikings in 991CE. The details of this encounter are captured in 325 

lines of this poem. Unlike the poem about the Battle of Braunanburh which reflects 

nationalistic sentiments this poem depicts the conflict between the Christian British 

troops who fight bravely and prefer to die at the hands of their heathen or non-Christian 

enemies rather than accepting their offer to pay tribute. The English forces were led by 

Earl Byrthnoth who denied his rivals’ offer to pay tribute and avoid the battle. He died 

fighting courageously on the battlefield. After Byrthnoth’s death his companions 

continue to fight except Odda who fled the battlefield. The anonymous poet admires the 

mettle as well as the religious sentiments of Byrthnoth.  

 

These poems depict the scenes of battlefields as well as a description of the preparation 

of the armies. The Battle of Maldon especially contains dialogues spoken by different 
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English warriors who motivate their companions to face their foes bravely. Besides being 

literary works these poems serve as historical documents recording real events. They also 

inform about the contemporary tactics of war and the tradition of exhortation or delivery 

of speeches on battlefield to inspire the warriors.   

 

Love Poetry 
The ‘love poetry’ as David Daiches calls it includes fragmentary poems which are 

dramatic monologues spoken by human beings as well as non-living objects. For 

instance, in the first of these poems The Husband’s Message a piece of wood speaks and 

tells the story of its origin in a forest and then becoming a plank of wood used in building 

a ship. Finally, the speaker of the poem that is the piece of wood becomes a messenger 

for a husband who carves a message on it. The text of this message indicates that the 

husband because of a feud was compelled to leave his homeland and his wife. The feud 

has now ended, and he wants his wife to join him. The speaker recounts the sorrows of 

separation and expresses his love for his wife. A similar elegiac or mournful note is more 

obvious in other poems.  

 

The second poem The Wife’s Complaint is also a dramatic monologue spoken by a 

woman who is forced to live in isolation in a cave or barrow. She grieves over the fact 

that she is separated from her husband and desires a reunion. Another poem in this group 

is Wulf and Eadwacer in which the speaker is a woman claiming her passionate love for 

Wulf. She is forcefully separated from beloved and apparently by her own people but she 

longs to be reunited with him. The speaker also refers to Eadwacer who is her husband or 

captor and a cause of her separation from her beloved. While these short poems depict the 

grief experienced by lovers some other poems reflect nostalgia or longing for the past life 

experienced by the speakers.  

 

The speaker in the poem The Seafarer is a sailor who had once opted for a life of 

adventure and wandering. In 124 lines of this monologue the speaker recounts the 

experience of loneliness of life at sea. He asserts that men living a sedentary life on land 

cannot understand that it is a life of hardships. He recalls the cold winters in the sea when 

one feels completely abandoned.  He admits that life of a sailor is extremely difficult but 

admires it too for its adventurous nature.  

 

Similarly, the poem The Ruin reflects the sorrows of the speaker who revisits a city he 

has seen inhabited and flourishing but now only sees the desolate ruins. In 41 lines of this 

poem the poet juxtaposes the present and the past of a city and highlights the contrasting 

states of the same place. Seeing the dilapidated condition of the walls, the towers, the 

courtyards, the bath-halls the poet recalls how this place was once inhabited. He 

describes the festivities celebrated by the warriors who once lived in this flourishing city, 

but death took them all away. The once spectacular masonry over a period of time has 

converted into rubble and the human beings who occupied these buildings have 

completely perished.  

 



9 

 

Overall, the contents of the secular poems composed in Old English reflect a tribal or 

feudal society. It is a social set-up in which the bond between the master and the servant 

or the feudal lord and his retainers or the military chief and his warriors is not only strong 

but also considered sacred. The men admire adventurous lives and sing praises of those 

who show their valor and courage. The voice of the women is little heard in these poems 

and they appear in only two poems in which they complain about their suffering caused 

due to separation from husbands or lovers. The themes of religious poems written in Old 

English are quite different from those of secular poems. 

 

Religious Poetry 
Michael Alexander an expert in Old English literature enlists Bede, Caedmon and 

Cynewulf as major religious poets who composed their verses in Old English. In addition 

to the works of these poets there were some anonymous religious poems written in Old 

English.  

 

Bede is the most renowned of these poets. According to David Daiches Bede lived from 

673 to 735 CE. He was a historian and wrote both in Latin as well as in Old English. His 

most significant work is a historical treatise The Ecclesiastical History of the English 

People. It has been an account of British history since 55 BCE when the Roman Emperor 

Julius Caesar attacked British Isles. Bede gives an account of the introduction of 

Christianity in the British Isles while they were ruled by the Romans. He mentions the 

efforts of the first Christian missionaries including St. Alban and St. Augustine.  

 

While Bede’s Latin works survived and his only English work preserved is a poem 

consisting of five lines. He composed this poem on his death bed and is hence called The 

Death Song. In this short, poem Bede uses the metaphor of an unavoidable journey of 

death and depicts the dying man as a traveler. He asserts that the wise traveler reflects 

over his good and evil deeds before his death because the nature of his worldly actions 

will determine his final destination (heaven or hell) at the end of his journey. 

 

Bede referred to Caedmon’s poems which were biblical stories converted into verse for 

singing. According to Bede Caedmon was an illiterate man who worked as a cowherd or 

farm laborer at the Whitby Abbey in the seventh century. Unlike his co-workers he was 

unable to sing but in the course of a series of dreams learnt to compose poetry and sing it. 

His poems were based on stories narrated in the Bible. Three poems Genesis, Exodus and 

Daniel were initially attributed to Caedmon but the scholars believe that they were 

written by other poets in later centuries. The nine-line poem written by Caedmon and 

quoted by Bede is a hymn in which the poet praises God whom he calls an architect who 

first created heaven and then the earth.  

 

Cynewulf probably lived in the ninth century and the only poet of Old English who 

signed his works. Four poems are believed to be composed by Cynewulf. These include 

Christ a poem in which the events of life of Jesus Christ are narrated. The second poem 

Juliana narrates the events of life of St. Juliana who refused to marry a pagan man and 

lost her life in order to save her Christian identity. The third poem is the longest of all 
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since it consists of more than a thousand lines depicting the efforts of St. Helena to find 

the cross used for crucifying Christ. St. Helena was the mother of Constantine the first 

Roman emperor who converted to Christianity. The Fates of Apostles is the fourth poem 

composed by Cynewulf. It contains an account of adventures of different apostles of 

Christ who travelled to various lands and preached Christianity. All Cynewulf’s poems 

were based on information he learnt from various Latin prose works. 

 

Cynewulf’s poems indicate visible signs of maturity in the religious poetry of Old 

English. The early poets like Bede and Caedmon only used the contents of the Bible and 

versified it. Cynewulf, however, broadened the horizon of religious poetry and brought 

content other than that borrowed from the Bible. He narrated the events of lives and 

travels of those early saints who contributed to the spreading of Christianity. 

 

The maturity in the craft and expansion of content in religious poetry composed by 

different poets in Old English is quite visible in an anonymous poem called The Dream 

of the Rood. The poem is a dream vision and the dreamer in the poem claims seeing a 

magnificent and glorious cross on the sky at midnight. The cross then talks to the dreamer 

and relates his story which begins when it was a tree but was “hewn down” and turned 

into a cross used to crucify the criminals. The cross recalls the historic event when Jesus 

Christ was brought for crucifixion. He was tied to the cross and his body was nailed to it. 

The cross then becomes the companion of Christ and stays beside him. The dreamer is 

instructed by the cross to tell the people about the glory of Christ who will return to the 

world. 

 

The Dream of the Rood is an interesting poem which exhibits the Old English poetic 

practice of making a non-living object speak. (We have seen this earlier in the love poem 

The Husband’s Message in which a piece of wood on which the message is carved 

speaks.) The poem is also a dream vision in which an initially confused dreamer 

gradually gets awareness. Finally, despite its religious content the poem presents a 

popular cultural concept of the relationship between master and servant. The cross acts as 

a faithful servant to his master Christ and even after the Ascension of his master to 

heaven remains devoted to his memory. Thus, in this poem we see the religious feeling 

expressed by means of a popular cultural practice of contemporary society. 

 

1.4.2 Old English Prose 
The Anglo-Saxons who arrived and settled in the British Isles were illiterate people so 

they composed literature orally. Since verse form can be easily preserved orally therefore 

poetry became the most popular and oldest genre of Old English Literature. However, 

prose which requires written record was introduced in Old English much later. So the 

poetry in Old English dates back to seventh century while prose appears to be written in 

the ninth century. The three most significant prose writers of Old English were King 

Alfred of Wessex and two clerics Alfric and Wulfstan. 

 

King Alfred acceded to the throne of Wessex in 871 CE and in 886 became the King of 

Anglo Saxons. In the initial years of his reign Alfred successfully protected his kingdom 
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against the attacks of the Danes. Besides being a courageous soldier Alfred was known 

for his merciful attitude and learning. He reformed and improved not only the military 

structure but also the legal system of England. He designed a legal system based on 

Christian Laws. His law code includes his translation of the Ten Commandments given 

by God to Moses. As a strategic planner Alfred established a network of boroughs or 

strategic points connected by means of roads. The 33 boroughs in his kingdom formed a 

strong defense line against the foreign attackers. Moreover, he also improved the quality 

of ships used by the English navy. In the later years of his reign he began a program of 

educational reforms. He observed that one of the devastating effects of attacks of Danes 

was that very few educated men managed to survive. So, he set out to educate his 

subjects.  

 

Alfred learnt Latin language when he was thirty-five years old and translated some useful 

books from Latin into English. He also encouraged other learned men to translate books 

into English so that more people could read them and draw benefit from the information 

they receive from these books. In the ninth century, a translated work was given as much 

credit as an original work therefore Alfred’s translations earned him a significant name in 

the literary artists of Old English. Alfred’s translated books included Bede’s History of 

the Anglo-Saxon People, St. Gregory’s Pastoral Care and Dialogues and St. Augustine’s 

Soliloquies. In addition to these Alfred also translated one of the books of the Old 

Testament titled Psalms. All these works are considered a great contribution to the 

development of prose in Old English. These translations enabled the English people to 

study history, philosophy and religion in their own language. 

 

Another great contribution of Alfred was the introduction of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 

which was a mean of recording significant historical events taking place in his kingdom. 

The information recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle served as a historical record of 

the Anglo-Saxon people in the British Isles till 1154. Till today, nine volumes of this 

historical document exist. The Chronicle is compiled according to years and begins with 

the events of 60 BCE. It includes information received from other historical documents 

which were later lost. Its contents also include the literary works produced in English 

such as the battle poems about the encounters at Braunanburh and Maldon. In addition to 

its historical significance, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle contributed to the evolution of 

prose in Old English because the historians writing this document used prose. 

 

The other significant prose writer of Old English is a clergyman called Alfric who lived 

in the second half of the tenth and early part of eleventh centuries. He belonged to 

Winchester where he was educated and later sent to Dorset. He was a scholar who wanted 

to preach the teachings of Christianity to his fellow countrymen in their own language. 

Alfric’s Catholic Homilies is a collection of sermons he wrote in prose and delivered at 

the congregation of Christians. His homilies were written in clear language and were 

therefore read not only by clergymen but also by laymen. The Lives of Saints was 

another book written by Alfric. In this book he recorded the lives of Christian saints. The 

contents of this book were used by the English clergymen in later centuries to guide the 
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people. Another contribution of Alfric to Old English prose was his translation of the 

Genesis the first book of the Old Testament. 

 

Alfric not only produced religious works in English language he also wrote three books 

to help English students who intended to learn Latin. The first of his series of instructive 

books is about Grammar, while the second is a Glossary containing different Latin words 

and their translation in English.  

 

Wulfstan was a significant clergyman in the early eleventh century and served as Bishop 

and Archbishop. His writings in Latin and Old English were religious, legal and even 

philosophical in nature. His most significant contribution to Old English prose is his five 

English homilies. Thus, as compared to poetry, prose was a less developed genre of old 

English literature. However, in the later centuries as English language evolved and was 

called the Middle English the genre of prose flourished side by side with poetry. 
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Summary Points 
 

 British Isles are located outside the continental Europe in the north of the Atlantic 

Ocean. 

 The ancient inhabitants of these islands were Scots, Picts and Celts.  

 The Romans ruled these islands from first to fifth century and after their departure 

the Germanic tribes from Europe began to arrive and settle in Britain. 

 St. Augustine a Roman missionary who arrived in Britain in the sixth century 

introduced the local people to Christianity. 

 English language began to evolve in the fifth century and was initially called the 

Anglo-Saxon or Old English. 

 The literature produced in Old English was initially in the oral form. 

 Poetry and prose were the two genres of Old English literature. 

 All secular poetry in Old English is anonymous but it shows a variety of verse 

forms including heroic poems and love poems. 

 Beowulf is an epic composed in Old English. 

 The religious poetry in Old English despite its biblical content employs 

contemporary techniques popular in the composition of secular verse. 

  Prose works in Old English includes several translations of different Latin works 

done by King Alfred. 

 

Questions 
 

i. Who were the Anglo-Saxon people? 

ii. Which religions did the people of British Isles practice before and after sixth 

century? 

iii. How did Old English language evolve? 

iv. How did Christianity contribute to the development of the English language from 

sixth to tenth centuries? 

v. What does a reader learn about the Anglo-Saxon culture from the epic poem Beowulf? 

vi. How do short heroic poems of Old English serve as a historical record of the lives 

of the people of the British Isles? 

vii. Where did the early religious poets of Old English get their content from? 

viii. How does the poem the Dream of the Rood show maturity of religious poetry in 

Old English? 

ix. How did King Alfred contribute to the development of prose in Old English? 

x.  Explain what you understand by the following terms as used in the text: 

a. Heathen 

b. Alliterative verse 

c. Heroic poetry 

d. Minstrel 

e. Elegy 

f. Dream vision 

g. Homilies 
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Overview 
 

By eleventh century English language reached its second phase of development and was 

called the Middle English. Besides the changes occurring in language the British society 

and culture also transformed under the influence of two hundred years of French rule, 

strengthening of the feudal system, expansion of cities and crusades fought for several 

centuries. These factors influenced the literature produced in English language and new 

forms of literary works appeared. The verse form of the epic was replaced by other sub-

genres of poetry. Courtly literature began to flourish, and people of upper class enjoyed 

listening to romances and lais which narrated stories of adventures. The general public 

was more interested in fables or beast stories which were short narratives with symbolic 

characters and morals. Similarly, carols, ballads and various types of lyrics both religious 

and secular gained popularity. Geoffrey Chaucer is the most significant poet of the 

Middle English and is known for his collection of stories called The Canterbury Tales is 

his best work. Prose in English also continued to develop. Different religious prose 

writers expressed their spiritual experiences in English and others recorded the lives of 

saints in English. Sir Thomas Malory wrote in prose form a book called the Deaths of 

Arthur, containing stories about the legendary King Arthur and his knights. The genre of 

drama also began to evolve during this period. It was initially used for preaching of 

religion but gradually it became more secular.   

 

Objectives 
 

After reading this chapter the students will be able to: 

i. identify the effects of the Norman Conquest on English language; 

ii. demonstrate their knowledge about the effects of French literature on English 

poetry; 

iii. enlist various types of Middle English poetry popular among the masses; 

iv. recognize the contribution of John Gower and William Langland in the 

development of poetry in Middle English; 

v. enlist various stages of development of Geoffrey Chaucer’s poetic skills; 

vi. state the qualities of Canterbury Tales as a masterpiece of Middle Ages’ literature; 

vii. recognize the features of prose written in Middle English; and  

viii. enlist different stages of development of drama in English. 

 

The historians believe that by eleventh century English language entered its second phase 

of evolution. It was no more the Old English or Anglo-Saxon which began evolving since 

450 CE but it became Middle English. This chapter discusses the literary works produced 

in the Middle English from eleventh to fifteenth centuries. During these five centuries, 

some major social and political events occurred and affected the contemporary literary 

works. So before analyzing the literature produced in Middle English it is important that 

we discuss the significant political and social changes which ultimately contributed in 

shaping the literary works of this period. 
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2.1 The Background 
 

The Norman Conquest 

In 1066 CE when William the Conqueror invaded England it was no more a small state 

but a large country ruled by King Harrod. With the defeat of the English army began the 

period of French rule in British Isles. The French rule lasted for two hundred years and 

produced several effects on English language and culture. In this period of time, French 

became the court language and the royal family as well as the upper classes used it for 

communication. However, the common people continued to use English language in their 

day to day life. The degradation of English language and growing significance of French 

language discouraged the literary artists who desired to express themselves in English 

language.  

 

Surprisingly, the French language contributed to the development of English language 

and literature. The vocabulary of English language got enriched as it absorbed French 

words. Similarly, English literature borrowed new trends from French literature. For 

instance, the technique of rhyming i.e., repetition of the last syllables in alternative lines 

of a poem was introduced in English poetry. Thus, the Middle English poets could 

compose poetry using alliteration and rhyming. The epic poetry of Old English was 

replaced by a new genre called romance. In fact, romances were tales of adventure and 

were popular in French literature during the Middle Ages. The ideals of chivalry which 

were based on a system of honorable conduct expected from a knight including military 

service to Christ and the King, protection of the weak and avoidance of base attitude 

began to infiltrate into English literature. An altered structure of English society also 

contributed to new trends in the society. 

 

The Feudal System 
The British society at the time of the Norman Conquest did not have a tribal composition. 

The Germanic tribesmen who laid the foundations of the Anglo-Saxon society had settled 

down and the tribal system was gradually replaced by the feudal set-up. In a feudal 

society, the king granted to different landlord’s estates consisting of large pieces of land. 

These landlords in turn had a social contract with several people of various professions. 

These professionals lived on the land owned by the landlord and worked under his 

patronage.  

 

In the Middle Ages, peasants tilled the lands and shepherds raised cattle owned by the 

landlord. In order to fulfill the needs of these people other professionals including 

weavers, tailors, bakers, shoemaker, cobblers, carpenters, potters, butchers, barbers, 

woodcutters, traders etc., also occupied the land owned by the landlord. The landlord 

took up the responsibility of the protection of the people living in his estate.  These 

people in return paid him taxes and served him. To protect these people, the landlords 

employed warriors called knights and paid for their horses and weapons. Since there were 

no regular armies in that age therefore when the king needed soldiers to encounter his 

enemies the landlords sent their knights to serve the king. The feudal society thus 
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produced the institution of knighthood in the Europe during the Middle Ages. The 

Crusades further strengthened this institution of knighthood.  

 

The Crusades 
In 1095 CE, a series of several wars between Christians and Muslims began in order to 

gain control over the city of Jerusalem and other holy places of the same region. The 

Christian forces mainly consisted of volunteers from Western European countries 

especially France who fought these holy wars in order to get redeemed from sins. The 

Muslims who fought against the Christian troops were occupants of Western Asian 

countries including Turkey, Syria, and Palestine etc. These wars continued till 1453 CE 

when the city of Constantinople (now called Istanbul) was captured by the Ottoman 

Emperor Sultan Mehmed II who defeated the Christian king Constantine.  

 

The knights were initially soldiering who protected Christian pilgrims but gradually they 

became a powerful class of warriors who fought not only for the Church but also for the 

kings and consequently received favors in the form of lands. The deeds of courage and 

bravery of these knights were recorded and glorified in literature. In France the poets 

composed a series of poems called Chanson de Geste or Songs of Deeds depicting the 

military expeditions of the Christian soldiers and particularly the knights who 

courageously encountered their enemies in the Crusades. A similar trend appears in the 

literary works of Middle English literature especially in romances about the adventures of 

legendary English ruler King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table.  

 

Urbanization 
The Middle Ages in the history of Europe is considered one of the longest periods of 

sustained human development which produced several new professions and institutions. 

The population of Europe increased especially between eleventh and thirteenth centuries. 

The increased population needed more space to live and conventional professions became 

insufficient to fulfill the employment needs of the people. In order to feed more people, 

more food was required so the agricultural production had to be increased to meet the 

demand of the food. In the tenth century, European farmers began using horses to plough 

their fields and the horses’ hooves needed shoes. Thus, the profession of a blacksmith 

who could nail horseshoes began to flourish. The additional agricultural products needed 

proper storage and cereals required grinding, so watermills and windmills were invented. 

Consequently, millers and bakers were needed, and then in order to sell these agricultural 

product markets were required. This is how these social and economic factors led to the 

formation of cities. 

 

Some cities were established on trade routes and these served as centers for economic 

activities. The seaports and river ports grew into cities which became significant trading 

centers. Some cities were built around forts where soldiers were garrisoned. Similarly, 

some others were built around religious centers such as churches. Since these cities were 

not part of the feudal system so their residents needed protection. They managed to 

protect themselves by means of guilds or associations of people of similar trade or 

occupation. By the eleventh century, the traders and merchants as well as different 
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craftsmen in cities began to form guilds in order to protect their common interests. The 

members of these guilds actively participated in social and political activities. The genre 

of drama in Middle English literature owes its rapid evolution to the patronage of 

different guilds operating in major cities in British Isles.  

 

2.2 Middle English Literature 
 

The genres of poetry and prose existed in Old English literature and further developed in 

the Middle English period. The English drama, however, began to evolve in the tenth 

century. The literary artists of the Middle English period experimented with different new 

techniques and also expanded the range of contents of their works. Besides, two hundred 

years of French rule in England, the degradation of the English language and then its 

comeback, the experience of the Crusades and the trend of urbanization played their roles 

in the development of the Middle English literature. 

 

2.2.1 Middle English Poetry 
Various forms of poetry were composed in Middle English literature. This section 

discusses anonymous poetry as well as that composed by famous poets. The poetry 

composed by unknown artists shows the new trends in Middle English literature. While 

the poetry composed by artists especially the fourteenth century poets John Gower, 

William Langland and Geoffrey Chaucer reflects the growing maturity of Middle English 

literature in both form and content. 

 

Courtly Literature  
The courtly literature which was produced to entertain the royal family and the upper 

class of society included lais and romances adopted from French literature. Both lais and 

romances are forms of narrative poetry and recount tales of adventures. However, they 

are different in some ways. A lai consists of rhymed couplets and usually deals with a 

single event in not more than 600 lines. A romance is, however, much longer and deals 

with several events. Moreover, a romance can be rhymed or in alliterative verse. 

 

The most well-known composer of lais in Middle English is a French woman called 

Marie de France. She probably lived in the twelfth century and composed several lais in 

order to please the royal family. In one of her lais The Nightingale, Marie de France 

relates the story of two rich and noble knights who live in adjacent houses. The older 

knight has a young, beautiful and graceful wife while the younger knight is unmarried 

and loves his neighbor’s wife. The lovers manage to talk to each other only when the 

young woman could “go to the window of her room and lean across”. In the spring 

season the desperate lovers spend their sleepless nights sitting in their windows and 

looking at each other. The young woman’s husband asks her why she does not sleep, and 

she tells him that the singing of the nightingale keeps her awake. The husband on hearing 

this orders his servants to trap the nightingale in a snare. When the servants bring the 

ensnared nightingale to their master, he kills it and gives the corpse to his wife telling her 

that she will no more get disturbed by the singing of the bird. The young wife feels 

“crestfallen and heart-sick” since she is deprived of the opportunity to communicate with 
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her lover. She then sends the corpse of the nightingale to her lover who preserves it in a 

golden casket and carries it everywhere with him. 

 

Another well known “Breton lai” is Sir Orfeo. It was composed by some anonymous poet 

of the fourteenth century. The central character Sir Orfeo is not only a king but also an 

amateur player of the harp. The story of the lai recounts the adventures of Sir Orfeo while 

he searches for his wife Dame Heurodis who has been abducted by the king of the “fairy 

folk”. Sir Orfeo wanders for several years looking for his queen. Finally, he locates her 

and follows her in a castle where she is kept imprisoned. He then plays his harp and with 

the help of its enchanting music manages to get her released. These simple and short 

narratives told with ease and briskness must have pleased the audience of twelfth, 

thirteenth and fourteenth century Britain. So did the romances which were longer and 

more complex verse forms. 

 

The romance gradually replaced the epic in English literature. The English versifiers used 

the French model of romance which glorified the adventures of Roland and Oliver, the 

two knights of French King Charlemagne who fought in the Crusades against the 

Muslims. These English poets, however, used indigenous content for their romances. 

They told stories of the adventures of the legendary British ruler of Camelot called King 

Arthur and his knights. The most significant example of romance in Middle English is an 

anonymous poem called Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Despite the growing 

popularity of rhyming technique in fourteenth century this poem was composed in 

alliterative verse. 

 

The romance titled Sir Gawain and the Green Knight open at the magnificent court of 

King Arthur where a strange guest called the Green Knight arrives. The Green Knight 

challenges King Arthur’s knights to sever his head and then after a year meet him and 

receive the same treatment. Everyone at the court understands that accepting the Green 

Knight’s challenge means one must die after one year. However, to everyone’s surprise 

the most noble of all Arthur’s knights Sir Gawain accepts the challenge and cuts off the 

head of the Green Knight. The corpse of the Green Knight then picks up the severed head 

which addresses Sir Gawain to inform him to meet the Green Knight after one year. The 

Green Knight then rides away. 

 

A little before the completion of one-year Sir Gawain with the permission of King Arthur 

sets off on a journey to meet the Green Knight and fulfill the promise he has made. On 

his way Sir Gawain meets a knight who takes him to his castle where he lives with his 

wife. Sir Gawain stays as a guest at the castle. During Gawain’s stay at the castle the host 

regularly goes on hunting expeditions and in his absence his wife attempts to seduce 

Gawain with her physical advances. She gives Sir Gawain a “green girdle” to protect him 

from the fatal blow of the Green Knight’s axe.  

 

Finally comes the day when Gawain goes to meet the Green Knight. He is surprised to 

discover that the Green Knight’s abode the “green chapel” is not far away from the castle 

where he had stayed. The Green Knight welcomes Sir Gawain and picks up his axe to cut 
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off his head. He strikes his axe thrice but since he does not intend to kill Gawain he 

therefore lets him go with a slight wound on his throat. The Green Knight then tells 

Gawain that he was his host in disguise and his wife’s seduction of Gawain was pre-

planned. He also tells Gawain that he did not plan to kill him but he had to strike him 

slightly to cause a wound which would always remind him of his getting tempted by 

another man’s wife. The poem ends with the return of Sir Gawain to King Arthur’s court 

where he narrates the experience of his journey. However, he does not glorify his conduct 

but expresses his sense of guilt and humiliation for his moral failure. 

 

Besides being an account of adventures experienced by the central character this romance 

refers to the notion of courtly love. It is the idea of love between a knight and a married 

woman usually of noble decent. The lovers are unable to express their love in any 

physical form but still continue to long for each other. The knights adore their beloved 

ladies and please them with their bravery as well as disciplined conduct. Marie de France 

presents this ideal in her lai The Nightingale by means of a bachelor knight who loves his 

neighbor’s wife. Similarly, in the poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the protagonist 

also loves the wife of his host. 

 

The other popular romances of the Middle English include King Horn written in the 

thirteenth century. It recounts the adventures of King Horn in England and in Ireland. 

Similarly, another romance Havelock the Dane is set in England and Denmark. Floris and 

Blancheflour is another example of an interesting romance written in the thirteenth 

century. Blancheflour is a French girl abducted and taken to Spain by Floris’ father who 

is an Arab. The setting of this poem is not European but Arabian and reflects the effects 

of the experience of the East made known to the people of Europe by Christian crusaders. 

 

The popularity of lais and romances was limited to the upper class of British society since 

they depict lives of people of noble families. The people of the middle and lower classes 

could not relate to these characters and their actions. The ordinary people liked a variety 

of poetic forms including fables or beast stories, different types of lyrics, songs and 

ballads. 

 

Popular Poetry   
A fable or beastry or beast story is an allegoric story with more than one meaning. In 

these stories, animals and birds speak and act like human beings. The fables on one hand 

entertain the listeners or readers and on the other hand serve to criticize the follies and 

vices of human beings but without offending them. Thus, fables serve a didactic purpose 

of teaching some moral. They were a very popular form of poetry in the Middle English. 

Geoffrey Chaucer in his poem The Canterbury Tales makes the characters of the Miller, 

the Merchant, the Reeve, the Summoner and the Shipman tell stories with animal 

characters. These characters of Chaucer represent the lower class of society and their 

telling these stories depict the popularity of such narratives among the working class of 

men and women.  
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A popular fable of the Middle English is The Fox and the Wolf in which the fox acts as a 

priest and hears the confessions of the wolf. However, instead of saving the wolf the fox 

gets it killed. This thirteenth century poem is written in rhymed couplets and contains 

witty dialogues exchanged by the characters. Similarly, another fable The Owl and the 

Nightingale is a scholarly debate between the old and wise owl and the young and 

pleasure-seeking nightingale. Similarly, at the heart of Chaucer’s poem The Parliament of 

Fowles lies a debate between birds about the nature of courtly love. Chaucer’s poem 

depicts birds celebrating the day of St. Valentine and choosing their mates. The three 

male eagles argue to win the hand of a female eagle but then Nature intervenes and orders 

the female eagle to choose her mate but after one year. Thus, Chaucer presents the idea of 

the right of a woman to exercise her free will in choosing her partner. 

 

However, the most interesting and brilliantly told fable of Middle English is Chaucer’s 

Nun’s Priest’s tale. The cock Chaunticleers dreams of a beast roaming in the yard and 

shares his fears with Pertelote the most beloved of his seven hens. She taunts him for 

believing in dreams and insists that he suffers from indigestion because he has overeaten. 

Chaunticleer’s dream soon turns into reality and he becomes a victim of a hungry fox. 

The fox Don Russell first flatters Chaunticleer by praising his loud and melodious voice 

and when the cock closes its eyes to sing the fox grabs its neck and begins to run. 

Chaunticleer, however, raises so much hue and cry that its owner a widow, her two 

daughters and their dogs, geese and ducks all come running to kill the fox. During this 

chase Chaunticleer suggests that Don Russel should stop and reply the pursuers. Don 

Russell accepts the suggestion and the moment it opens its mouth Chaunticleer sneaks 

out and returns to his barnyard. Thus, the story teaches the moral don’t believe in the 

words of a flatterer. 

 

Lyric was another form of poetry popular in the Middle English. A lyric is a short poetic 

composition meant to be sung. There were different types of lyrics composed in Middle 

English. Lyrics first began to appear in Middle English in the twelfth century. One of the 

initial forms of lyrics in the English language is Carole a song with the refrain or line 

frequently repeated. A Carole was accompanied by a dance performed by a small group 

of dancers. Caroles were probably used to entertain people during the seasonal festivals. 

A very well-known Middle English Carole is “Summer is icemen in”. It is a song 

celebrating the arrival of spring the season of joy and happiness. It was probably 

composed in 1240 CE. 

 

Lyrics not only celebrate spring but also express the desires, joys and sorrows of lovers. 

For instance, in the lyric “Ich wolde ich were a thrustlecock” the speaker wishes to be a 

pet bird of the beloved and accompany her all the time. Other love lyrics depict the woes 

of lovers whose affection remains unrequited or in some cases it is lost prematurely. In 

addition to secular love, the love of Jesus Christ and his mother Mary was a central idea 

of many religious lyrics. 

 

Religious lyrics were composed by priests and sung before religious congregations. John 

of Grimson a friar by profession in 1372 compiled a book containing 250 religious lyrics 
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used with sermons. Some religious lyrics sing praises of Virgin Mary like “I sing of a 

maiden/ that is makeles (matchless)”. Other religious lyrics were composed with the 

purpose of inculcating piety in people and make them repent over their sins. 

 

Popular political lyrics depicted the contemporary social and political matters. For 

instance, the unpopularity and cruelty of King Richard II is reflected in the lyric: 

 

The ax was sharp, the stokke was hard 

 

In the thirteenth year of Kyng Richard 

 

This short but sharp poetic composition probably refers to the Peasant’s Revolt of 1381 

CE and the severe punishments given to protesters. Political lyrics serve as the most 

truthful record of historical events since they are composed of ordinary people and 

represent their perspective. Another poetic form which serves to record historical events 

is a ballad. 

 

Ballads composed in Middle English indicate the continuing tradition of oral literature. 

They are poems divided into stanzas and often contain a refrain or line repeated after 

every stanza. Ballads usually narrate a single event and also contain dialogues spoken by 

characters. For instance, the anonymous ballad Sir Patrick Spen tells the story of a skilled 

sailor who is sent on a voyage which is fatal, but he must undertake this assignment 

anyway. In the beginning of this ballad, one hears the king and an aged knight discussing 

who should be sent on a dangerous expedition. Later in the ballad the poet makes Sir 

Patrick expresses his apprehension about the perilous journey he is compelled to make. 

 

Similarly, there are ballads narrating the deeds performed by Robin Hood a fictitious 

English yeoman who turns into an outlaw. These ballads include Robin Hood and the 

Monk, Robin Hood and the Potter, Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne and Robin Hood’s 

Death. Chevy Chase is another well-known ballad composed probably in the early 

fifteenth century. It recounts a battle between Percy who goes hunting in his enemy’s 

territory. He hunts successfully but soon encounters his enemy Douglas. The battle 

between Percy and Douglas ends with the latter’s death. Despite his success, Percy 

grieves over the death of a daring opponent and admires his courage. While the 

anonymous poets composed poems based on content popular with ordinary people the 

well-known poets took up a variety of lofty subjects. 

 

Major English Poets of Middle English 
John Gower 

John Gower (1330 - 1408) was a friend Geoffrey Chaucer and corrected his poem Troilus 

and Cresidye. A gentleman and landowner John Gower wrote in French, Italian and 

English. A Lover’s Confession is his long narrative poem in English. It is written in 

octosyllabic rhymed couplets with eight syllables in each line. It consists of an exchange 

of dialogues between the Lover and Genius the priest of the religion of love. The Lover 

confesses his love before Genius who then takes the Lover to meet Seven Deadly Sins 
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and, on the way, tells him several stories popular in ancient Greek and Roman 

civilizations. By the end of the poem Genius convinces the Lover to give up worldly love 

for the sake of love of God. Thus, Gower uses allegory to preach his religious ideals.  

 

William Langland 

His contemporary poet William Langland (1330 – 1386) also expressed his strong 

religious beliefs in his allegorical poem Piers Plowman. A priest by profession, William 

Langland produced a dream vision poem in alliterative verse. This poem is divided into 

“passus” which means steps in Latin. The poem consists of eight different visions. The 

dreamer finds himself in a field with the Tower of Truth on one end and the Dungeon of 

Hell on the other end. The field is full of people of the world. The dreamer is instructed 

by the Holy Church and wants to find Truth.  So, he goes on a pilgrim with other people, 

but they go astray and meet Piers who is a farmer or plowman as the dreamer calls him. 

Piers Plowman offers to help them find their way but on condition that they plough a 

piece of land with him. Some people agree while others refuse and get punished by 

Hunger. In the course of his journey the dreamer meets different characters including 

Reason, Wit, Conscience, Intellect, Patience, Old Age, Death, Pestilence, and Seven 

Deadly Sins etc. Finally, the dreamer realizes that Piers Plowman is Christ and sees him 

releasing mankind from Hell. 

 

Although Langland’s verse lacks the polish and sophistication as visible in Chaucer’s 

poetry, yet it expresses his genuine religious passion and his condemnation of the vices of 

fellow men. He strongly criticizes the wicked social practices by means of abstract 

characters. He composes his verse in colloquial language used by ordinary people and 

employs alliterative verse like the poet of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.  

 

Geoffrey Chaucer 

Unlike Langland Geoffrey Chaucer uses rhyme and his poetry reflects the effects of 

various contemporary literary trends. He was born in1340 or 1342 in a middle-class 

family of wine merchants. Geoffrey Chaucer did not take up his family business. He 

received education which enabled him to work on different important positions for the 

king. As a young man, he took part in the Hundred Years War between Britain and 

France and was imprisoned in France for some time. He later studied law and became a 

courtier of King Edward III. He travelled widely and served as a diplomat in Italy and 

France. He learnt about the latest literary trends in the continental Europe during his 

visits to these countries. In Richard II’s reign he worked as a comptroller or senior 

executive of customs for twelve years. He also served as a Clerk of King’s Work that 

means he worked as an officer responsible for construction, repair and maintenance of 

royal buildings. For some time, he was appointed as a Forester in charge of a royal forest. 

He was also a member of parliament representing the county of Kent.  

 

His poetry, however, does not refer to his varied personal experiences but it clearly 

indicates his familiarity with Latin and French languages and their literature. The proof of 

his command over French language is his first literary work which is an English 

translation of the thirteenth century French poem called the Romance of the Rose. 
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Chaucer’s thorough reading of Italian poets Dante and Boccaccio is visible in his later 

works. Moreover, his use of the technique of dream allegory indicates the influence of 

contemporary French literary trends. He also was familiar with the classical literature of 

the Greeks and Romans and he often refers to their works in his vast body of poetry. 

 

Chaucer’s first original literary work in English is The Book of Duchesses, a dream 

vision poem. It contains an account of a sleepless man’s dream which takes him to a 

chamber where the stories of the Romance of the Rose and the War of Troy were written 

on the windows. The dreamer then encounters a knight in black dress mourning for his 

deceased wife. It is later revealed that this mourner is John of Gaunt, the Duke of 

Lancaster who lost his wife Blanche the Duchesses of Lancaster. The poem is also an 

elegy expressing the grief of a bereaved husband. The dreamer reports the information he 

receives from the sorrowful husband about the qualities of his wife. He also recalls his 

courtship with the lady who finally accepted his proposal of marriage. Despite its 

immaturity this poem depicts poet’s knowledge of French, Greek and Roman literatures. 

 

The House of Fame is Chaucer’s next work in English, and it shows maturity in the use 

of the technique as well as in the choice of content. The poet again uses a dream vision 

allegory to comment on the vices and follies of human beings. The poem is an account of 

a dreamer’s visit to The House of Fame and then to The House of Rumor. The poem 

opens with a dreamer’s visit to the temple of Greek goddess Venus. It gives him an 

opportunity to tell the story of Aeneas the Trojan hero. He also reflects upon Aeneas’s 

betrayal of Dido the queen of Carthage. He also recounts many stories of mythical female 

characters that like Dido were betrayed by their lovers. Chaucer elaborated on this topic 

in his next work the Legend of Good Women. 

 

The dreamer then gives an elaborate description of the House of Fame which is a glass 

temple and located on top of a steep mountain. He experiences a difficult ascent to the 

top of the mountain in order to reach the House of Fame and meets fame. He observes 

that Fame has several tongues, eyes and ears and wings too. The dreamer also visits the 

House of Rumor made of twigs and hears countless voices escaping this building. The 

poem ends abruptly when a mysterious man arrives at the House of Rumor and everyone 

gets silent. This poem shows the influence of ancient and contemporary Italian poets. 

Chaucer seems to be inspired by Virgil’s Aeneid and Dante’s Divine Comedy. 

 

In his next English poem, the Legend of Good Women Chaucer relates ten stories of 

well-known women including the Egyptian queen Cleopatra and the mythical characters 

of Medea, Hypsipyle and Dido. This poem is significant because it is written in iambic 

pentameter including couplets with ten stressed syllables. This meter or rhythm later 

became popular in English poetry. 

 

The Parliament of Fowls is another one of Chaucer’s English poems and it is written in 

royal rhyme or stanzas consisting of seven lines each. An allegoric dream vision like 

Chaucer’s two other earlier works it relates the observations of a dreamer who is guided 

by Scipio Africanus during his visit to the heavens. The dreamers visits a garden by a 



27 

 

river and witnesses many characters personifying abstract ideas such as Beauty, Delight, 

Flattery, Youth etc. He is finally taken to the temple of Venus where all the birds have 

gathered to choose their mates and celebrate St. Valentine’s Day. The dreamer tells about 

three male eagles each pleading his case for the companionship of a female eagle. The 

Nature intervenes on this occasion and orders the male eagles to wait for a year and gives 

the right of choice of companion to the female eagle.  

 

His next poem Troilus and Criseyde is clearly inspired by the Italian poet Boccaccio’s 

work Il Filostrato in which he relates the ancient story of the Trojan prince Troilus who 

loves Cressida. Chaucer’s poem is set in the background of siege of the city of Troy by 

Greeks. The Trojan prophet Calchas predicts the fall of Troy and joins the Greeks. 

Troilus the youngest Trojan prince sees Calchus’s daughter Criseyde at a temple and he 

immediately falls in love with her. Troilus manages to meet Criseyde with the help and 

conspiracy of her uncle Pandarus. Very soon Criseyde, however, is forced to join her 

father in the Greek camp. Before her departure for the Greek camp she promises Troilus 

that she will return after ten days. But once in the Greek camp Criseyde is unable to keep 

her promise. She accepts Diomede’s love and completely abandons the idea of returning 

to her former lover Troilus. Troilus is extremely disappointed by Criseyde’s betrayal. He 

later dies while fighting in a battle against the Greeks. 

 

The poem is divided into five books and contains more than eight thousand lines. It tells 

the story of deceit, conspiracy, infidelity but also presents the joys and sorrows of love. It 

is one of Chaucer’s finest works. It reflects poet’s study of human psychology 

particularly in the character of Criseyde who cannot make up her mind whether to return 

to her lover Troilus or accept the more practical and down-to-earth offer of love by 

Diomede. Chaucer’s knowledge of human nature is most clearly depicted in his next and 

most popular work The Canterbury Tales. 

 

Unlike Chaucer’s other works which are guided by his readings of Greek, Latin, Italian 

and French literary writings his poem titled The Canterbury Tales are told in a purely 

English background. The poem is neither an allegory nor a dream vision but a collection 

of twenty-four stories narrated by the travelers of diverse professions and backgrounds. 

The Prologue to these tales sets the stage for their narration. In the Prologue, the speaker 

describes the arrival of spring and states that it is the most suitable time for going on 

pilgrimage. The speaker meets the twenty-nine pilgrims at Tabard, an inn in Southwerk. 

These pilgrims are on their way to the shrine of Thomas Beckett who was martyred at the 

order of King Henry II in the twelfth century.  

 

The speaker then introduces each pilgrim and begins with the Knight who is the most 

respectable member in the group. The other pilgrims include the Squire, the Yeoman, the 

Prioress who is accompanied by another nun, her chaplain and priest, the Monk, the Friar, 

the Merchant, the Clerk, the Sergeant of Law, the Franklin, the Weaver, the Dyer, the 

Carpenter, the Tapestry-Maker, the Haberdasher, the Cook, the Shipman, the Physician, 

the Wife of Bath, the Parson, the Miller, the Manciple, the Reeve, the Summoner, the 

Pardoner and the Canon and his Yeoman. Chaucer’s Prologue to the Canterbury Tales 
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thus presents a “picture-gallery” of the fourteenth century England. His characters are 

individuals as well as representatives of their typical social class and profession. His 

description of these characters is realistic and at the same time humorous. He describes 

their physical appearance, their habits and their attitude toward others.   

 

The Prologue is followed by the tales told by these pilgrims during their two days journey 

to Canterbury. There is a great variety in the types of stories told by these pilgrims. Each 

tale is an individual story and at the same time it reveals something of the character of its 

narrator. The Knight’s tale, for instance, depicts the world of chivalry. He relates the 

story of two knights who fought because they both were in love with the same woman. 

The tale told by the Wife of Bath deals with the question what women want most. The 

knight in the tale sets out to seek answer to this question and learns that women want 

sovereignty. The Miller tells a bawdy tale of a carpenter whose wife deceives him. 

Similarly, the Monk tells monotonous tragic stories of different men who fall from the 

state of prosperity and face downfall. He refers to Adam, Hercules, Samson and Nero. 

Thus, the tales like their tellers reflect diversity. So Chaucer produces a unique literary 

work which represents his contemporary society and at the same time possesses a very 

strong element of universality. That is why the Canterbury Tales even after seven 

hundred years are still relevant and are read with interest. 

 

Chaucer died in the year 1400 and left behind several poetic compositions. He began his 

literary career as a translator and produced several works using the knowledge he gained 

from ancient as well as contemporary masters. His career ended with an original work for 

which he does not owe much to the French, Italian and classical works. Undoubtedly, his 

most remarkable creation is The Canterbury Tales which is purely an English literary 

masterpiece. The English literary scene especially poetry remained dull in the century 

following Chaucer’s death. 

 

English Poets of Fifteenth Century  
Only two significant English poets appeared in the fifteenth century. Both Thomas 

Hoccleve (died in 1426) and John Lydgate (died in 1450) admired Chaucer but failed to 

produce any major poetic work. They mostly translated well-known works of Latin and 

French. Hoccleve was a minor government employ and his long poem La Male Regle 

depicts his life. He regrets wasting his youth in futile activities such as frequently visiting 

taverns and getting drunk. In this poem he paints a vivid picture of contemporary 

London, but his composition lacks literary significance.  

 

Unlike Hoccleve John Lydgate was a monk and spent most of his life indoors. He 

produced several poetic compositions but with little innovation. His Falls of Princes was 

an adaptation of Boccaccio’s work, while the Troy-Book and The Stories of Thebes were 

based on ancient stories. His work titled the Pilgrim of the Life of Man was translated 

from French. Lydgate’s shorter poems reflect originality but still fail to make an impact 

as impressive literary compositions. 
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The works of major as well as minor poets who wrote in Middle English contribute to the 

great body of English poetry. These poets improved the existing technique of alliterative 

verse and at the same time borrowed and experimented with rhyming technique. They 

translated the great works and managed to produce their own poetic compositions.  As 

compared to the poets the prose writers of Middle English wrote less but still improved 

the quality of English prose. 

 

2.1.2 Middle English Prose 
The prose written in Middle English was both secular and religious in nature. The 

religious prose included translations and original works. Some of these religious prose 

writings are spiritual in nature while others are instructive. The secular prose works also 

include translations from French and Latin as well as didactic works written in order to 

teach and guide people on various matters. 

 

Religious Prose 
The religious scholars in Britain like King Alfred who wrote in Old English followed the 

tradition of translation of different books of the Bible into English. The most significant 

of these translators is John Wycliffe (died in 1384) who was a professor at the University 

of Oxford and a priest as well. He translated the Bible into English in 1382. It is known 

as Wycliffe’s Bible.  

 

An anonymous prose work probably composed in the twelfth century includes the 

accounts of three female Christian saints namely Katherine, Margaret, and Juliana. The 

writer in this work deliberately uses alliteration and rhyming. It is addressed to the female 

audience and highlights the advantages of virginity and a life of devotion to God like 

those led by these female saints. Another similarly interesting contemporary prose 

writing for women is a manual of instructions called AncrenRiwle or Rules for 

Anchoress. An anchoress is a woman who decides to withdraw from secular life and 

spends her time in prayer and learning. This treatise is addressed to three young women 

who chose to live in seclusion but not in a convent. Instead, they live in a house near the 

church. It provides guidance to these anchoresses in matters of daily life including 

shopping, farming, travelling etc. The writer in order to teach the readers uses proverbs 

and short narratives and at times draws realistic character-sketches.   

 

In addition to these instructive works some significant spiritual writings in prose were 

also produced in Middle English by male as well as female writers. Walter Hilton who 

lived in the fourteenth century produced a detailed prose work called The Scale or Ladder 

of Perfection. In this work, Hilton discusses two types of lives: active or worldly and 

contemplative. He explains how contemplation can begin with recitation of the Bible. He 

insists on the importance of prayer and meditation as means of one’s connecting with 

God and identifies the difficulties and distractions one faces in this effort.  

 

A similar prose work by some anonymous writer of Middle English is The Cloud of 

Unknowing. It seems to be written for giving guidance to those who want to seek God 

but by means of spiritual exercises. The writer rejects the use of reason and mental 
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faculties to approach God and advocates pure and spiritual love as the means to connect 

with God. While these religious treatises were written for guiding those who desire 

spiritual experiences there are two significant prose works of Middle English which 

record the spiritual experiences of mystics.  

 

The first one of these spiritual writings is called the Showings or Revelations written by 

Julian of Norwich an anchoress who lived in the fourteenth century. She survived the 

Black Death (1348-50) the widespread deadly epidemic called plague which killed 

almost one third of the population of England. She also witnessed the Peasants’ Revolt 

against the high taxes imposed on them by King Richard II. At the age of thirty, Julian 

got extremely ill and in that state of severe physical illness saw visions of the life of Jesus 

Christ. She recovered and recorded this spiritual experience which includes the Showing 

of Passion an elaborate description of Christ being crucified. Similarly, she wrote the 

Showing of Our Lady which explains her witnessing Mary the mother of Christ as “a 

simple maiden, meek and young of age”.  

 

Another contemporary of Julian of Norwich is a female mystic and prose writer called 

Margery Kempe. She lived in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries. Although 

an illiterate woman she recorded her spiritual experiences by dictating them to two 

scribes. Her work is known as the Book of Margery Kempe and is considered the first 

autobiography written in English. The staunch Catholic woman Margery Kempe 

experienced severe illness and this led her to a spiritual experience. During her illness she 

felt constantly attacked by demons and all sorts of evil spirits who compelled her to give 

up her faith. She, however, received a visit from Jesus Christ who guided and helped her 

to retaliate against the demonic attacks. Such mystical experiences as well as the accounts 

of her pilgrims to Rome and Jerusalem are recorded in her book. The details of Kempe’s 

life and particularly her travels interest the readers. 

 

Secular Prose 
The religious prose in Middle English thus reflects a variety of texts ranging from 

instructive manuals to records of spiritual experiences. The secular prose, on the contrary 

mostly consists of translations. For instance, Polychronicon a Latin encyclopedia of 

history written in the thirteenth century by the English monk Renulf Higdon was 

translated into English by another priest John of Trevisa during the fourteenth century. 

Another popular travelogue translated from French into English was the Travels of Sir 

John Mandeville. The exaggerated account of journeys of this imaginary English knight 

to many countries of Asia and Africa impressed people in fourteenth century. 

 

The most significant secular prose work of Middle English is Deaths of Arthur written by 

Sir Thomas Malory in the fifteenth century. It was published in 1485 by the first printing 

press in Britain owned by William Caxton. This fictional account of King Arthur’s life 

and different adventures consists of eight books. The language of this prose work is very 

close to Modern English and a twenty first century reader can easily read it. It opens with 

an introduction of the writer who claims to be a knight in prison where he is composing 

this work.  
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The first book tells about the birth of King Arthur and his becoming the king of British 

people who until then had no leader. It also explains how Arthur receives his magical 

sword called Excalibur. Arthur’s marriage to Guinevere and her inheriting the Round 

Table is also mentioned. The knights who have been serving King Arthur and later 

become known as the Knights of the Round Table are also described in the initial books. 

The later books tell about the adventures of different knights including Lancelot, Gareth, 

Gawain, Tristan, Percival, etc. Books five and six relate the adulterous relation between 

Arthur’s Queen Guinevere and his knight Sir Lancelot. This leads to a feud between 

Arthur and Lancelot and the traitor Mordred avails the opportunity to claim Arthur’s 

throne. Book eight recounts the bloody battle between Arthur and Mordred which leaves 

both mortally wounded. Arthur is finally boarded in a barge and sent to Avalon an 

imaginary island.   

 

Thus, Malory effectively paints an impressive picture of the world of knights and also 

depicts the contemporary ideal of courtly love by means of an adulterous relation 

between Queen Guinevere and Sir Lancelot. He takes his material from different 

accounts of King Arthur written in French but produces a purely English work. His prose, 

though simple, is poetic and he deserves the credit for synthesizing different scattered 

tales about Arthur into one unified literary product in English language.  

 

The progress of Middle English prose despite its production of several works was far 

slower than that shown by poetry which ultimately produced Chaucer who is known for 

his unique masterpiece the Canterbury Tales. However, the genre of drama which seemed 

non-existent in Old English literature was introduced in Middle English and showed 

significant improvement.  

 

2.2.3 Evolution of English Drama 
The English drama saw its glory in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when literary 

giants like William Shakespeare, Christopher Marlow and Ben Jonson produced great 

plays. The roots of the English drama, however, lie in the Middle English period when it 

began to evolve as an extension of religious rituals. In fact, drama in ancient societies 

was closely related to religious rituals besides being a great literary form. The early 

fathers of the Christian Church, however, despised drama because they associated it with 

the pagan Roman culture. But drama re-emerged in British society in probably the tenth 

century and initially served only religious purposes.  

 

At the very first stage of development of English dramas we find Tropes or liturgical 

plays performed during the tenth and eleventh centuries. They included the exchange of 

dialogues between the priests and the chorus and were performed on the occasions of 

Easter and Christmas. For instance, in one trope which was performed on the occasion of 

Easter, dialogues were exchanged between Mary the mother of Christ and the three 

priests who visited the tomb of Christ.  

 

So long as these plays were performed in the church the dialogues were spoken in Latin. 

However, gradually when these plays were moved from inside the church to the 
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courtyard outside it the dialogues were also spoken in English. With the passage of time 

more dialogues and characters were added to these religious plays. A twelfth century 

French play called the Play of Adam written probably by a priest shows the temptation 

and consequently the fall of Adam and Eve and also the death of their son Abel. The 

dialogues of this play are written in the French language while the songs sung by the 

chorus are in Latin. Probably such plays were also written and performed by 

contemporary English priests.  

 

At the third stage of development of drama it moved completely out of the church and 

was performed in marketplaces with more audience. It was no more meant for giving 

instructions and guidance to the faithful in religious matters, but it was performed 

primarily for the entertainment of the masses. The growth of urban culture and increased 

economic activity in markets contributed to the popularity of this type of drama. It was 

still written by priests but performed by actors who were laymen. It was called the 

miracle play. During thirteenth century cycles of these miracle plays were written and 

performed in different cities in Britain especially on the religious occasions such as the 

feast of Corpus Christie which usually fell in summer season. The content of these plays 

continued to be religious and historical facts and parts of the Bible were dramatized and 

presented before the public.  

 

Thus, drama continued to progress and at its next stage received patronage from different 

guilds in cities. A whole cycle of forty-eight mystery plays from fourteenth century 

indicates the fact that English drama was a popular form of entertainment for the public. 

In the major cities where these plays were performed all guilds of artisans of various 

professions contributed to the staging of these plays. The content of these plays was 

religious, but the dialogues were purely in English language spoken by ordinary people. 

Different sections of these plays were staged in different parts of the city and moveable 

wagons were used as a stage. These moveable stages called pageants were transported 

from one part of the city to the other and a different section of a play was staged.  

 

The content of these Middle English plays continued to improve and in addition to stories 

taken from the Bible, the audiences were also guided by means of performance of 

abstract characters. These plays were called morality plays and they presented moral 

lessons by means of personification of human qualities as well as follies. The Seven 

Deadly sins were depicted trying to defeat the Seven Cardinal Virtues in order to claim 

possession of the human soul. The human soul becomes a battlefield for vices and virtues 

each trying its best to gain control over it. The Castle of Perseverance and Everyman 

were two well-known and popular morality plays produced by anonymous writers in 

Middle English. Similarly, in John Redford’s (1500- 1547) play Wit and Science the 

character Wit (which means intellect) wants to marry Science but in order to achieve his 

purpose has to defeat the giant called Tediousness. Thus, Wit sets out on an adventurous 

journey to find his opponent and defeat it. During his journey, Wit meets many 

allegorical characters. In John Rastell’s (1470-1536) play The Four Elements the central 

character of Humanity receives information about latest geographical and scientific 

developments through various allegorical characters.  
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By the end of the fifteenth century another type of plays began to get popular. These 

plays were comic in nature and were called Interludes. John Heywood (1497-1580) is one 

of the major dramatists who wrote interludes. Heywood’s play The Four Ps shows four 

characters a Palmer, a Pardoner, an Apothecary (physician) and a Pedlar who compete to 

tell a lie. Each of these characters tells different tales. Thus, the play contains little action. 

The other well-known interludes written by Heywood are Witty and Witless, The Play of 

Love and The Play of Weather.  

 

The English drama thus began to evolve since tenth century and passed through different 

stages. It was initially religious in nature and performed for guiding and educating the 

audience. The liturgical plays were performed inside the church but gradually moved 

outside and were performed in the courtyards of churches. The thirteenth century saw the 

rise of miracle plays performed at different places in the cities. The local guilds 

patronized the mystery plays followed by morality plays popular in fourteenth and 

fifteenth century. The hallmark of morality plays was their employment of the technique 

of personification demonstrated in the presentation of abstract ideas as characters on 

stage. Another form of comic play called interludes also became popular in fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries. The six hundred years of growth of the drama in English finally lead 

to the production of great plays by different literary artists during the Renaissance in 

Britain in sixteenth and then seventeenth centuries.  
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Summary Points 
 

 English language used in Britain from the eleventh to fifteenth century was called 

the Middle English. 

 Many social, political and economic changes occurred in Britain and consequently 

affected the literature produced in the Middle English. 

 New forms of poetry such as romances, lais, ballads, fables and carols became 

popular.  

 The English poets under the influence of French learned to rhyme their verse 

forms. 

 Geoffrey Chaucer was the most significant poet of Middle English and he wrote 

The Canterbury Tales.  

 English prose was used for recording spiritual experiences by mystics such as 

Richard Rolle, Julian of Norwich and Margery Kempe. 

 Sir Thomas Malory wrote Deaths of Arthur consisting of several stories in prose 

relating the adventures of King Arthur and his knights. 

 The genre of drama began to evolve in English and priests used liturgical plays to 

preach Christianity to the masses. 

 English drama went through gradual transformations and by the fifteenth century 

its different forms including mystery play, miracle plays, morality plays and 

interludes appeared. 
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Questions 
 

i. How did the Norman Conquest of Britain in 1066 CE affect English language? 

ii. How did the contact with the French language and civilization influence the Middle 

English literature? 

iii. Identify and explain the characteristic features of different types of courtly 

literature developed in Middle English. 

iv. What are the different types of lyrics popular in Middle English literature? 

v. Identify the characteristics of Middle English ballads. 

vi. How do Gower and Langland contribute to the development of poetry in Middle 

English literature? 

vii. Enlist and explain different stages of development of Geoffrey Chaucer as a poet of 

Middle English. 

viii. What makes the Canterbury Tales a unique poetic work of literature in the Middle 

Ages? 

ix. Discuss the role of spiritual writings in the development of Middle English prose. 

x. Enlist and explain the different stages of development of drama in Middle English. 
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Overview 
 

The Tudor dynasty ruled the British Isles in the sixteenth century and English literature 

continued to develop and improve in quality and quantity in this period of time. In this 

period, the movement of Renaissance or revival of knowledge reached the British Isles 

and produced strong influences on English literature. The movement of reformation of 

Christianity called Protestantism also reached Britain during the sixteenth century and by 

the end of the century the Church of England was declared the Protestant church. New 

inventions and discoveries also contributed to the shaping of English literature. The 

English literary artists of the sixteenth century on one hand learnt from the different 

sources of ancient and contemporary knowledge and on the other hand boldly made 

experiments and produced unique works. Different English translations of the Bible were 

made. Prose form of English language was used for writing history, pamphlets, 

autobiographies, instructions and telling stories. The English poets learnt to compose 

sonnets and use blank verse and developed and polished both these techniques. Edmund 

Spenser wrote the Fairie Queen a narrative poem containing the elements of epic and 

romance. The group of literary artists called the University Wits produced a large body of 

English poetry, prose and plays. William Shakespeare besides narrative poems and a 

sonnet sequence also produced several poetic plays which still carry universal appeal.   

 

Objectives 
 

After reading this unit, students will be able to: 

i. define the following terms: 

a. Renaissance 

b. Reformation 

c. Sonnet 

d. University Wits; 

ii. name different English monarchs of the Tudor dynasty in chronological order; 

iii. differentiate between two types of sonnets; 

iv. demonstrate their knowledge of different types of prose works produced in English 

during the sixteenth century; 

v. discuss the development of the genre of sonnet in English poetry during the 

sixteenth century; 

vi. enlist different poetic works of Edmund Spenser and recognize the salient features 

of each work; 

vii. discuss the contributions of Christopher Marlow, Sir Walter Raleigh, William 

Shakespeare, Chidiock Tichborne and George Peele to English poetry; 

viii. enlist the plays written by the University Wits and place them in the categories of 

history, comedy and tragedy; and 

ix. state and discuss the significant features of plays written by Christopher Marlow. 

 

By the beginning of the sixteenth century, English language entered its new phase of 

development called Modern English. A great body of literature was produced in Modern 
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English during the sixteenth century. The genres of poetry and prose further developed, 

and drama entered as a new trend in literature. The literary artists of English language 

adopted some new trends popular in contemporary Continental Europe and experimented 

and produced nationalistic English literature. So, the English poets like their Italian 

contemporaries composed sonnet sequences and also produced the Fairie Queene an epic 

poem praising the majesty and grandeur of Elizabeth, the English Queen. A new metrical 

form of blank verse was introduced in poetry and used in drama as well. The genre of 

drama and especially the tragedy developed further with the plays written by Christopher 

Marlow and William Shakespeare. In addition to poetry and drama significant amount of 

secular and religious prose was also written in this period.  

 

The English literature produced during the sixteenth century was greatly influenced by 

the contemporary political, religious, geographical, scientific and social changes 

occurring in Europe as well as in the British Isles. Thus, the Renaissance, the 

Reformation, the Tudor reign, the defeat of the Spanish Armada and the discovery of the 

Americas etc., all contributed in shaping the English literature. In order to analyze the 

literature produced in English during the sixteenth century it is essential to understand the 

factors that affected it and formed its background. 
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3.1  The Background 
 

The Renaissance 
The transitory period between the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of the 

Modern Age is called the Renaissance and it includes the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. This age is also known for cultural renewal and revival of knowledge. A 

political event served as a catalyst for this movement of revival of forgotten knowledge in 

Europe. It all started at Constantinople (now called Istanbul). Constantinople had been 

the capital of the Eastern Roman or Byzantine Empire since 395 CE. It was the center of 

Christianity and contained significant churches like the Hagia Sophia and Orthodox 

Catholic Church. During the Christian rule Constantinople was also the center of various 

art and cultural activities. When Mehmet II conquered Constantinople in 1435 CE it 

brought an end to the Christian rule in Near East (now called Turkey).  

 

The Christian Byzantine scholars were afraid of the new Muslim rulers and many moved 

to different Christian countries in Europe. These scholars took with them the books, 

including translations of great works of ancient Greek and Roman scholars, including 

Plato, Aristotle, Archimedes, Homer, Ptolemy, Plutarch, Boethius, Lucan, Cicero and 

Quintilian. These works written by pagan Greek and Roman scholars were banned in 

Europe during the Middle Ages because the Christian priests considered the ideas 

mentioned in this ancient works contrary to Christian beliefs and practices. While in 

different Muslim countries, including the kingdoms of Umayyad and Abbasids in the 

Middle East these books were translated in Arabic, Aramaic and Persian languages and 

read and admired.  

 

Thus, the Fall of Constantinople and consequently the arrival of Christian scholars in 

Europe in the latter half of fifteenth century re-introduced the people of Europe to the 

scientific, political, social, economic and literary works produced by great Greek and 

Roman scholars. The European scholars enthusiastically received these books and they 

were translated in different European languages and consequently stimulated the 

movement of revival of knowledge. The knowledge of the ancient pagan scholars was 

adopted and expressed in the works of Christian painters, sculptors, builders and literary 

artists of the Renaissance’s Europe.  

 

Some significant scientific inventions and geographical discoveries also contributed to 

the spirit of Renaissance. For instance, the Italian mathematician and astronomer Galileo 

Galilei (1564-1642) invented telescope. He scientifically proved another Renaissance’s 

astronomer Copernicus’s claim that the earth revolves around the sun. Thus, the popular 

belief that earth was the center of the universe began to lose its significance. Similarly, 

the discovery of the New World or the Americas by the Genoese sailor Christopher 

Columbus in 1492 and Portuguese sailor Vasco de Gama’s discovery of a western route 

to India in 1498 encouraged the explorers to seek new destinations. Consequently, the 

enterprising Europeans also began to look forward to taking control of the resources of 

newly found lands. 
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The Fall of Constantinople in 1453 was also significant because it brought an end to the 

wars called Crusades. Thus, since sixteenth century Europe began to experience a period 

of peace and stability during which the advancement of secular knowledge contributed to 

the growing resentment and anger against the practices of the Catholic Church. The 

culmination point of different protests against the Catholic Church was the Reformation.   

 

The Reformation 
In 1517, the German priest and professor of theology or study of religion Martin Luther 

wrote ninety-five Theses and strongly condemned some practices of the Catholic Church. 

He attacked the Church’s corrupt practice of selling indulgences or certificates of pardon 

to the sinners. Luther argued that only individual repentance can purge the spirit from the 

evil effects of sinful activities. He asserted that neither Pope nor any other priest can 

relieve the sinners. He criticized the collection of money by the sale of indulgences 

arguing that this practice discourages true Christians from acts of mercy aimed to help the 

needy people. Similar voices protesting the corruption of officials of the Church had been 

raised earlier especially in the fifteenth century by John Wycliffe a professor at Oxford 

University in England and John Huss a Prague-based theologian. However, Luther’s 

voice was more audible because his ideas were printed and published by the Gutenberg 

press in Germany and soon reached the public. Thus, Luther’s condemnation of Catholic 

Church laid the foundations of a new sect in Christianity called Protestantism. This new 

sect gradually gained approval and popularity in northern Europe. It was introduced in 

the British Isles as well and flourished during the reign of the Tudors.  

 

The Reign of Tudors 
Henry VII (1457-1509) was the founder of the Tudor dynasty. He was enthroned in 1485 

and brought peace to the England by ending the war between the royal families of York 

and Lancaster both claiming their right to the English throne. In fact, Henry VII belonged 

to the Lancaster family and married Elizabeth of York. He improved England’s relations 

with Scotland by marrying his daughter to James IV of Scotland. He also married his 

elder son Arthur to the Spanish princess Catherine of Aragon. Thus, these political 

marriages helped Henry VII to establish his rule in England. 

 

After Henry VII’s death, his son Henry VIII became the king in 1509 and ruled till 1547. 

Henry VII married six times and three of his children succeeded him and ruled Britain. 

He was initially a Catholic Christian and defended the position of the Church against the 

campaign of Protestants. In 1519, he received the title of Defender of Faith for the book 

he wrote and was titled Defense of the Seven Sacraments. However, his relations with the 

Catholic Church changed when he asked for a permission to annul or cancel his marriage 

with Catherine of Aragon so that he could marry Anne Boleyn. The Church denied the 

permission and Henry VIII felt offended. He reacted by establishing the Church of 

England in 1533 and gradually extended his control over the 3000 churches in England 

and confiscated their gold, jewels and land.  

 

In 1547 after the death of Henry VIII his nine-year-old son Edward VI became the king 

of England and during his reign the Church of England was turned into a Protestant 
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Church. The people of England, however, were divided. Some adopted Protestantism 

while others adhered to Catholicism. Before Edward died at the age of fifteen in 1553, he 

handed over the throne to his cousin Lady Jane Grey who ruled for only nine days and 

was arrested and executed by Mary the daughter of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon. 

During five years of Mary’s reign she suppressed Protestantism and revived Catholicism. 

She was therefore called Mary the Catholic. She executed several Protestants by publicly 

burning them on stake. The people of England did not like Mary’s brutal treatment of her 

religious opponents. Also her marriage with Philip II the King of Spain added to her 

unpopularity. Mary’s death in 1558 led to Elizabeth I’s reign which lasted till 1603.  

 

Elizabeth I was the daughter of Henry VIII and Ann Boleyn. During the half century of 

Elizabeth I’s rule several significant events took place and affected the course of history. 

Although the Queen Elizabeth I liked Catholicism and its rituals yet the breach between 

the Catholic Church and England widened during her reign. In 1570, the Church declared 

the Queen illegitimate child of Henry VIII and consequently not legible to rule England. 

It offended the Queen who so far had a soft corner in her heart for the Catholic Church. 

The ultimate result of this declaration was that the Church of England was finally 

established as a Protestant Church and Elizabeth I became its Supreme Governor.  

 

The defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 at the hands of a small English naval fleet 

strengthened the position of the Queen and that of England as a naval power of Europe. 

Elizabeth encouraged exploration and knighted Francis Drake for his circumnavigation of 

the world. She also sent Sir Walter Raleigh to North America and he founded an English 

colony in the state of Virginia. Elizabeth I developed trade relations with Muslim 

countries including Morocco and Ottoman Empire and the famous East India Company 

was established in 1601 to trade with India ruled by the Mughals at that time. The reign 

of Elizabeth is also well known for several literary artists who produced great works. 

Elizabeth patronized these artists and rewarded and encouraged them. Sir Philip Sidney, 

Sir Edmund Spenser, Sir Walter Raleigh and Christopher Marlow served as courtiers in 

Elizabeth’s court. William Shakespeare also produced his plays and poetry during her 

reign.  

 

Similarly, another group of literary artists called the University Wits also gained 

popularity and fame due to their poetry, plays and prose works. These literary artists were 

the students of Cambridge and Oxford Universities and therefore they were called the 

University Wits not in their lifetime but since the nineteenth century. The most renowned 

of these men of letters was Christopher Marlow while the others included in this group 

were Robert Greene, Thomas Nash, John Lyly and George Peele. The playwright 

Thomas Kyd though not a student of any university was also a well-known literary artist 

in the latter half of the sixteenth century. 

 

3.2 English Prose Written in Sixteenth Century 
 

The variety of purposes for which English prose writings were used during the sixteenth 

century contributed to the development of this genre. Translations of the Bible, dialogues 
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presenting different religious stances, sermons and religious laws were written in English 

prose for religious and instructive purposes.  Besides, the prose was also used for 

teaching secular branches of knowledge, recording history, producing pamphlets or short 

books and telling entertaining stories. The prose writers of the Tudor period like their 

predecessors continued to translate different prose works into English but at the same 

time produced several original works. We can broadly divide the prose writings of the 

sixteenth century into the categories of religious prose, instructive prose, history and 

biography and prose romance. Moreover, some miscellaneous prose works including 

pamphlets and books dealing with various topics are also discussed in the following 

pages.  

 

Religious Prose 
Martin Luther the founder of the Protestantism strongly advocated the idea that common 

people should be able to read the Bible in their own languages. With the popularity of 

Protestantism in England the provision of the English translation of the Bible was 

strongly felt. Earlier John Wycliffe in the fourteenth century had translated the Bible into 

English. In the sixteenth century different religious scholars followed the footsteps of 

Wycliffe and translated the Bible into English.  

 

The most notable of these translators is William Tyndale (1494-1536) who translated the 

Greek and Hebrew versions of the Bible rather than its Latin translation called the 

Vulgate. His translation of the Bible was published in 1529 and became a useful resource 

for the latter translators. In 1537 another English clergyman Miles Coverdale (1488-

1569) published his complete English translation of the Bible. Since Coverdale did not 

have command over Greek and Hebrew languages he relied on Latin and Greek versions 

of the Bible. However, Coverdale’s English translation was used by his contemporaries. 

In 1549 during the reign of Edward VI the Book of Common Prayers compiled by 

Archbishop Cranmer was published and placed in all churches across England. It 

contained translations of different parts of the Bible mostly taken from Coverdale’s 

translation. In Elizabeth I’s reign the Book of Common Prayers was declared the official 

prayer book. 

 

William Tyndale besides translating the Bible into English also wrote religious pamphlets 

projecting his Protestant beliefs. Tyndale’s Protestant views were strongly attacked by Sir 

Thomas More (1478-1535) a courtier of Henry VIII. More was a very learned man and 

mostly known for his Latin prose work Utopia in which he depicts life in an ideal world. 

Sir Thomas More was a staunch Catholic and in 1528 wrote a pamphlet titled A Dialogue 

Concerning Heresies and defended the position of the Catholic Church as the only true 

Christian religious institution. William Tyndale responded by producing An Answer unto 

Sir Thomas More’s Dialogue. Consequently, Sir Thomas More replied with a lengthy 

treatise with the title Confutation of Tyndale’s Answer. It contained an imaginary 

dialogue between Thomas More and Tyndale.  

 

Another significant English work written by Thomas More is Dialogue of Comfort 

Against Tribulation. He wrote this work while he was imprisoned in the Tower of 
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London after losing the favor of Henry VIII whom he opposed for breaking away from 

the Catholic Church. While waiting for his execution, more wrote an imaginary dialogue 

between two Hungarian gentlemen Anthony and Vincent. More used the year 1528 and 

the country of Hungary as the setting for this dialogue. It was the time when Hungary 

was facing the invasions of the Ottoman Emperor Suleiman the Magnificent. The 

conversation between Anthony and Vincent takes place in the background of threat and 

fear of attack by Turks.  This prose work is not purely religious but it is a spiritual 

reflection of the author who discusses the temporariness of worldly power and pleasures 

and insists on the significance of repentance of sins which he believes leads to comfort 

even in the times of tribulation. The imaginary characters while exchanging dialogues 

blend seriousness and humor and elaborate their ideas by telling anecdotes or short 

narratives. 

 

Histories and Biographies 
Sir Thomas More’s life was recorded by his son-in-law Sir William Roper (1496-1578) 

in the biography titled The Life of Sir Thomas More. It was published in 1556 and is still 

considered an authentic record of More’s life. 

 

Edward Hall (1499-1547) in his famous work titled Union of Two Noble and Illustre 

Families of Lancastere and Yorke recorded the history of England from the reign of 

Henry IV to that of Henry VIII. This book is also known as Hall’s Chronicle and was 

published in 1548 a year after Hall’s death. 

 

John Foxe (1516/7-87) produced a historical work titled Acts and Monuments. It is also 

known as the Book of Martyrs. The original Latin version of this book was published in 

1559 but its English translation was available in 1563. It is an account of different 

Christian martyrs mostly narrated by earlier historians. However, the most original part of 

this prose work includes information about the lives of the English Protestants who were 

executed during the reign of Mary the Catholic. This historical work serves as a record of 

the struggle of early English Protestants.  

 

The first printed history of the British Isles was produced by a sixteenth century historian 

called Raphael Holinshed (1552-80). It is called The Chronicles of England, Scotlande 

and Irelande and is popularly known as Holinshed’s Chronicle.  This elaborate historical 

document was first published in 1577 and then an enlarged version in two volumes was 

published in 1587. Different historian contributed in writing this significant historical 

work and they include William Harrison, Richard Stanyhurst, Edmund Campion and 

John Hooker.   

 

Holinshed’s Chronicles owe their significance to the fact that they were used as a source 

of information by the contemporary playwrights who produced historical plays. 

Christopher Marlow relied on the account mentioned in Holinshed’s Chronicles while 

writing his play Edward II. Similarly, Shakespeare in his play King Lear used the story 

Holinshed told of an ancient British king who divided his kingdom among his children.  



46 

 

Moreover, Shakespeare’s play Macbeth is also based on the events occurring during the 

reign of the Scottish king Duncan as stated in the Chronicles. 

 

Instructive Prose 
The English prose writers during the sixteenth century produced different works 

intending to educate the common people on a variety of matters. For instance, in 1531 Sir 

Thomas Elyot (1490-1546) wrote The Book of the Governor. This book was meant to 

guide the contemporary gentleman who wanted to take up different positions as 

administrators of public matters. The contents of the book reflect the influence of the 

Renaissance on Elyot who uses several continental references in this work. He especially 

draws his ideas from the philosophy of contemporary Dutch scholar Desiderius Erasmus. 

Elyot in this work quotes different scholars and also tells different anecdotes. His prose 

style is characterized by its clarity. 

 

Roger Ascham (1515-58) was an expert in Greek language and taught Greek and Latin 

languages to Elizabeth I. He is, however, more known for his didactic writings in 

English. In 1545, Ascham’s book titled Toxophilus or Lover of the Bow was published. It 

discusses the art of archery and presents the skill of using long bow and arrow as the 

national sport of England. This book is written in the form of dialogues and reflects 

Ascham’s personal observations and paints a lively picture of life in England. Ascham 

also wrote The Schoolmaster, a book meant to guide the teachers of Latin language and it 

was published in 1570. 

 

Thomas Wilson (1525-81) published his first book The Rule of Reason in 1551. He 

declared that his book contained the explanation of the “arte of logike” in a “vulgar 

tongue”. Wilson in fact wrote a textbook in English language for the students of 

philosophy who needed this knowledge often expressed in ancient languages. The 

contents of the book were a reproduction of Aristotle’s views. His second book The Art 

of Rhetoric was published in 1553 and is considered the first handbook of English 

composition. In this book, Wilson advocates the need for writing simple prose in English 

and strongly opposes the practice of borrowing phrases from Latin and Greek languages.  

 

Prose Romances 
The genre of romance was introduced in English during the Middle English Period and 

initially poets composed romances. However, Sir Thomas Malory’s Deaths of Arthur was 

a prose romance written in English in fifteenth century. The trend of writing romances in 

English prose continued and flourished during the sixteenth century. These fictional 

accounts related in English prose later became the forerunners of English novel which 

appeared in the eighteenth century. The most notable writers of romances in English 

prose of this period are Sir Philip Sydney, John Lyly, Thomas Nashe and Thomas 

Deloney. 

 

Sir Philip Sydney (1554-86) was a significant literary artist of his age besides being a 

soldier, courtier and statesman. He produced poetry as well as prose in English. Sidney’s 

prose romance Arcadia was written in 1570 and published in 1590. He tells a pastoral 
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story about an ideal world where the characters are shepherds and farmers and live 

peacefully and happily. He adds to this pastoral tale some elements popular in his 

contemporary age including attack of pirates, separation and reunion of parents and 

children and mistaken identities. The romance is divided into five books like the five acts 

of a play.  

 

Arcadia is an imaginary country ruled by gentle and kind-hearted Basilus. He has a wife 

and two daughters Pamela and Philoclea. Basilus along with his family retires and lives 

in the countryside. Two princes from another country arrive in Arcadia and fall in love 

with the two daughters of Basilus. The young men disguise themselves in order to get 

access to the princesses. However, the two princes are accused of Basilus’ supposed 

murder. When things get worse Euarchas the father of one of the princes intervenes and 

resolves all problems. Thusharmony and happiness in Basilus’s household and his 

kingdom are restored. Sidney revised the first version of Arcadia and made the story 

more complex by adding the character of a wicked female relative Cecropia thus making 

Arcadia a moral and didactic work.         

 

John Lyly (1554-1606) was one of the University Wits and studied at Oxford University. 

He wrote two prose romances namely: Euphues: The Anatomy of Wit and its sequel or 

second part titled Euphues and his England. The first book was published in 1578 while 

the other followed in 1579. Lyly picked the name Euphues for his protagonist from Roger 

Ascham’s book The Schoolmaster. Lyly’s Euphues is a Greek nobleman. In the first book 

titled Euphues: The Anatomy of Wit the protagonist Euphues visits the Italian city of 

Naples in order to meet his friend Philautus. In Naples Euphues falls in love with his 

friend’s fiancé Lucilla but she betrays him and gets interested in another man. In the 

second book titled Euphues and his England, the protagonist is reunited with his friend 

Philautus and both travel through England. This time, however, Philautus falls in love 

and Euphues as a detached observer, who has learned from his previous bitter 

experiences, watches his friend.  

 

These prose works written byLyly lack well-knitted plots. Their content mostly consists 

of conversations and letters exchanged between the characters about the topic of love. 

Despite these drawbacks these works are significant for two reasons. Firstly, in these 

prose works Lyly introduces a new style of using English prose called Euphuism and its 

significant characteristics include using phrases of same-length, repetition of verbs in 

successive sentences and employment of similar sounding words. Secondly, these works 

reflect severe criticism of contemporary society and its moral values. Lyly uses Naples as 

a setting for the action in his first work and refers to the superficial practices of its 

residents. In his second work he depicts England and highlights the social evils thus 

moralizing by means of these fictional accounts of Euphues’s adventures.  

 

Thomas Nashe (1567-1601) was a famous pamphleteer of the sixteenth century. He wrote 

a prose romance The Life of Jack Wilton or The Unfortunate Traveler. It was published 

in 1594. This crude picaresque tale relates several episodes in the life of its central 

character John Wilton. The action occurs in the reign of Henry VIII and Jack Wilton 
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travels across different countries of Europe beginning with England. He visits Germany, 

Holland and Italy and witnesses many significant historical events and meets significant 

people like the Earl of Surrey and Erasmus.  

 

Another significant English prose writer of sixteenth century is Thomas Deloney (1543-

1600). He was trained as a weaver and his prose works depict the lives of contemporary 

artisans. In 1590 Deloney wrote three tales in prose including Jack of Newbury, The 

Gentle Craft and Thomas of Reading. The first of these works titled Jack of Newbury 

tells the story of a weaver who works hard and becomes a clothier thus employing several 

people. Similarly, Thomas of Reading is also a clothier. The Gentle Craft depicts the 

lives of shoemakers. Deloney’s prose writings are quite realistic. His dialogues and vivid 

details written in simple and unadorned style reflect the social life of his contemporary 

age.   

 

Miscellaneous Prose Works 
Pamphlets or short books were a popular form of writing in Britain during the sixteenth 

century and dealt with various topics including politics, religion, literature, education and 

even personal experiences. Some of these pamphlets have literary importance. For 

instance, Thomas Nashe in 1594 produced a semi-autobiographical pamphlet titled Pierce 

Penniless, and his Supplications to the Devil. In this pamphlet, Pierce is an unsuccessful 

writer and complains against his misfortunes. Similarly, Robert Greene (1558-92) wrote a 

pamphlet with a title Groatsworth of Wit Bought with a Million Repentance. It tells the 

story of three characters including two brothers Roberto a playwright and Lucanio a 

businessman and a courtesan Lamilia. It is an autobiographical work in which characters 

exchange dialogues, tell anecdotes and sing songs. 

 

John Cheke (1514-57) was a professor of Greek language. He taught in the Cambridge 

University and also served as a tutor of the Greek language to Edward VI and Elizabeth I. 

The Hurt of Sedition was the title of a political pamphlet Cheke wrote in 1549 in order to 

defend the reformative steps taken by the government of Edward VI. Stephen Gosson 

(1554-1624) in 1579 produced a pamphlet The School of Abuse Containing a Pleasant 

Invective against Poets, Pipers, Players, Jesters and such like Caterpillars of a 

Commonwealth. Gosson in this pamphlet criticized the contemporary literature and 

theatre and claimed that they produce immoral effects. This pamphlet provoked Sir Philip 

Sidney to write a book to defend and justify the significance of literature. 

 

Sidney’s book titled On Defense of Poetry or An Apology for Poetry was published in 

1580. It is a significant work of literary criticism in English. Writing in simple English 

prose Sidney synthesizes different arguments in favor of poetry. Though his ideas are not 

original yet his fluency of style is certainly impressive. In this book he enlists various 

types of poetry and analyses it. He admits that the poetry written in his contemporary age 

is quite substandard. (Spencer and Shakespeare’s works were not published during 

Sidney’s lifetime). He, however, argues that poetry imitates the ideal and not the real and 

thus motivates the audience to achieve the ideal.  
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Another significant book written in English prose is Thomas Nashe’s The Terrors of 

Night. It was published in 1594. The writer in this book analyses the reasons which make 

people dream, have nightmares and see ghosts or apparitions.  

 

3.3 English Poetry in the Sixteenth Century 
 

The English poetry of the sixteenth century has two most significant aspects. One is the 

introduction and development of a short lyrical poem called sonnet and the other is Sir 

Edmund Spenser’s contribution to poetry. Different English poets worked on the newly 

introduced sub-genre of poetry called the sonnet and polished its form and content. 

Spenser produced several poetic works but his long poem the FairieQueene is perhaps the 

culmination point of his poetic genius. Moreover, several other poets like Marlow, 

Raleigh and Shakespeare composed remarkable poems which added to the richness of 

English poetry of the sixteenth century. 

 

The Sonnet 
One of the most significant additions to English literature and particularly in the genre of 

poetry during the sixteenth century was the composition of sonnets. A sonnet is a poem 

consisting of fourteen lines. An Italian sonnet is divided into two parts called the octave 

which has eight lines and the sestet which consists of the remaining six lines. In the 

octave, the poet states a problem or asks a question and then mentions the solution to the 

problem or answers the question in the sestet. The English poets Sir Thomas Wyatt and 

Henry Howard who is also known as the Earl of Surrey learnt the composition of sonnets 

from their Italian contemporaries and especially Francesco Petrarch (1304-1374) who 

wrote sonnet sequences. Initially, both Wyatt and Surrey translated Petrarch’s sonnets but 

later they composed their own sonnets.  

 

Sir Thomas Wyatt (1503-42) was a courtier of King Henry VIII and served as a diplomat 

in Spain and France. This exposure of the continental Europe enabled him to compose 

sonnets and thus he became the pioneer of the art of composing sonnets in English 

language. One of Wyatt’s most well-known sonnets is: 

 

Whoso lists to hunt, I know where a hind is 

 

(Who so wants to hunt, I know where is a female deer) 

 

Wyatt’s sonnets like Petrarch’s express his love for an inaccessible lady who is already 

married. In addition to sonnets inspired by Petrarch, Wyatt also wrote poems which are 

livelier and employ a conversational style. For instance, he begins a poem:  

 

My lute awake! Perform the last 

 

Wyatt’s contemporary and follower Surrey (1517-1547) further polished the art of 

composing sonnets. He not only translated sonnets written by Petrarch but also 

experimented with the sonnet form and divided it into four parts: three quatrains of four 
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lines followed by a couplet consisting of two lines. Later Sir Edmund Spenser and 

William Shakespeare used the same arrangement of lines in their sonnets. Surrey also 

translated Roman poet Virgil’s epic poem Aeneid and in the translation of Book II and 

Book IV used blank verse or iambic pentameter (a line of ten alternate stressed and 

unstressed syllables). The blank verse was later employed by the Elizabethan dramatists 

including Shakespeare and Marlow who made their characters speak lines using this 

metrical form. Thus, Surrey introduced a new arrangement of lines in a sonnet as well as 

blank verse to English literature. Moreover, Surrey’s original poems like The Assyrian 

King reflect his brilliance as well as his command over the language. So, we can say that 

in the first half of sixteenth century Wyatt and Surrey laid the foundations of the great 

English poetry to come in the later years. 

 

Sir Philip Sidney was another significant English poet of sixteenth century who used 

Petrarch’s sonnets as his model. Petrarch composed a sequence of 317 love sonnets 

addressing his beloved Laura. Similarly, Sidney wrote 108 sonnets recounting his love 

for Penelope Devereuxe whom he could not marry. One of the most well-known of his 

sonnets is 

 

With how sad steps, O Moon, thou climb’st the skies 

 

These 108 sonnets and 11 songs were included in Sidney’s work titled Astrophel and 

Stella which was published in 1591 five years after his death. Sidney’s sonnets like the 

Italian sonnets are also divided into two parts octave and sestet. 

 

Unlike Sidney another Elizabethan poet Sir Edmund Spenser (1553- 1599) divided his 

sonnets in four parts that is three quatrains and a couplet. He addressed all 89 sonnets to 

his beloved and wife Elizabeth Boyle. The collection of his sonnets is titled Amoretti. 

The most renowned of Spenser’s sonnets is: 

 

One day I wrote her name on the strand (seashore) 

 

Like Petrarch, Wyatt, Surrey and Sidney the sonnets Spenser composed capture various 

moods and experiences of a lover. However, Spenser’s beloved in his sonnets is an 

unmarried woman who ultimately agrees to marry him. Thus, his love and courtship end 

up with his marriage with his beloved. In this way, Spenser introduces another dimension 

of love in his sonnets which is quite unlike the notion of love expressed by other 

sonneteers. 

 

William Shakespeare (1564-1616) also wrote 154 love sonnets and divided each sonnet 

into four parts. The first 126 sonnets are about a handsome young man and his relations 

with the speaker of these sonnets while the remaining 28 sonnets are about a woman who 

has black eyes and a dark complexion. Thus, Shakespeare’s sonnets depicting the love for 

these mysterious characters reflect the maturity of the art of composition of sonnets by 

English poets.  
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While sonnets are short lyrical poems depicting an experience or capturing a mood or 

expressing a specific idea, the longer poetic forms such as an epic deals with several 

subjects at the same time. Beowulf is the first English epic followed by Spenser’s 

FairieQueene. However, in addition to the FairieQueene Spenser wrote pastoral poem, 

hymns, and sonnets. 

 

Edmund Spenser’s Poetry 
Edmund Spenser was born and educated in London. He attended Cambridge University 

and in 1580 began working as a government employ in Ireland. His friend, mentor and 

another significant contemporary poet Sir Walter Raleigh also worked in Ireland at the 

same time. Spenser’s first poetic work was a pastoral poem titled as the Shepherd’s 

Calendar and it was published in 1579. It consists of twelve eclogues or pastoral 

dialogues each referring to a month in the calendar. The content of the poem depicts the 

ideal life of shepherds living in the countryside. Spenser’s beginning his poetic career 

with pastoral poetry reflects this popular contemporary practice in Britain as well as 

continental Europe. In England Spenser’s contemporary Sir Philip Sidney wrote a 

pastoral romance in prose called Arcadia. Similarly the French and Italian poets of 

sixteenth century were also using pastoral life as an allegory for their literary works. 

 

The Shepherd’s Calendar opens with the young shepherd boy Colin Clout’s complaint 

about his unrequited love for a young woman Rosalind. The cold and unfavorable 

weather in January is depicted by a description of “naked trees” and Colin Clout’s ‘feeble 

sheep’. The next eclogue on February is a dialogue between an aged shepherd Thenot and 

a young man Cuddie. In the eclogue on March the “pleasant spring” arrives and the 

Greek god of love Cupid is mentioned as a character hiding in the forest. In the next 

eclogue on April Spenser praises the “maydenequeene” Elizabeth I. The eclogue on May 

consists of an argument between the characters Piers and Palinode who represent the 

Protestant and Catholic Churches respectively. Colin Clout reappears in the eclogue on 

June complaining about his failure to impress his beloved who now favors another young 

man Menalcus. In the eclogue on November Colin Clout praises Dido, the Queen of 

Carthage who was betrayed by the Trojan Aeneas. The poem ends with eclogue on 

December where Colin Clout “unwise and witless” recalls the spring and summer season 

and complains about his failure to compose poetry effectively.  

 

The poem shows the skillful handling of the verses as well as poet’s religious and 

political inclination. He praises Queen Elizabeth and favors Protestantism. The central 

character of the poem Colin Clout reappears in a comparatively shorter poem titled Colin 

Clout Come Home Again. In almost one thousand lines of this pastoral allegory 

published in 1595 Spenser mentions his visit to London in 1591. It is an autobiographical 

work since it narrates the personal experiences of the poet. 

 

Spenser’s two wedding hymns Epithalamion (1594) and Prothalamion (1596) were 

composed to celebrate his own marriage with Elizabeth Boyle and also the weddings of 

the Elizabeth Somerset and Katherine Somerset the daughters of Earl of Worcester. In 

Epithalamion the speaker narrates the events of the wedding day. On the other hand, in 
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Prothalamion the speaker mentions his observations while walking by the River Thames 

on a pleasant day. He sees nymphs collecting flowers to make crowns for the two brides. 

He also sees a pair of swans on the river and refers to the Greek myth about the beautiful 

woman Leda who was courted by the king of gods Zeus who came in the disguise of a 

swan. The poem contains a refrain  

 

Sweet Thames, run softly, till I end my song. 

 

A collection of minor poems and translations done by Spenser is titled Complaints: 

Containing Sundry Small Poems of the World’s Vanity. However, the most significant of 

Spenser’s work is his epic poem the FairieQueene. It was published in 1590 and received 

great acclaim. The popularity of the FairieQueene reflects the fact that the English poets 

during the sixteenth century not only translated the works of ancient literary artists but 

also revived their techniques. In the Middle English literature, the verse form of romance 

replaced the epic form of poetry. But Spenser who composed poetry in the sixteenth 

century chose to write an epic narrating several stories of adventures of his characters. 

Throughout the course of the poem the FairieQueene the characters move in various 

landscapes of the “Faeryland” including plains, forests, mountains, caves, islands, 

seashores, dens and visit castles and palaces as well. Spenser’s picturesque description of 

these varying landscapes shows not only his imaginative ability but also his descriptive 

power to paint a scene with the help of words. 

 

Spenser planned to write twelve books of the FairieQueene but could complete only six. 

Each of these six books is divided into twelve cantos and each canto consists of nine-line 

stanzas. In a letter he wrote to Sir Walter Raleigh he claimed that the poem was “an 

allegory” and it was composed with a didactic purpose “to fashion a gentleman or a noble 

person”. Thus, the central character of each of his books is a personification of a moral 

virtue. In a book I of the FairieQueene the Red Cross Knight stands for holiness, in Book 

II Sir Guyon represents, temperance, in Book III the female warrior Britomartis is the 

personification of chastity. Similarly, Friendship, Justice and Courtesy are the abstract 

ideas Spenser presents in his next three books of the FairieQueene. Thus, Spenser’s own 

intention was to compose a moral allegory with characters representing either virtues or 

vices of human beings. 

 

The greatness of the FairieQueene owes to its polished verse as well as its rich content. 

The poem can be read and enjoyed as a narrative about the adventures of brave and bold 

knights who encounter monsters and are tempted by fairies. But at the same time, it is an 

allegory which can be interpreted at moral, religious and political levels. Spenser 

criticizes the corruption of the Catholic Church and admires the Protestant Church of 

England. The FairieQueene’s character is central to the whole scheme of the poem and 

she in fact represents Queen Elizabeth I. 

 

The poem shows Spenser’s skill in combining a variety of tones by means of several 

types of poetic expressions. He uses pastoral, mythical, religious, chivalric and even 

colloquial elements in this poem. At times, he uses satire to criticize the practices of the 
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contemporary Catholic Church. He even brings in a philosophical debate in Book VI, 

where the characters of Mutability and Nature argue about the principles of change and 

order and alteration and decay. Another achievement of the FairieQueene is its 

nationalistic nature. It is an English poem representing its creator’s sense of pride for his 

country which is reflected in his praise for the Queen of England.   

 

Thus, Edmund Spenser’s poetry reflects the true spirit of the Renaissance with its 

references to the Greek and Roman sources of knowledge displayed in the content as well 

as the forms of his works whether eclogues or an epic. It also depicts the growing sense 

of patriotism of the English people and the increasing popularity of the newly emerged 

sect of Protestantism. These elements are also visible in the poetry of his contemporary 

Elizabethan poets. 

 

Other Elizabethan Poets 
Christopher Marlowe (1564-93) is more known for his plays but he was also an 

accomplished poet. He translated the Roman poet Ovid’s poem Hero and Leander as well 

as Ovid’s Elegies into English. Marlowe thus set the trend of translating and adapting 

ancient love stories into English language and, consequently, different contemporary 

poets produced similar works. He also wrote a short pastoral poem The Passionate 

Shepherd to His Love. The poem is known for its first line  

 

Come live with me and be my love. 

 

Several replies have been written in response to Marlowe’s shepherd’s offers but the 

most popular is the one written by Sir Walter Raleigh titled as The Nymph’s Reply to the 

Shepherd. 

 

Sir Walter Raleigh (1552-1618) was a man of diverse talents. He was an explorer and 

travelled to North America where he established an English colony in the state of 

Virginia and grew the crop of tobacco. He served the English government in Ireland for 

several years. As a poet, he composed sonnets but was more known for his other poems. 

His 30 surviving poems include Ocean to Cynthia which expresses his love for Queen 

Elizabeth. However, his most eminent poem is The Lie in which he uses the refrain  

 

Go and give the world a lie. 

 

In another short poem “What is our life? A play of passion” Raleigh uses the analogy of a 

stage play for human life. 

 

Following the popular trend of using ancient stories in English poetry William 

Shakespeare composed the narrative poems such as Venus and Adonis, The Rape of 

Lucrece, A Lover’s Complaint and The Phoenix and the Turtle. The common theme of all 

these poems is love and its expression whether in the form of sexual advances of Venus 

or the sexual assault of Lucrece committed by Tarquin or the death of the lovers the 
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Phoenix and the Turtle. In addition to these poems Shakespeare used songs in his plays. 

For instance, in his play The Tempest the character Ariel sings songs like  

 

Full fathoms five thy father lies, 

 

And 

 

Where the bee suck, there suck I 

 

These songs contribute to the development of the plot and serve as commentary on the 

situation. 

 

In addition to these renowned literary artists some other lesser known poets also 

produced significant poems. For instance, Thomas Campion (1567-1626) not only 

composed songs but also accompanying music. One of his eminent songs is: 

 

Rose-cheeked Laura come, 

 

Similarly, Chidiock Tichborne (1562-86) produced some poetry in the short span of 

twenty four years of his life but is remembered for an elegy he probably wrote on the eve 

of his execution when he was about to be beheaded for treason against Queen Elizabeth I. 

The poem opens with a lament 

 

The prime of my youth is but a frost of cares, 

 

This elegy consists of eighteen lines divided into three stanzas. Each line of the poem 

consists of ten words which are all monosyllabic. Tichborne uses antithesis or contrasting 

situations throughout the poem. For instance: 

 

My feast of joy is but a dish of pain, 

 

And 

 

My youth is spent and yet I am not old, 

 

The antithesis is most significantly visible in the refrain of the poem: 

 

And now I live, and now my life is done. 

 

The same technique of presenting contrasting situations is employed by George Peele 

(1556-96) in his song titled A Farewell to Arms where he places youth and old age side 

by side: 

 

My golden locks Time hath to silver turned 
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In another poem, Bathsheba’s Song Peele used monosyllabic words and paradoxes like 

cool fire. The poem begins: 

 

Hot sun, cool fire, tempered with sweet air, 

 

This poem is in fact a song Peele used in his play titled The Love of King David and Fair 

Bathsheba. George Peele is one of the University Wits and more known for his plays. 

The other University Wits were also significant dramatists and contributed to the 

development of English drama during the sixteenth century and especially during the 

reign of Elizabeth I. 

 

3.4 Drama 
 

The English drama of the sixteenth century had reached the stages of morality plays and 

interludes. However, under the influence of classical drama it developed further 

especially in the second half of the sixteenth century. At that time the Roman dramatist 

Seneca’s tragedies became a model for the English dramatists. Seneca’s tragedies were 

translated into English. Another influence of classical drama appeared in the form of 

utilization of ancient stories in English plays. But Gourbaduc, the first significant tragedy 

in English has an original plot. In 1561 and 1562 Thomas Sackville and Thomas Norton 

produced the play Gourbaduc which was also called Ferrex and Porrex. It was written in 

blank verse and was divided into five acts. The plot of the play presents a conflict 

between two families who claim their right on throne. It was thus a political play dealing 

with the themes of violence and revenge. This play set a new trend for the English 

tragedies which were written in prose as well as blank verse and consisted of five acts. 

The themes of revenge, desire for power and authority, ambitiousness were also 

employed by the latter dramatists of sixteenth century including the University Wits as 

well as Thomas Kyd and Shakespeare. These dramatists wrote tragedy as well as comedy 

plays.   

 

The University Wits 
John Lyly served as a courtier to Queen Elizabeth I and his eight plays were performed 

before the queen. He mostly produced comedies and employed both prose and blank 

verse in his plays. He picked characters and themes from classical myths but also wrote 

pastoral plays like Love’s Metamorphosis and The Woman in the Moon. In both these 

plays the action occurs in ideal places while nymphs, monsters, gods and goddesses 

appear along with human characters. The Woman in the Moon is written in blank verse. 

In 1584 he produced the play The Comedy of Alexander and depicted the rivalry between 

two lovers Alexander and Apelles. His plays Sapho and Phao, Endmion and Midas were 

based on material he borrowed from ancient Greek and Roman mythology. Lyly’s play 

Mother Bombie is however different from his other works since all its characters are 

human beings. This play is a comedy and its characters are masters and servants. The 

conflict in the play owes to the problem of the generation gap. The younger characters 

strive to convince their elders to accept their affectionate relations. Lyly, in this play 
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seems to be influenced by Roman dramatists who used two sets of characters including 

masters and servants in their comic plays.  

 

George Peele (1558-96) is another member of the group called the University Wits and 

studied at Oxford University. He wrote his plays in blank verse. Like his contemporaries 

Peele also uses mythical content as well as historical events and biblical stories to 

develop the plots of his plays. His play called The Arraignment of Paris (1580) presents 

the story the Trojan prince Paris. In the initial part of the play Paris betrays his beloved 

Oenone and in the later half he appears before a council of gods and wins the favor of the 

goddess Diana. This play was performed before Queen Elizabeth I and the audience 

could clearly see the resemblance between the Queen and the goddess. 

 

Edward I is a play in which Peele used real events of English history. In his play The 

Love of King David and Fair Bathsheba he dramatizes a biblical story. The most 

interesting of Peele’s plays is titled the Old Wives’ Tale. It is a play within another play. 

It opens with three travelers going astray in the wood and taking refuge in the cottage of a 

blacksmith. Their hostess the blacksmith’s wife Madge entertains them by telling them a 

fairy tale. As she narrates the story the characters of the story appear on the stage and 

begin to act. This technique of showing a play within a play is also employed by Peele’s 

contemporary dramatists Christopher Marlow and Shakespeare. 

 

Robert Greene, a student of Cambridge University besides being a prose writer was also a 

dramatist who significantly contributed to the genre of comedy. Although Greene was 

inspired by the classic writers, yet he used native settings to present the action in his 

plays. He wrote in blank verse and successfully experimented with the technique of 

blending the main plots of the plays with the sub-plots. For instance, the plot in his play 

The Honorable History of Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay deals with magic and its power 

and Greene skillfully blends it with the subplot based on love relationships. The action in 

this play occurs in Oxford as well as in Suffolk in England. The Scottish History of 

James the Fourth is another comedy by Greene which he adapted from an Italian story. 

Similarly, his play Orlando Furisio is inspired by the views of Aristo, an ancient Greek 

philosopher. 

 

Greene also collaborated with Thomas Lodge (1557-1625) who studied at Oxford 

University and together the two produced a play titled A Looking Glass for London and 

England. This play relates the biblical story of the fall of the ancient city of Nineveh 

(now located in Iraq). It is a morality play showing the downfall of those who defy God. 

During the course of the play Hosea and Jonah two prophets of God appear and condemn 

the sinners. The play ends with Jonah projecting the significance of repentance which 

ultimately leads to forgiveness of God. In addition to this play Thomas Lodge also wrote 

a historical play The Wounds of Civil War. This play dramatizes the real conflict 

between two Roman generals Gaius Marius and his subordinate Sulla. 

 

The most renowned of all the University Wits is Christopher Marlow who besides being a 

significant poet also wrote tragic plays with extremely ambitious protagonists or central 
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characters. Both Marlow and Shakespeare were born in the same year but Marlowe died 

in a brawl when he was only twenty nine years old and, consequently, left a smaller body 

of literary works. Unlike Shakespeare who wrote 36 plays Marlow wrote fewer plays but 

still holds the position of the most important predecessors of Shakespeare.   

 

Born to a shoemaker, Marlow received a scholarship and attended Cambridge University. 

His first play is Dido the Queen of Carthage. It is a historical play relating the tragic tale 

of Dido’s love for the Trojan warrior Aeneas. Dido commits suicide when Aeneas betrays 

her and sets out for Italy. Thus, Marlow like his contemporary dramatists employs 

ancient myths. Similarly, he also uses historical events to form plots of his plays. This is 

evident in Marlow’s next play Tamburlaine which has two parts. It tells the story of the 

rise of Central Asian emperor Amir Timur. Marlow presents Timur as a shepherd boy in 

Scythia (now located in Eastern Europe) who manages to become a powerful king. 

Marlow depicts his protagonist Tamburlaine as an ambitious and ruthless man who 

successfully conquers different countries including Russia, Caucasus, Syria and Egypt 

and thus expands his empire. Tamburlaine exercises his authority by keeping his rivals 

imprisoned in cages and using their backs as footstools. The tragic aspect of this play is 

that despite his power Timur dies a natural death.  

 

Marlow’s next play The Jew of Malta seems to be inspired by the actual event called the 

Siege of Malta in 1565 when the Ottoman troops attempted to conquer the Mediterranean 

island of Malta. Barabas the protagonist of the play wants to take revenge from the ruler 

of Malta who has confiscated all his property and wealth in order to pay the expenses of 

the troops fighting against the Ottoman attack. In order to implement his vicious plans, 

Barabas uses his daughter Abigail and his slave Ithamore but later kills them both. The 

play ends with Barabas’s death caused due to his getting trapped in the plan he made for 

destroying his enemies.  

 

Edward II is another historical play written by Marlow about the English King who ruled 

for twenty years but was finally deposed. Similarly, his play The Massacre at Paris is 

based on the actual event of the killing of Protestants in Paris in 1572. However, 

Marlow’s most successful play is The Tragic History of the Life and Death of Doctor 

Faustus. This play is a dramatization of the famous legend of the German magician 

Johann Faust.  

 

Faustus, the protagonist of the play like Marlow belongs to a humble family but manages 

to receive education at Wittenberg University in Germany. He is a learned man who has 

formally studied various disciplines including mathematics, law, medicine, theology but 

he is eager to learn magic and witchcraft. In his pursuit to receive the forbidden 

knowledge Faustus sells his soul to the Devil. Thus, Faustus gets twenty-four years 

during which Mephistopheles serves him. However, none of Faustus’ initial plans 

materialize after his getting magical powers. For instance, he aims to build a solid wall 

around his country to defend it against the attacks of enemies, he desires to dig a canal to 

bring water of the River Rhine to irrigate the land and he also wants to provide warm 

clothes to the poor students of the university. But with all his magical powers he manages 
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to perform petty tricks like making the people disappear or grow horns on the heads of 

his enemies. 

 

As the play proceeds Faustus realizes how he has been cheated by the Devil. Eager, 

confident and ambitious in the beginning of the play Faustus becomes disappointed and 

anxious about his life hereafter. He regrets his decision of selling his soul to the Devil 

and anticipates the horrors of hell he is soon to witness. The play ends with the Devil 

taking a Faustus’s soul to be tormented in hell. The play thus preaches the Christian 

doctrine of virtuous people getting rewarded for their good deeds and evildoers getting 

punished in the life hereafter. 

 

Marlow depicts Faustus as a complex character who is torn between his ambition to 

become powerful and at the same time warned by his Christian moral values about the 

dangers of committing heinous sins. Faustus’ internal conflict is externalized in the 

symbolic characters of good and bad angels. Whenever Faustus has to make a choice 

these angels appear and give him different suggestions. The Good Angel forbids him 

from indulging in evil practices of magic and necromancy and encourages him to repent 

before God. While the Bad Angel paints a rosy picture of the advantages of learning 

magic and becoming a powerful man. Initially, Faustus is happy with his pact with the 

Devil but gradually he realizes that he has been fooled and fears his damnation.  

 

The play Doctor Faustus despite a loose plot contains several significant soliloquies or 

speeches delivered by characters when they are alone on the stage and think loudly. In the 

initial acts, Faustus expresses his ambitious desires and as the play approaches its end 

Faustus is made to articulate his anguish. Especially Faustus’ last speech reflects his 

miserable condition. He has “but one bare hour to live” and he wishes the time to stop. 

He wants “to leap up to God” and receive his mercy but the devil “pulls” him down and 

he is unable to save his soul. The character of Doctor Faustus is thus a soul which is 

claimed by the forces of good and evil. Doctor Faustus is therefore a morality play.  

 

Inspired by the morality plays popular in the sixteenth century England Marlow also 

displays the Seven Deadly Sins. Faustus asks Mephistopheles to show him the Seven 

Deadly Sins and they are made to march on the stage. Thus, Marlow employs the 

convention of showing a ‘play within a play’ like his contemporaries Peele and 

Shakespeare. Faustus also desires to see the popular mythical character of Helen of Troy 

and Mephistopheles fulfills his wish. Seeing the apparition of Helen Faustus exclaims: 

 

Was this the face that launched a thousand ships? 

 

And burned the topless towers of Ilium? 

 

The appearance of Helen reflects the influence of ancient Greek and Roman mythology 

on the English literary artists of the sixteenth century. Faustus is a representative of the 

spirit of the Renaissance which draws its inspiration from the ancient European 

civilizations. He rejoices at the sight of this beautiful woman whose beauty is celebrated 
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in Greek mythology. Another instance of the influence of Greek mythology in the play 

Doctor Faustus appears in the very beginning when the chorus refers to the fall of Icarus. 

The audience can see the resemblance in characters of Doctor Faustus and Icarus since 

both receive success but meet a tragic end due to their wrong decisions. Thus, Marlow 

blends the elements of morality plays, Greek mythology and the spirit of the Renaissance 

in his tragic play Doctor Faustus.  

 

Another tragedy which contributed greatly to this genre of plays in the England of the 

sixteenth century is titled The Spanish Tragedy. It was written by Thomas Kyd (1558-

94). This play was presented in early 1580s and became a trend-setter for the later plays 

revolving around the theme of revenge such as Hamlet by Shakespeare. It tells a story of 

several murders and conspiracies based upon revenge. This play also contains 

melodramatic elements like the blending of real and fake madness of Hieronimo whose 

son gets murdered, the murder of Lorenzo and Balthazar during a stage play and suicides 

of Bell-imperia and Hieronimo. 

 

The play opens with the speech of the ghost of Andrea a Spanish nobleman who gets 

killed by the Portuguese prince Balthazar in a battle between Spain and France. Andrea’s 

ghost claims that his death will be avenged. In the play, Andrea’s friend Horatio the son 

of Hieronimo the Marshall of Spain also gets killed by Balthazar and Lorenzo the son of 

the Duke of Castile. Horatio’s death compels his father Hieronimo and his beloved Bell-

imperia to plan the murder of his killers. They conspire to present a play in which they 

act along with Lorenzo and Balthazar. While acting in the play first Hieronimo kills 

Lorenzo and then Bell-imperia also stabs and kills Balthazar before committing suicide. 

When the audience including the King of Spain and the Viceroy of Portugal realize that 

the killings are real then Hieronimo also kills himself after he stabs and kills the duke of 

Castile. Thus, Thomas Kyd effectively employs the technique of a play within a play.  

 

The play ends with the reappearance of the ghost who recalls the names of different 

characters who die during the play and also expresses his satisfaction: 

 

Ay, now my hopes have ended in their effects, 

 

When blood and sorrow finish my desires: 

 

In addition to these speeches of the chorus different characters also utter emotional 

speeches. Hieronimo’s dialogues especially those he utters when he hears the screams of 

Bell-imperia and discovers the dead body of his son Horatio express his shock blended 

with his sorrow. 

“…what murd'rous spectacle is this? 

  A man h'ang'd up and all the murd'rers gone! 

  And in my bower, to lay the guilt on me! 

  This place was made for pleasure, not for death. 

Those garments that he wears I oft have seen. 

  Alas, it is Horatio, my sweet son!” 
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The Spanish Tragedy is said to be a source for Shakespeare’s famous play Hamlet. There 

are many points of similarity between the play The Spanish Tragedy and the play Hamlet. 

Both plays employ the theme of revenge. The central characters Hierinimo and Hamlet 

pretend to be mad to hide their real intentions. They successfully take revenge but also 

meet tragic deaths. Both Shakespeare and Kyd employ the technique of play within play. 

They also make the ghosts of murdered characters demand revenge. However, none of 

Kyd’s characters matches the character of Hamlet, a matchless product of Shakespeare’s 

genius. Besides, the character of Hamlet Shakespeare produces several unique characters 

and presents them in a variety of situations in his different play. 

 

Shakespeare appeared on the literary scene in the last decade of the sixteenth century. He 

was a professional playwright but also became a matchless literary artist. His plays when 

produced on stage during his lifetime received acclaim and after his death continue to 

draw the attention of students of English literature. Shakespeare’s greatness as a 

dramatist owes to the various dramatic works produced by his forerunners in the 

sixteenth century who with their numerous plays contributed to the evolution of English 

drama and brought it to a position where Shakespeare took over. With Shakespeare 

English drama reaches its zenith. The dramatic works of Shakespeare are discussed in 

detail in the following unit. 
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Summary Points 
 

 English Renaissance began in the sixteenth century and continued into the next 

century. 

 Different kings and queens of the Tudor dynasty ruled Britain during the sixteenth 

century. 

 During the reign of Queen Elizabeth, I England completely severed its relations 

with the Roman Catholic Church and Protestantism became the state religion. 

 The British began to trade with India and started making colonies in different parts 

of the newly discovered continent of America. 

 Different English translations of the Bible were made. 

 English prose was widely used for writing historical records, producing pamphlets, 

writing autobiographies, giving instructions, producing literary criticism and even 

telling stories for entertainment. 

 The sonnet and blank verse were the new forms of poetry frequently used and 

further developed by English poets and dramatists.  

 Edmund Spenser wrote his long nationalistic narrative poem The FairieQueene. 

 Christopher Marlowe and other University Wits produced various significant 

literary works. 

 William Shakespeare produced poetry in the form of sonnets as well as narrative 

poems in addition to his several plays. 

 

Questions 
 

i. Supply short answers: 

a. What do you understand by the term the Renaissance? 

b. What were Martin Luther’s charges against the Catholic Church? 

c. Name the three children of Henry VIII who ruled England? 

d. Why did Henry VIII’s break away from the Catholic Church? 

e. Who are the University Wits? 

f. What is a pamphlet? 

g. How does an Italian sonnet differ from an English sonnet? 

h. How can we divide the 154 sonnets written by Shakespeare? 

i. Name the ancient dramatist whose plays greatly inspired the English 

playwrights during the reign of Elizabeth I? 

ii. Explain the effects of the Renaissance on Europe? 

iii. Enlist and briefly explain the different types of prose written in English during the 

sixteenth century? 

iv. What are the two successful experiments made by Henry Howard, the Earl of 

Surrey in English poetry? 

v. What are the characteristic features of Edmund Spenser’s poem the Shepherd’s 

Calendar? 

vi. What was the purpose of Edmund Spenser’s producing the poem the FairieQueene? 

How does he manage to achieve it? 
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vii. What is the significance of ChidiockTichborne’s elegy in English poetry of the 

sixteenth century? 

viii. Enlist and briefly explain the new trends set by the play Gourbaduc for English 

drama? 

ix. Draw a list of Elizabethan dramatists and their works which employ the technique 

of a play within a play. 

x.  How does Christopher Marlow represent the spirit of the Renaissance in his play 

Doctor Faustus? Explain. 

 

Suggested Readings 
 

A History of English Literature by Michael Alexander, 2013, Palgrave Macmillan 

 

A Critical History of English Literature, Volume One by David Daiches, 1979, allied 

Publishers, New Delhi 

 

An Outline History of English Literature by William Henry Hudson, 2008, The Atlantic 

Publishers, New Delhi 

 

A Short History of English Literature by Andrew Sanders, 1994, Clarendon Press, 

Oxford 

 

History of English Literature by Emilie Legouis 
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Overview 
 

Sixteenth century was the golden period of English literature. Especially in the last 

quarter of the century great literary artists produced their works in English language. The 

genre of drama flourished in this period and many English dramatists wrote different 

plays. Christopher Marlow and William Shakespeare are the most significant of these 

English dramatists. William Shakespeare is undoubtedly the greatest of all the dramatists 

of the Elizabethan age. His literary career spans over a period of almost twenty-four 

years. His 36 plays depict several themes and present many characters. These plays can 

be divided into different categories including histories, tragedies, comedies and 

romances. His historical plays were based on historical facts recorded by different ancient 

and modern historians. The tragedies he wrote were modeled on plays written by ancient 

Roman tragedians and present violence and aggression. His comedies and romances are 

blends of several contemporary and well-known stories. However, his treatment of the 

various types of content makes his works unique. This unit discusses different qualities of 

Shakespeare’s plays and also presents an analysis of each type of plays i.e., comedies, 

histories, tragedies and romances. 

 

Objectives 
 

After reading this unit students will be able to:  

i. identify the sources of Shakespeare’s plays; 

ii. enlist the techniques which Shakespeare’s contemporary playwrights also used; 

iii. divide Shakespeare’s career into three phases and identify the plays belonging to 

each phase; 

iv. demonstrate their knowledge about the characteristics of Shakespeare’s comedies; 

v. enlist historical plays written by Shakespeare; 

vi. discuss the significant qualities of the plays Richard II and Julius Caesar; 

vii. identify the plot, characters and themes of the tragedies of Shakespeare; 

viii. enlist the romances of Shakespeare and identify their characteristic features; and 

ix. discuss Shakespeare’s use of supernatural elements in his plays. 
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4.1 Shakespeare’s Plays: Sources and Techniques 
 

As a literary artist, Shakespeare’s canvas is broad and he paints several characters, 

without repeating any, and using several human characteristics. Dr. Johnson admires 

Shakespeare’s characters stating the fact that despite their profession or social status their 

creator treats them only as human beings: “he thinks only on men”. His characters speak 

in prose as well as in verse and express a variety of human emotions including love, 

hatred, anger, fear, jealousy. Every character sees life from his angle and that is why the 

melancholic Hamlet contemplates about ending his life, the fool calls King Lear a “Fool” 

because he sees the king’s folly and the jealous Iago desires to destroy Othello.  

 

Like his contemporaries, Shakespeare employs well known stories he picks from 

historical documents or mythology and transforms them into plays. For instance, in one 

of his plays he dramatizes the story of Troilus and Cressida already versified by Geoffrey 

Chaucer. According to David Daiches, Shakespeare in his play Twelfth Night blends the 

elements of a Spanish pastoral and an Italian comedy (251). His historical plays were 

based on the accounts recorded by historians such as Edward Hall and Raphael 

Holinshed.  

 

Shakespeare wrote for the contemporary audience but at the same time produced plays 

with universal elements. He employed techniques like the ones exploited by his 

contemporaries. He modeled his tragedies on Roman dramatist Seneca’s plays and 

consequently presented violence on stage. For example, in the last scene of the play 

Hamlet, he shows Hamlet fencing against Leartes and not only have both of them died 

but Hamlet’s uncle Claudius and his mother Gertrude also die. Similarly, Othello slays 

not only his wife Desdemona but also the villain Iago and commits suicide. The scene of 

the assassination of Julius Caesar at the hands of Brutus and his accomplices is also 

presented before the audience. 

 

Another technique of play within a play is used by Shakespeare’s contemporaries Peele, 

Marlow and Kyd and he also uses it in the play Hamlet. In the course of the play, the 

professional actors perform the play “The Mouse-Trap” and an agitated Claudius leaves 

the court and, consequently, Hamlet gets the proof of Claudius’s guilt.  In the play 

Romeo and Juliet the protagonist Romeo disguises himself and attends a mask (or 

masquerade that is a party of people wearing masks and singing and dancing) in his 

rival’s house. Moreover, Shakespeare’s characters also sing songs like the characters of 

Peele’s plays. For instance, in the play the Tempest the character Ariel sings different 

songs. The play the Twelfth Night ends with the clown singing: 

 

When that I was, a little tiny boy 

 

The disheartened Desdemona when accused of disloyalty by her husband Othello sings 

The Willow Song which she learned from her maid Barbary. The Willow song depicts 

the fact that the speaker’s beloved “proved mad, / And did forsake her”. Thus, 

Shakespeare’s in his literary career which spans over a period of almost 25 years from 
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1590 to 1614 adopted the popular literary trends of the contemporary age and employed 

them very effectively in his plays.  

 

Shakespeare’s literary career can be divided into three major phases. The first decade 

began in 1590 and lasted for almost ten years. The second phase lasted for about seven 

years from 1600 to 1607 and finally came the last decade of his life and career which 

ended in 1616 with his death. The first phase of his career was most productive and he 

produced most of his works during this period. These works include several historical and 

comic plays as well as his poems Venus and Adonis and the Rape of Lucrece. His famous 

tragedies including Hamlet, Othello, King Lear and Macbeth along with other significant 

plays such as the Twelfth Night and Anthony and Cleopatra were produced in the second 

phase. His sonnets also appeared in the same span of time. In the last phase of his career, 

Shakespeare mostly wrote romances which are also called tragic comedies since they are 

complex works depicting sorrows of life but in a humorous manner. 

 

4.2 Shakespeare’s Comedies 
 

In the first decade of his career beginning in 1590, Shakespeare produced several 

histories and comedies. His comic plays of this period usually had plots revolving around 

the relationship of different lovers. These include Two Gentlemen of Verona (1590/91), 

The Comedy of Errors (1594), Love’s Labor Lost (1594/5), A Mid-Summer’s Night 

Dream (1595) and As You Like It (1599/1600). The most well-known of these plays is 

The Merchant of Venice (1596/7), a romantic comedy also known for the character of 

Shylock a Jew moneylender. Shakespeare blends different stories in this play including a 

Venetian nobleman Bassanio’s love for a rich heiress Portia, the friendship of Bassanio 

and Antonio and their borrowing money from the Jew called Shylock, Antonio’s altering 

fortunes, Portia and her servant Nerissa’s using different tricks to achieve their ends and 

Shylock’s daughter Jessica’s abandoning her Jewish faith and marrying her Christian 

lover Lorenzo. 

 

When the play opens the protagonist Bassanio has used all his fortune and desperately 

needs money in order to marry Portia so he asks his friend Antonio to give him loan. But 

Antonio’s “fortunes are at sea” since he has sent his merchandise on ships to different 

countries. The friends find a solution to the problem and approach the money-lender 

Shylock who agrees to lend the money to Bassanio but wants a strange guarantee. 

Shylock demands that in case his loan could not be returned on time the guarantor 

Antonio will give a pound of his flesh. Though Bassanio forbids his friend from making a 

deal Antonio still agrees to the condition demanded by Shylock because he believes he 

will soon receive the profit by selling the merchandise loaded on his ships. Things, 

however, do not happen as Antonio expects and he soon learns that his “ships had all 

miscarried”. Thus, Antonio with his ships and merchandise sunk becomes a pauper who 

has to pay Shylock’s debt with a pound of his flesh.  

 

In the meanwhile, Bassanio marries Potria after successfully passing the trial, she makes 

every one of her suitors go through and that is choosing the correct casket. Portia gives 
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Bassanio double the amount of money Antonio has borrowed from Shylock in order to 

return the debt and save his friend. But Shylock whose daughter Jessica has left him and 

married her Christian lover Lorenzo refuses to take the money back and insists: 

 

The pound of flesh which I demand of him, 

 

Is dearly bought; ’tis mine and I will have it. 

 

The clever Portia plans to save Antonio and disguises herself and her maid servant Nerissa as 

men. The two women in disguise then go to the court of the Duke where Antonio’s fate has to 

decided. Portia pretends to be Bellario a lawyer and defends Antonio. She first tries to 

convince Shylock to show mercy and delivers a speech arguing: “The quality of mercy is not 

strained; it is an attribute to God himself”. Shylock, however, insists on getting a pound of 

flesh and then Portia disguised as Bellario tells him: 

 

…take thou thy pound of flesh; 

But in the cutting of it, if thou dost shed 

One drop of Christian blood, thy land and goods 

Are by the laws of Venice, confiscate 

Unto the state of Venice. 

 

Hearing this Shylock realizes that he cannot fulfill the condition mentioned by the 

lawyer. He therefore withdraws his claim and takes only the “principle” amount he had 

lent Antonio. Consequently, Antonio is saved, and he also receives the good news that his 

ships have safely landed their destinations and his goods sold profitably.  

 

Besides entertaining the audience the play, the Merchant of Venice depicts Shakespeare’s 

ability to produce complex characters. Portia and Shylock despite being fictional 

characters display different dimensions of human behavior. Portia on one hand seems to 

be a carefree young woman playing frivolous tricks like placing three caskets before 

different suitors who want to marry her. But on the other hand, Portia in the disguise of a 

man appears in the court before the Duke and argues like a seasoned lawyer to save 

Antonio. In addition to this, Shakespeare’s depiction of the character of Shylock is also 

quite complex.  

 

Shylock resembles Marlow’s character Barabas, the Jew of Malta since both are shown as 

greedy men and their daughters’ rebel and convert to Christianity. Both characters reflect the 

Elizabethan audiences despise for Jews. Shylock appears as a callous and cruel moneylender 

who seems to draw pleasure by torturing others. However, Shylock earns the sympathy of the 

audience when he questions the standards of justice practiced in Christian countries:  

 

“Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, 

passions; fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same 

diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer 
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as a Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If 

you poison us, do we not die? And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?” 

 

He speaks for all those who live on the periphery of social set up and suffer at the hands 

of the powerful. Thus, Shakespeare despite his using different sources for developing the 

plot of the play manages to produce an interesting romantic comedy with complex 

characters. 

 

Among Shakespeare’s comic plays Love’s Labor Lost is most original. It tells the story 

of the King of Navarre and his three friends who take an oath to avoid the company of 

women for three years during which they plan to pursue knowledge. However, the arrival 

of the princess of France and her three friends does not allow the young men to 

accomplish their objective. They fall in love with these women and decide to break their 

promise. But the lovers cannot get united for another year since the news of the death of 

the princess’s father arrives which means she and her companions must mourn for one 

year and abstain from the company of their lovers. 

 

A Mid-Summer Night’s Dream is perhaps the most entertaining of these comic plays and it 

depicts the world of fairies and also that of human beings. Oberon and Titania are the king of 

queen of fairies. The Athenian duke Theseus and his beloved Hippolyta are the central 

characters in the world of humans. Puck who serves Oberon and Titania easily moves in both 

the worlds of fairies and humans. Following the instructions of Oberon Puck puts an ass’s 

head on the weaver Bottom and he also pours the juice of magic herbs into the eyes of 

sleeping Titania. Consequently, when Titania wakes up she falls in love with the first creature 

she sees and it happens to be Bottom with an ass’s head. Puck also creates confusion for other 

lovers too but everything settles well at the end of the play and lovers are united. 

 

The same pattern of resolving different confusing situations is repeated at the end of the 

play Twelfth Night. It is one of the most mature of Shakespeare’s comedies written in 

1601. The main plot of the play tells the story of a noble woman Olivia who is mourning 

her brother’s death. She is wooed by Duke Orsino who sends messages to her through his 

most reliable servant a young man called Cesario. In fact, Cesario is a young woman 

Viola who has deliberately disguised herself as a young man. Olivia despises Duke 

Orsino but falls in love with the young messenger Cesario, while Cesario is in love with 

his master Orsino. A similar situation exists parallel to this love triangle in the subplot of 

the play which revolves around Maria and Malvolio, the two servants of Olivia and her 

cousin Sir Toby. Maria and Sir Toby conspire against Malvolio and make him believe 

that his mistress Olivia loves him. By the time the play ends all misunderstandings are 

amicably sorted out and Olivia marries Sebastian the twin brother of Viola. While Viola 

after revealing her real identity marries her beloved Duke Orsino. 

 

Thus, Shakespeare in his early comedies successfully employs various stories he has 

picked from different sources including fairy tales and romances. He also effectively uses 

elements popular in contemporary theatre such as shipwrecks, disguises and songs. The 

women in his comedies are strong and resourceful characters who tend to manipulate the 
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actions of others. Portia and Narissa in the Merchant of Venice not only play pranks but 

also take up serious enterprises and save people. Similarly, in the play the Twelfth Night 

all females including Olivia, Viola and Maria easily maneuver others to achieve their 

ends. But in Shakespeare’s historical plays and tragedies women usually play minor roles 

while men dominate the action. 

 

4.3 Histories 
 

The historical plays Shakespeare wrote in the first decade of his literary career include 

the three parts of the play Henry VI and Richard III thus makes a tetra-logy or set of four 

literary works. The other tetra-logy he produced in this period includes the play Richard 

II that consists of two parts of the play Henry IV and Henry V. In addition to these eight 

plays about different English kings who ruled from 1377 to 1485 he wrote another play 

titled King John. This play despite its contentment drawn from English history cannot be 

placed in the two tetralogies since it depicts the England of thirteenth century. In 1599 he 

wrote the play Julius Caesar exploiting the events which led to the death of the Roman 

emperor Julius Caesar and the consequences of his assassination.  

 

The most notable of the Shakespeare’s nine plays about the English kings is the one titled as 

Richard II. He wrote this play in 1595. It resembles Marlow’s play Edward II since it also 

presents the downfall of a king because of his wrong decisions. Shakespeare in his play 

Richard II presents the last two years of the reign of this king. As the play progresses Richard 

is shown getting weaker while his rival Henry Bolingbroke, the son of Duke of Gaunt gets 

stronger. Bolingbroke finally dethrones Richard II and becomes the king of England with the 

title of Henry IV while Richard is murdered in prison. Shakespeare’s protagonist King 

Richard II delivers lengthy but poetic speeches which compel the audience to sympathize 

with him. For instance, when Richard hands over his crown to his rival he laments: 

 

I resign to thee. 

Now mark me, how I will undo myself; 

I give this heavy weight from off my head 

And this unwieldy scepter from my hand, 

The pride of kingly sway from out my heart; 

With mine own tears I wash away my balm, 

With mine own hands I give away my crown, 

With mine own tongue deny my sacred state, 

With mine own breath release all duty's rites: 

All pomp and majesty I do forswear; 

My manors, rents, revenues I forego; 

My acts, decrees, and statutes I deny: 

God pardon all oaths that are broke to me! 

 

This play is also significant because Shakespeare uses it to praise his country. In one 

scene in the play some minor characters like a gardener and a servant speak of England as 

a “sea-walled garden” which has become “full of weeds” and is “swarming with 
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caterpillars”. Hearing this conversation Richard’s mother, the Queen intervenes and 

refers to England as the Garden of Eden. Thus, Shakespeare employs the analogy or 

extended comparison of a garden for his homeland.  

 

Similarly, in the play Julius Caesar Shakespeare presents contrasting patriotic sentiments 

of two noble Romans namely Brutus and Mark Anthony. The play opens with Caesar 

returning to Rome after his success against his rival Pompey’s sons. While Caesar is 

admired by his countrymen and nobles like Mark Anthony and men like Brutus others 

including Casca, Cinna and Cassius conspire against him. Cassius convinces Brutus to 

kill Caesar by saying: 

 

The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, 

But in ourselves, that we are underlings. 

 

Caesar, despite his wife Calpurnia and a fortune teller’s warnings goes to the senate-

house where he is stabbed first by Brutus and then by other conspirators. Mark Anthony 

arrives late and is horrified to find Caesar dead. He, however, stays composed and asks 

for the opportunity to address the public gathered for Caesar’s funeral. Cassius does not 

want Anthony to present Caesar’s stance before the public but he fails to dissuade Brutus 

who allows Anthony to speak. Brutus confidently lays his plan before Cassius claiming: 

 

I will myself into the pulpit first, 

And show the reason of our Caesar's death: 

What Antony shall speak, I will protest 

 

The sparring match between Brutus and Mark Anthony is the hallmark of the play. 

Shakespeare make both the characters argue for and against Caesar’s death. Brutus 

justifies his action of killing Caesar: 

 

Not that I loved Caesar less, but that I loved 

Rome more. Had you rather Caesar were living and 

die all slaves, than that Caesar were dead, to live 

all free men? As Caesar loved me, I weep for him; 

as he was fortunate, I rejoice at it; as he was 

valiant, I honor him: but, as he was ambitious, I 

slew him. 

 

Giving counter arguments Mark Anthony convinces the people of Rome that Caesar had 

been wronged. Anthony in his speech effectively uses an ironic refrain “For Brutus is an 

honorable man;”many times and successfully makes the audience doubt the intentions of 

Brutus. The play ends with Brutus and Anthony meeting again on the battlefield of 

Philippi where the former commits suicide.  

 

The character of Anthony re-appears in another historical play Anthony and Cleopatra 

produced by Shakespeare several years later in 1606/7. Anthony is now depicted as a 
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Roman general, a joint ruler of the Roman Empire along with Octavius Caesar and 

Lepidus. Besides he is a lover who moves between Rome and Egypt. He is loved and at 

the same time betrayed by Cleopatra, the Queen of Egypt. Anthony gets furious when 

Cleopatra deceives him in his encounter against the naval fleet of his rival Octavius 

Caesar. Consequently, Cleopatra in order to appease Anthony sends him the false news of 

her suicide. But the false information leads him to commit suicide in the noble manner of 

a Roman. The play ends with Cleopatra committing suicide to avoid imprisonment and 

shameful humiliation at the hands of Anthony’s enemy Octavius Caesar.  

 

Shakespeare’s plays including Julius Caesar, Anthony and Cleopatra, and Coriolanus are 

based on events recoded in Roman history. The plays Anthony and Cleopatra and Julius 

Caesar contain complex characters and employ rich language to express different 

situations but Coriolanus lacks the qualities which make Shakespeare’s other plays 

remarkable. The character of Coriolanus whether ruling Rome or opposing it fails to 

impress the audience. He is a fighter but lacks leadership qualities. He despises common 

people and, consequently, gets dethroned and exiled. He meets a tragic death at the hands 

of the Volscians whom he supports in their war against Rome. Though this play was 

produced in 1608 but it does not reflect the maturity of Shakespeare’s dramatic art which 

is visible in the tragedy of Romeo and Juliet written during the first phase of his career.  

 

4.4 Shakespeare’s Tragedies 
 

The romantic tragedy Romeo and Juliet was written in 1595 and is based on a famous 

Italian story which was translated into French and English. Romeo belongs to the family 

called Montague while Juliet comes from the family of Capulets. Both families reside in 

the Italian city of Verona and are archrivals. But the rivalry between the Montagues and 

the Capulets ends with the tragic deaths of both the protagonists. The prologue in the 

beginning of the play announces: 

 

A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life; 

 

Whose misadventures piteous overthrow 

 

Do with their death bury their parents’ strife. 

 

The play opens with the carefree young man Romeo advised by his cousin Benvolio to 

show constraint in his love for the “fair Rosaline”. However, the mischievous and 

enterprising Romeo in order to see his beloved Rosaline disguises himself and attends a 

mask in the house of his rival family the Capulets. He soon completely forgets Rosaline 

because he sees the beautiful Juliet and falls in love with her. At night Romeo secretly 

visits Capulet’s house and expresses his love for Juliet who replies: 

 

If that thy bent of love be honorable 

Thy purpose marriage sends me word 
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Romeo agrees to marry Juliet and they soon secretly get married. The only people who 

know about their secret marriage are Julia’s Nurse and Romeo’s mentor Friar Laurence. 

But soon misfortune strikes the newly married lovers when in a street “brawl” Juliet’s 

cousin Tybalt kills Romeo’s cousin Mercuito and Romeo impulsively murders Tybalt. He 

is consequently punished and sent into exile. Friar Laurence advises Romeo to accept his 

predicament and wait for some time till he could beg forgiveness and get reunited with 

Juliet.  

 

Unaware of their daughter’s secret marriage with Romeo the Capulets decide to hurriedly 

marry Juliet with Paris. Unwilling to marry her suitor Juliet gets assistance from Friar 

Laurence. He is an expert in making different medicines with herbs and he gives her a 

“distilled liquor drink” which makes her look dead for few hours. Juliet drinks the potion 

and is apparently found dead on her wedding day. In the meanwhile, Friar Laurence 

sends a message to Romeo to return secretly and take Juliet away. However, Friar 

Laurence’s message does not reach Romeo but he receives the news of Juliet’s death. He 

secretly returns to Verona with the poison which he buys on the way in order to commit 

suicide. In the graveyard Romeo encounters Juliet’s bridegroom Paris and slays him and 

then commits suicide. When Juliet recovers from her state of unconsciousness, she finds 

Romeo dead and using his dagger she kills herself. 

 

The play Romeo and Juliet begins with humorously but ends in tragedy. Besides, the play 

also presents interesting minor characters like the Nurse and Friar Laurence. Juliet’s 

Nurse is a comic character and entertains the audience with her speeches. Friar Laurence 

is a wise and practical man. He not only plays a significant role in the development of the 

plot but also serves as chorus at the end of the play. He recounts all the events before the 

Prince of Verona and the rival families and his speech results in ending the old feud 

between Montagues and Capulets.  

 

Shakespeare’s next tragic play Hamlet followed by King Lear, Othello and Macbeth were 

produced in the second phase of his career between 1601 and 1606. These plays deal with 

different themes including politics, parent-child relations, revenge, ambition, and 

jealousy. In these plays, Shakespeare presents his central characters acting in private as 

well as public spheres. The protagonists of these plays are kings, princes, generals and at 

the same time fathers, sons and husbands. Besides, these protagonists are all men and the 

plays are named after them. The women in these plays are presented as docile and weaker 

creatures quite unlike the authoritative and manipulating heroines of his comedies. 

However, Lady Macbeth is an exception since she is the one who supports her husband’s 

ambition to be a king. In two of these tragedies namely Hamlet and Macbeth Shakespeare 

also uses the supernatural elements including ghost and witches. 

 

Hamlet (1600/1601) the first of this series of tragedies is based on a Scandinavian story 

of a prince called Amleth who pretended to be a mad man in order to get back his throne 

illegally taken away by his uncle. Shakespeare presents the story using the state of 

Denmark as the setting for action. Shakespeare also uses supernatural element in the play 

by making the ghost of Hamlet’s father appear several times. The ghost not only adds 
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fear and mystery to the overall atmosphere of the play but also influences Hamlet’s 

decisions because it is the ghost tells him about his father’s unnatural death and 

convinces him to take revenge.  

 

The play opens with the royal guards talking about the apparition or the ghost of the late 

king Hamlet who appears in the palace at night. The guards also refer to the threat of an 

attack on Denmark by the neighboring state of Norway where the young prince 

Fortinbras is planning to take revenge of his father’s defeat at the hands of the late king 

Hamlet. The consequences of the untimely death of the late king are visible not only in a 

looming threat of an attack from the neighbor but also at the domestic front. Since the 

king’s widow and Hamlet’s mother Gertrude has hastily marries her late husband’s 

brother Claudius. Hamlet’s first appearance on the stage reflects his state of shock and 

anguish caused due to his father’s sudden death and his mother’s marriage. Claudius 

comments on his sadness: “How is it that the clouds still hang on you?” He is advised by 

his mother and Claudius to bear his grief patiently and resume a normal life. 

 

Hamlet however fails to act upon their advice and his life becomes more complicated 

with every passing day. He meets the ghost of his father and learns about Claudius’s 

treacherous plan of killing the king and taking over his throne. In order to verify the 

claims made by the ghost Hamlet pretends going mad. While his mother and his beloved 

Ophelia believe that he has gone mad neither Claudius nor Ophelia’s father the courtier 

Polonius believe him. In fact, Polonius comments: “Though this be madness, yet there is 

method in it.” Similarly, Claudius suspects that Hamlet’s madness is unreal and says: 

“Madness in great ones must not go unwatched.”  

 

However, under the cover of his madness Hamlet plans to find the truth: “the play's the 

thing wherein I'll catch the conscience of the king.” Hamlet tests the accusation made by 

his late father’s ghost by arranging a play called The Mousetrap. He finds his uncle guilty 

of his father’s murder and resolves to take revenge. He soon gets an opportunity when he 

finds Claudius praying and confessing his guilt. But Hamlet does not avail this chance to 

murder his father’s killer because he thinks by killing the praying man, he would send 

him to heaven.  

 

He soon unintentionally kills Polonius whom he finds eavesdropping his conversation 

with his mother. Claudius uses this opportunity to provoke Polonius’s son Leartes to take 

revenge of his father’s murder. Leartes unlike Hamlet does not procrastinate and delay 

his action and fearlessly encounters his rival. During the fencing match Leartes stabs 

Hamlet with a poisoned sword but also receives a fatal wound and dies. Hamlet, 

however, before he dies manages to kill Claudius with the same poisoned sword. Thus, 

the play ends with everyone dying and minor characters like Horatio and Fortinbras left 

to mourn. 

 

Despite his procrastination and habit of brooding over matters Hamlet is a character far 

superior as compared to other Shakespearian protagonists because of his sense of 

morality. He refuses to accept things at their face value and insists on knowing the 
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reality. Horatio and Marcellus accompany Hamlet when he meets the ghost and they 

don’t doubt ghost’s revelations about Claudius but Hamlet insists that their knowledge is 

limited and incomplete:  

 

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,  

than are dreamt of in your philosophy. 

 

He meditates over the nature of things and expresses his thoughts sometimes before 

others and many times in his soliloquies. In a conversation with Guildenstern and 

Rosencrantz he tells them about his cynical attitude: 

 

What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason! 

How infinite in faculty! In form and moving how 

express and admirable! In action how like an angel! 

In apprehension how like a god! The beauty of the 

world! The paragon of animals! And yet, to me, 

what is this quintessence of dust? Man delights notme 

 

Hamlet’s soliloquies which he utters when alone on the stage reflect his agonized mental 

and emotional states. He considers the possibility of committing suicide and expresses his 

confusion in his famous soliloquy: 

 

To be, or not to be, that is the question, 

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer 

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles, 

And by opposing end them? 

 

Consequently, Shakespeare makes a revenge play a masterpiece by creating a protagonist 

who is a philosopher and even questions his own existence. Hamlet suffers for the sins 

committed by others. His inactivity and habit of postponing the action adds to his 

sufferings but he cannot be accused for making an error of judgment. On the contrary, 

King Lear and Othello suffer because of their wrong decisions.  

 

In the play King Lear (1605/6), Shakespeare used an old Celtic tale of a king who divided 

his state and gave it to his daughters. Shakespeare’s King Lear divides his kingdom 

between his two daughters Goneril and Regan and deprives the third daughter Cordelia of 

her share because she fails to give a pleasing answer to the question her father asks: 

“Which of you shall we say doth love us most?” Cordelia unlike her sisters refuses to 

flatter her father and is sent away with her suitor the King of France. Lear, however, soon 

learns that his hasty decision has also been a foolish one.  

 

Lear first stays at his daughter Gonreil and her husband Albany’s palace and soon finds 

them inhospitable. Goneril complains about her father’s keeping a train of a hundred 

knights. In his fury King Lear leaves her house and goes to live with his other daughter 
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Regan but he is further shocked by her refusal to keep him. So, Lear is abandoned by his 

daughters who call him a “lunatic king” and he is compelled to take refuge on a stormy 

night in a hovel on a heath with the Earl of Kent and his court entertainer the Fool who 

are both his two faithful servants. Shakespeare shows Lear exposed to a storm which 

adds to his misery and the same time serves as a symbol of his fury and rage against the 

unfair treatment he has received from his daughters.  

 

While on the heath Lear is joined by Edgar the son of his courtier the Earl of Gloucester. 

Edgar has lost his father’s favor and hides from his half-brother Edmund who wants to 

kill him. Edgar pretends to be a mad man in order to save his life. Shakespeare 

deliberately places together the king whose daughters consider him mad, Edgar a sane 

man who saves his life by feigning madness and a court jester the Fool and thus brings 

out the difference between real and fake madness and foolishness of characters. The Fool 

mysteriously disappears after the storm scene but Lear is soon joined by Gloucester. 

However, despite the presence of different characters accompanying Lear it is visible that 

his state of prosperity is over and that of adversity has begun which lasts till he is united 

with his third daughter Cordelia.  

 

Cordelia now the queen of France arrives in England to rescue her father and does so 

successfully. But the father and daughter are soon imprisoned by the troops led by Lear’s 

other two daughters. Lear’s sufferings have made him realize:How sharper than a 

serpent's tooth it is to have a thankless child!” He admits his errors and repents but he’s 

sufferings are not over. Cordelia is hanged at the command of her sisters who also do not 

live long and kill each other. King Lear cannot bear the sight of the dead body of his most 

loving daughter and dies. Thus, the main plot of the play ends tragically while the sub-

plot ends otherwise. 

 

While Lear is betrayed by his two daughters his faithful courtier the Earl of Gloucester 

suffers at the hands of his son Edmund. Edmund joins hands with Goneril and Regan and 

conspire not only against Lear but also against his own father and blinds him. He also 

intends to kill his half-brother Edgar who disguises himself as a lunatic and by chance 

joins Lear on the heath where his own father fails to recognize him. However, the play 

ends with Edmund’s death and Edgar’s recovering his position.  Ironically Lear becomes 

wise after losing his kingship and Gloucester sees the reality with blinded eyes. 

Shakespeare shows two fathers Lear and Gloucester failing to recognize the sincerity of 

one child and, consequently, suffering for their wrong judgments. Othello another 

protagonist of the Shakespeare does the same and pays the price by ending his own life.  

 

The play, Othello, the Moor of Venice (1603/4) tells the story of the disastrous effects of 

mistrust of conjugal love. It is at the same time a tale of harmful consequences of 

professional jealousy. The play opens with Iago and his accomplice Roderigo conspiring 

against Othello, “the Moor” who has been made the “general”. Iago despises working as 

a “lieutenant” of Othello because he claims he has more experience of warfare: “A 

Rhodes, at Cyprus and on other grounds/Christian or Heathen”. Angry and extremely 
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jealous of Othello Iago accompanied by Roderigo visits the senator Brabantio and 

informs him about his daughter Desdemona’s marriage with Othello. 

 

Brabantio uses the forum of senate to register his complaint against Othello whom he 

claims has cast magic on his daughter. The senators call Othello to defend himself against 

the accusations of Brabantio. Othello admits that he loves “the gentle Desdemona” and 

has “married her” but with her willingness. He believes that Desdemona is impressed by 

“the story” of his life and therefore consented to marry him. Desdemona also appears 

before the senate and admits that she loves her parents and Othello too. An angry 

Brabantio disowns his daughter and tells Othello: “She has deceived her father and may 

thee”. 

 

After failing to cause damage to his enemy Iago conspires again and in order to achieve 

his ends uses his wife Emilia who serves Desdemona and Michael Cassio who is 

Othello’s most trusted subordinate. In a feast arranged by Othello, Iago makes Cassio get 

drunk and quarrel Montano. Othello hears the noise caused by the ‘brawl” and gets angry 

seeing Cassio behaving aggressively. Iago on one hand advises Cassio to get help from 

Desdemona to repair his relations with Othello while on the other hand he convinces 

Othello to suspect his fair-complexioned, beautiful and young wife. Iago also makes his 

wife Emalia steal Desdemona’s handkerchief and plants it in Cassio’s “chamber”. He 

also tells a false story of Cassio uttering Desdemona’s name during sleep. He talks to 

Cassio about his beloved Bianca and makes Othello hear the conversation secretly 

believing that Cassio is talking about Desdemona. 

 

Thus, Iago successfully convinces Othello that his wife is deceiving him and having a 

secret love affair with Cassio. Suspicious of his wife’s conduct Othello inquires Emalia 

about her but she insists that Desdemona is “honest”. Othello however does not believe 

her and quarrels with his wife. He is so furious that he decides to kill her: “Yet she must 

die, else she’ll betray more men.” In his fury, he kills her despite her claim: “A guiltless 

death I die”. After Desdemona’s death Othello finds the truth about the handkerchief and 

realizes how he has been fooled by Iago. He kills Iago and then commits suicide.  

 

Thus, in Daiches’s words Othello is the “saddest” of all Shakespeare’s tragedies. Othello 

despite his courage and professionalism is a simple-minded man who fails to perceive the 

wicked intentions of his rival and is successfully “led by the nose as asses are.” Unlike 

Hamlet who refuses to believe in the information he gets through the ghost until he 

confirms it Othello does not bother to verify the information Iago constantly feeds him 

with. He talks neither to Cassio nor to Desdemona about his anguishes and believes in 

everything he is told. Not for a single instance Othello suspects Iago for misleading him. 

He is a man of action who has to perform rather than think over the intricacies involved 

in different matters.  

 

Macbeth is the last tragedy of this series and produced in 1606. It is the shortest of all 

Shakespeare’s tragedies and the most intense one. In this play Shakespeare blends two 

different accounts found in Holinshed’s Chronicles and adds the supernatural element in 
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the form of Witches. He tells the story of Macbeth a good man turning into a murderer 

and consequently ending up tragically. The play opens with a Duncan the King of 

Scotland admiring the courage and loyalty of his general Macbeth who has just defeated 

the army led by the King of Norway. Macbeth on his way to meet Duncan comes across 

three Witches who predict about his future. He soon finds that the predictions of the 

Witches are true, and King Duncan rewards him.  

 

Despite his getting heavily rewarded by the king Macbeth becomes ambitious and wants 

to rule Scotland. He shares his desires with his wife who fully supports and encourages 

him. The husband and wife together plan to kill Duncan when he visits their castle and 

successfully achieve their purpose. Duncan’s sons suspect their father’s murder and 

anticipate that their lives are in danger. So, they escape to England and Ireland thus 

paving the way for Macbeth to become the king of Scotland. Macbeth’s killing people 

does not end with the murder of Duncan. He next gets the nobleman Banquo killed by 

professional murderers because he is afraid of him since he was accompanying Macbeth 

when he met the witches.  

 

Macbeth’s next target is another nobleman, Madcuff about whom the Witches have 

warned him. He, however, cannot kill Madcuff because he escapes to England and joins 

Duncan’s son Malcolm who plans to get his father’s throne back from Macbeth. In 

Madcuff’s absence Macbeth’s men raid his palace and kill his wife, children and even 

servants. The killing and escape of the nobleman who were loyal to Duncan make 

Macbeth feel satisfied but his conscience pricks him. He sees Banquo’s ghost and gets 

upset. Similarly, Lady Macbeth behaves strangely and begins sleepwalking. Her maid-

servant calls a doctor and shows him how her mistress in her sleep “rubs her hands” as if 

she is “washing her hands” and cries: “Here’s the smell of the blood still: all the perfumes 

of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand.” The doctor comments on Lady Macbeth’s 

state of mind: 

 

… unnatural deeds 

Do breed unnatural troubles: infected minds 

To their deaf pillows do discharge their secrets. 

 

Macbeth receives the news of Malcom’s preparations to attack Scotland with the support 

from the English as well as his countryman Siward and his ten thousand soldiers. Despite 

the threat of an attack Macbeth is quite sure about his safety because the Witches have 

told him: 

 

Macbeth shall never vanquis’d be until 

Great Birman wood to high Dunsinane hill 

Shall come against him 

 

What Macbeth does not know is the strategy Malcom uses to camouflage his advancing 

troops when he reaches the Birman forest. Malcom orders:  
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Let every soldier hew him down a bough 

And bear it before him: 

 

Thus, when Malcom’s soldiers move towards Macbeth’s castle at Dunsinane it seems as 

if “the wood began to move”. Once outside the castle the soldiers obey Malcom’s order 

and remove their “leafy screens” and then Macbeth who has already felt “sick at heart” 

realizes that he is confronting his enemy. He fights against his enemies but Madcuff kills 

him thus bringing an end to the tale of an ambitious general who usurped the throne of 

his king but lost it at the hands of the king’s son. 

 

The play Macbeth is different from other major Shakespearian tragedies. First of all, it is 

a gory play which shows a lot of bloodshed. Other plays also depict several deaths for 

instance Hamlet murders Polonius and his son Leartes and finally Claudius. Ophelia, 

Hamlet’s beloved commits suicide and Gertrude his mother also gets killed at the end. 

King Lear and his three daughters die. Othello kills Desdemona and Iago kills his 

accomplice Roderigo and then his wife Emalia. Finally, Iago gets killed by Othello who 

later commits suicide.  The plot of the play Macbeth is also strewn with unnatural deaths. 

First of all, Macbeth kills Duncan and his guards. He then gets Banquo assassinated. His 

next attempt to kill Madcuff fails and Lady Madcuff along with her children and servants 

becomes the scapegoat. In the battlefield, Macbeth kills Young Siward before Madcuff 

brings Macbeth’s severed head. Lady Macbeth also dies after being unwell. Some 

characters have narrow escapes and manage to survive. For instance, Duncan’s sons 

escape execution and death by timely fleeing from Scotland. Fleance, who is 

accompanying Banquo also “escapes” and is thus saved.  

 

Secondly, the sinister atmosphere of the play is brought out by means of animal imagery 

used in speeches by different characters. Lady Macbeth advises her husband to welcome 

Duncan “But be the serpent under’t”. Macbeth ponders over his cowardice referring to it 

in terms of a horse and its rider: 

 

I have no spur 

To prick the sides of my intent, but only 

Vaulting ambition, which o’erleaped itself 

And falls on other 

 

While talking to the murderers whom Macbeth instructs to kill Banquo, he delivers a 

speech about several types of dogs and their nature. Even minor characters like Ross and 

an Old Man talk about the stormy night when Duncan gets killed and refer to a falcon 

getting killed by an owl. They also discuss how “Duncan’s horses turned wild in nature, 

broke their stalls and flung out.” The references to hostile and aggressive animals 

reinforce the idea of violence in the play. 

 

Thirdly, Shakespeare in the play Macbeth uses the supernatural creatures to direct the 

course of action. Though in the play Hamlet the ghost of Hamlet’s father appears many 

times and provokes him to take revenge, yet he cannot influence Hamlet the way the 
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three Witches guide and direct Macbeth. From the very beginning of the play the Witches 

manage to win the trust of Macbeth and he believes in their predictions. Banquo also 

meets the Witches but he despises “The instruments of darkness” and later refers to them 

as “three weird sisters. On the contrary, Macbeth trusts them and seeks guidance from 

them. The witches also warn Macbeth about his downfall, but he fails to understand their 

message and meets his violent end.   

 

Fourthly, the character of Lady Macbeth makes the play different from other tragedies. 

Unlike Gertrude, Ophelia, Desdemona or Cordelia Lady Macbeth is a strong-headed and 

dominating woman. She shares her husband’s ambition of gaining power and desires to 

become the queen. She conspires against King Duncan and drugs his bodyguards so that 

her husband could kill “the unguarded Duncan” using the “daggers” of his sleeping 

guards. When the news of Duncan’s murder is announced she swoons as if she is utterly 

shocked. She manages to control the situation during the banquet when Macbeth sees 

Banquo’s ghost and talks about murdered men coming to take revenge. Her public 

appearance reflects her composure but her sleepwalking exposes her guilty conscious.  

 

Macbeth receives the news of his wife’s death at a very critical moment when he is 

anticipating an attack. His famous speech on hearing the news expresses his anxiety: 

 

Out, out, brief candle! 

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player 

That struts and frets his hour upon stage 

And then is heard no more: it is a tale 

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury 

Signifying nothing. 

 

In this speech he uses three metaphors for life; namely the flame of a candle, an 

unimpressive performance on stage and finally a frivolous story. The comparison of life 

with a stage performance was a popular analogy or extended comparison employed by 

Shakespeare in his play as You Like It where in a melancholic mood the character 

Jacques says: 

 

All the world’s a stage 

And all the men and women merely players; 

 

Shakespeare’s contemporary Sir Walter Raleigh also uses the same analogy in his famous 

poem “What’s our life?” Thus, Macbeth’s speech predicts his approaching death and 

comments on the shortness of life.  

 

Shakespeare’s tragedies depict familial relations between parents and children, husband 

and wife and among siblings. And at the same time, these plays present struggle for 

power and authority achieved by fair as well as foul means. He uses a wide range of 

human characters along with supernatural characters such as ghosts and witches. The 

protagonists of these plays disclose their hidden thoughts in their soliloquies. He thus 
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presents every character’s angle of looking at life. Despite the variety of characters and 

themes all these tragedies end with the deaths of the central characters. However, in his 

later plays, Shakespeare changed his technique and gave each a happy end. These last 

plays of Shakespeare are called romances or tragic comedies.  

 

4. 5 Romances or Tragicomedies 
 

Pericles (1607), The Winter’s Tale (1609), Cymbeline (1610) and The Tempest (1611) 

are the four plays included in this group. In these plays Shakespeare blends the mirth and 

playfulness of comedy with the sorrows of tragedy. Besides, human beings with magical 

powers Shakespeare in these plays also presents supernatural characters like fairies and 

monsters. The plots contain improbable actions such as people apparently die and 

disappear but are miraculously saved and then they reappear, those found guilty in the 

beginning of the play prove innocent at the end, families are split but get reunited, 

misunderstandings are resolved and disagreements forgotten and replaced by mutual 

understanding and harmony. These qualities make these plays resemble medieval 

romances. The common themes of these plays are forgiveness, redemption, victory of 

virtue and innocence, parent-child relationship with a good deal of focus on father-

daughter relations. 

 

These plays are adopted from different sources. The play Pericles is an adaptation of a 

Greek story narrated by John Gower in his long narrative poem A Lover’s Confession. 

The plot of Cymbeline is derived from the Holinshed’s Chronicle and tells the story of 

ancient Britain ruled by a king who paid tribute to the Roman Empire. Similarly, The 

Winter’s Tale is an adaptation of Pandosto a pastoral prose romance written by 

Shakespeare’s contemporary literary artist Robert Green. Shakespeare though took his 

material from multiple sources yet he treated it differently. 

 

Pericles the protagonist of the play is the prince of Tyre (present day Lebanon). He is 

shipwrecked but saved by the fishermen of Pentapolis where he marries Thaisa the 

princess of Pentapolis and together they travel back to Tyre. While travelling Thaisa 

(apparently) dies during childbirth and her dead body is thrown into the sea. She is, 

however, found by a physician who revives her and she becomes a priestess of Greek 

goddess Diana. Unaware of his wife’s fate Pericles leaves his infant daughter Marina in 

the care of Cleon the governor of Tarsus and his wife. Marina grows to be a beautiful and 

accomplished young woman but is unfortunately kidnapped by pirates who sell her in 

Mytilene where she saves her virtue and manages to avoid working as a prostitute. In the 

meanwhile, Pericles returns to Tarsus to take his daughter back but Cleon and his wife 

tell him that Marina is dead. On his way back Pericles, the broken-hearted father reaches 

Mytilene and by chance meets his daughter Marina. Thus, the father and daughter get re-

united. The goddess Diana then guides Pericles by means of a dream and he finds his lost 

wife too. Thus, despite all the sorrows experienced by the characters the play ends at a 

happy note. 
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Similarly, the play Cymbeline presents the story of disappearance of the children of the 

British king Cymbeline. Guiderius and Arviragos the two sons of Cymbeline were 

kidnapped twenty years before the beginning of action. His only daughter Imogen 

secretly marries a courtier Posthumus but Cymbeline unaware of this fact sends 

Posthumus in exile and he takes refuge in Italy. In Britain Imogen’s stepmother the 

Queen conspires to marry Cloten her son from her previous marriage with Imogen. 

Failing to achieve her objective the Queen attempts to kill Imogen by poisoning her. 

However, the physician Cornelius switches the poison with a harmless drug and saves 

Imogen.  

 

But Imogen’s trials are not over yet and she loses the bracelet which Posthumus has 

given her. The bracelet is stolen by Iachimo who meets Posthumus in Italy and claims 

that he can seduce the virtuous Imogen. In Italy when Posthumus sees Imogen’s bracelet 

he believes in the false story Iachimo tells him about his success in seducing his wife. 

Posthumus angrily instructs a faithful servant Pisanio to kill his unfaithful wife but 

Pisanio saves her and gives her the drug recommended by Cornelius. Imogen then 

disguises herself as a young man Fidele and while wondering by chance meets her 

kidnapped brothers Guiderius and Arviragos who have become skilled hunters. The three 

become close friends. Her failing health compels her to take the drug Pisanio has given 

her and it makes her sleep while her new friends believe she is dead.  

 

In the meanwhile, Cymbeline’s relations with the Roman Empire get sour since he 

refuses to pay the tax and consequently faces an attack by Roman troops. The encounter 

between Cymbeline’s army and the Roman soldiers ends with the former’s victory and 

unites different characters in his court including his two sons Guiderius and Arviragos 

who are unaware of their identity, his daughter Imogene in the disguise of Fidele, 

Posthumus and Iachimo. At this point, the real identities of the characters reveal, the 

misunderstandings end and the families get happily reunited.  

 

The play The Winter’s Tale opens with Polixenes the king of Bohemia visiting his friend 

Leontes the king of Sicilia. Leontes wants his friend to prolong his stay and sends his 

wife Hermione to convince Polixenes. Hermione manages to convince the guest but then 

her husband suspects her of having an extramarital affair with Polixenes. Consequently, 

Leontes imprisons his pregnant wife Hermione and tries to kill his friend and guest 

Polixenes. He, however, fails because Camillo a nobleman warns Polixenes in time and 

helps him to escape. Camillo accompanies Polixenes and begins to serve him. In prison 

Hermione gives birth to their daughter Perdita but the infant is disowned by her father 

and she is adopted by a shepherd. Hermione is publicly tried and humiliated and she also 

hears the shocking news of her son Mamillius’s death. She thus goes into deep sleep and 

her friend Paulina takes away her body claiming that she is dead. Leontes then realizes 

that he has lost his wife, son and daughter.  

 

Sixteen years pass and Polixenes finds that his only son Florizel loves Peridita a 

shepherdess. To avoid the anger of Polixenes his son Florizel with the help of Camillo 

escapes to Sicilia along with his beloved and her foster father the shepherd. In the court 
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of Leontes the young prince Florizel pretends to be on a diplomatic mission but his secret 

is soon revealed. The revelations continue and Leontes is reunited with his daughter 

Peridita. Together the father and the daughter visit Paulina’s house in the countryside to 

see a statue of Hermione which soon comes alive and forgives all evil deeds. Thus, the 

family once divided is reunited. The innocence of Hermione is proved and those who did 

wrong are forgiven. 

 

The most notable play of this category is the play the Tempest. It was produced in 1611. 

Like other plays belonging to this group it employs the themes of forgiveness, triumph of 

innocence, redemption from sins. It is however significantly different from other plays. 

For instance, Shakespeare in the play the Tempest observes the unities of time and place. 

The action of the play occurs in a single day and at a single place that is the “desert 

island” occupied by the protagonist of the play Prespero, his daughter Miranda, their 

servant “spirit” Ariel and another resident of the island Caliban. Secondly, during action 

of the three other plays fathers and daughters are separated and reunited. However, in the 

Tempest Prospero and his daughter Miranda stay together till the end of the play. But, in 

the same play that is the Tempest another character Alonso the King of Naples mourns 

for his daughter who “is so far from Italy removed” since she is married to the ruler of 

Tunis in Africa.  

 

Another significant characteristic of the Tempest is the character of Ariel “a spirit too 

delicate”. The supernatural creatures appearing in other plays are deities who perform 

minor roles. Pericles dreams of the goddess Diana who informs him about his wife. 

Similarly, in the play Cymbeline the Roman god Jupiter ensures the imprisoned 

Posthumus that he will be released soon and compensated for his misfortunes. Ariel is no 

god but a fairy or nymph who was captured by the witch Sycorax and imprisoned “into a 

cloven pine” where he “painfully remain/ A dozen years” till he was released by 

Prospero. Since his release from the “torment” he has served Prospero. Ariel leads a 

group of spirits whom Prospero calls “meaner fellows” and together they perform 

different magical tricks. At the end of the play Prospero admires Ariel’s “worthy service” 

and sets him free. 

 

In the play the Tempest Shakespeare brings in the theme of usurpation or unlawfully 

seizing someone’s property. Prospero who lives in a remote island narrates the events 

which brought him along with his daughter to their present habitat. He tells Miranda that 

“twelve” years ago he was “the Duke of Milan” but was dethroned by his brother 

Antonio who conspired with Alonso the King of Naples. “A noble Neapolitan, Gonzalo” 

saved Prospero and Miranda and helped them to escape from Milan and hide in a small 

insignificant island. After reaching the island Prospero found that it was inhabited by 

Ariel and Caliban and his mother the witch Sycorax. Using his “liberal arts” as he calls 

his magic Prospero took control of the whole island and made Caliban his slave. Caliban 

complains of Prospero’s usurping his territory: 

 

This island is mine, by Sycorax my mother, 

Which thou takest from me… 
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…then I loved thee 

And show’d thee all the qualities o’ the isle 

…and here you sty me 

In this hard rock, whiles you do keep from me 

The rest of the island. 

 

Thus, Prospero “the wronged Duke of Milan” and a victim of usurpation becomes a 

usurper. He colonizes the newly found land and enslaves the local inhabitant. Caliban 

hates Prospero but knows that he has to serve his powerful master: “I must obey: his art is 

of such power.” 

 

However, during action of the play Prospero manages to recover his previous status of 

the Duke of Milan and teaches a lesson to his enemies including his brother Antonio and 

his accomplice Alonso the King of Milan. Prospero creates a tempest in the sea and sinks 

the ship carrying the royal party including Alonso, Ferdinand his son, Sebastian his 

brother, Gonzalo his courtier and Antonio. Following the instructions of Prospero Ariel 

“disperse(s) them” all over the island and ensures that they remain unaware of the 

survival of others. In one part of the island Ferdinand believes that his father has drowned 

with “all his lords” while in another part Alonso mourns because he thinks his “son is 

lost” and drowned in the sea. 

 

The temporary separation is soon over at Prospero’s command and Ariel brings “the King 

and’s followers” all “confined together”. On seeing Prospero Alonso asks for forgiveness 

and gets it. He is reunited with his son and to be daughter-in-law Miranda since 

Ferdinand has decided to marry her and make her “the queen of Naples”. So, Prospero 

returns to his homeland as the Duke and his daughter engaged to Ferdinand the crown 

prince of Naples. But before leaving the island he sets free both his slaves Ariel and 

Caliban. Thus, the play ends happily. 

 

The Tempest is Shakespeare’s last play and it reflects a resigned mood visible in 

Prospero’s speech when he declares abandoning his art of magic: 

 

But this rough magic … 

I here abjure … 

I’ll break my staff … 

I’ll drown my book 

 

After writing the Tempest Shakespeare helped a young playwright John Fletcher to write 

two plays Henry VIII and Two Noble Kinsmen which appeared in 1613 and 1614 

respectively. He died in 1616 and apparently in his last years he did not write anything. 

His legacy was however, carried over to the seventeenth century by many other literary 

artists whose works will be discussed in the next unit. 
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Summary Points 
 

 Shakespeare wrote thirty-six plays over a period of twenty four years including 

comedies, tragedies, histories, romances. 

 He picked the material for his plots from different sources including history and 

folk tales popular in different European countries. 

 Despite the lack of original material Shakespeare’s treatment of subject matter 

enables him to produce remarkable depiction of universal elements in his plays. 

 His characters express their individual view of the world. 

 The women in Shakespeare’s comic plays are strong and powerful characters but in 

other types of plays females perform less significant roles. 

 His tragic plays depict friction between different members of a family usually 

belonging to royalty and struggling to gain power. 

 In his plays he uses several popular techniques including supernatural element, 

disguises and songs. 

 His protagonists especially in his tragedies when alone on the stage deliver 

soliloquies which reflect their inner conflicts. 

 The tragicomedies he produced in the last phase of his career reflect a 

reconciliation of paradoxes of life such as sorrows and joys, revenge and 

forgiveness, sinfulness and redemption. 

 

Questions 
 

i. Where did Shakespeare get inspiration for the following plays: 

a. Troilus and Cressida 

b. Romeo and Juliet 

c. Hamlet 

d. King Lear 

e. A Winter’s Tale 

ii. What was the effect of Seneca on Shakespeare? 

iii. Enlist the common techniques used by Shakespeare and his contemporary 

dramatists in their plays. Give examples to substantiate your answer. 

iv. Draw lists of Shakespeare’s comedies, histories, tragedies and tragicomedies. 

v. How do Shakespeare’s female characters differ in his comedies and tragedies? 

Explain with the help of examples. 

vi. How does Shakespeare express his love for his country in his play Richard II? 

vii. What do you understand by the term “soliloquy”? How does Shakespeare employ 

soliloquies in his tragedies? 

viii. Draw a list of Shakespeare’s characters that are really mad or pretend madness?  

ix. Enlist the supernatural characters appearing in different plays of Shakespeare. 

x. Discuss the characteristics of Shakespeare’s last plays. 
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Overview 
 

Despite several political upheavals in the British Isles including Interregnum and then the 

Restoration during the seventeenth century the Renaissance continued to flourish and 

different literary artists produced great works. Besides, Shakespeare, Ben Jonson and 

several other dramatists wrote different plays. Experiments with verse form continued 

and in the first half of the century different strands of English poetry namely 

metaphysical, cavalier and devotional poetry received acclaim. Then in the middle of the 

seventeenth century John Milton along with several other poetic works produced the 

greatest Christian epic in English language called the Paradise Lost. Similarly, English 

prose further evolved with the publication of King James Bible. English prose was 

employed by men of letters for expression of religious and philosophical ideas as well as 

for telling stories. Francis Bacon introduced the prose form of essay in English literature 

by means of his collection of Essays. John Bunyan’s didactic and allegorical narrative 

The Pilgrim’s Progress reflected the growing popularity of prose in the masses. 

 

Objectives 
 

After reading this unit, students will be able to: 

i. enlist the names of the Stuart kings; 

ii. define the terms Interregnum, Restoration and the glorious Revolution with 

reference to British history; 

iii. identify the qualities of metaphysical poetry; 

iv. demonstrate their knowledge about the characteristics of cavalier poetry; 

v. identify the significant features of John Milton’s poem the Paradise Lost; 

vi. discuss Ben Jonson’s comedy of humors; 

vii. enlist the various types of plays produced in English before the closing of theatres 

viii. describe the characteristic features of plays produced in English after the 

Restoration; 

ix. demonstrate their knowledge about various works produced by John Dryden; and 

x.  explain the contribution of Francis Bacon to the development of English prose. 

 

The Renaissance continued in the British Isles in the seventeenth century. However, 

many other changes took place during this century. For instance, the rule of Tudor 

dynasty ended with the death of Elizabeth I in 1603. Since she was unmarried and left no 

heir to claim the throne therefore her nephew James Stuart, the King of Scotland was 

declared the King. James Stuart was the son of Elizabeth’s cousin Mary, the Queen of 

Scots. Thus, began the reign of Stuart dynasty which lasted till 1688. The Stuart reign 

was interrupted for almost twelve years when in 1649 the King Charles I was executed, 

and Britain was declared a Commonwealth and ruled by Oliver Cromwell. In 1660, with 

the death of Cromwell monarchy was restored and Charles II was made the king. This 

event is called the Restoration.  
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The political changes taking place in Britain during the seventeenth century were closely 

linked with religion. A new sect of Christianity called Puritanism became popular and the 

Parliament had a majority of Puritans. The Puritans in the Parliament had clashes with 

different kings and particularly with Charles I who lost his life because of this friction. 

The Puritans despised entertainment and under the Commonwealth the theatres were 

closed from 1649 to 1660 thus bringing an end to the great age of English drama. 

 

The seventeenth century in Britain also saw two significant events: The Great Fire of 

London in 1664 and the Great Plague in 1665. The fire burnt a major portion of the city 

of London which was later rebuilt. Despite these unfortunate events and political 

upheavals in the country Britain continued to progress. The exploration of the world and 

expansion of trade which began in the time of Elizabeth I continued and brought 

favorable results. People from Britain occupied different parts of North America and 

made colonies. The trade with India which began in 1600 with the establishment of East 

India Company increased. Charles II’s Portuguese wife brought the small Indian seaport 

of Bombay as her dowry and it became a British colony in South Asia. 

 

These events contributed to shaping of literature. The closing of theatres became a major 

reason for the decline of English drama which had reached its apex in early seventeenth 

century. Secular poetry flourished and a new form called the metaphysical poetry 

evolved. The genre of prose was employed for various types of writings including essays. 

However, before beginning a discussion about the literary works produced in English 

during the seventeenth century, it is essential to glance at the significant events which 

occurred during this century in Britain. 

  



91 

 

5.1 The Reign of Stuart Kings 
 

The accession of James Stuart in 1603 was significant because for the first time in history 

the three parts of the British Isles including England, Scotland and Ireland were ruled by 

the same king. So James I was the king of the Great Britain. However, the union of the 

three kingdoms posed several problems for the Stuart kings. The root-cause of these 

problems was the fact that the three kingdoms were occupied by three different sects of 

Christians.  

 

Most people living in England were Protestants. During the reign of Elizabeth I a group 

of Protestants called Puritans began to appear. The Puritans followed John Calvin a 

French reformer of the Church who lived in exile in Geneva. The Puritans disliked the 

bishops and the elaborated religious ceremonies performed in churches. They claimed 

that by purging or removing these religious rituals Christianity can be made purer and 

hence called themselves Puritans. 

 

The people of Scotland during the sixteenth century also gave up Catholicism and 

became Presbyterians. They followed the preacher John Knox and copied the practices of 

the Church at Geneva which served as headquarter for the Puritans. The religious 

ceremonies in Presbyterian Church were performed by a council of elders called the 

presbyters. The people of Ireland however, adhered to Roman Catholicism and did not 

change their faith. 

 

Each one of these groups at different times had disagreements with the Stuart kings who 

failed to please either one sect or the other. Moreover, as an effect of the Renaissance the 

people of Britain began to feel that they should be allowed to say something about how 

the country should be governed. This awakening which came with the exposure to 

knowledge, exploration of the world and most of all economic stability made the British 

people suspect their kings. James I was the first victim of their suspicion because he was 

not an Englishman but a Scotsman.  

 

The English Puritans and Roman Catholics were unhappy with the policies of James I. 

Some staunch Puritans left Britain and went abroad to settle in different parts of North 

America. The states of Virginia and Massachusetts were occupied by these Englishmen 

who became planters and grew different crops. Some Englishmen occupied the northern 

part of North America and called their colonies New England. Thus, during the 

seventeenth century a significant part of North America was occupied by the English 

immigrants who took with them their religion as well as their language.  

 

The Roman Catholics in 1605 conspired to blow up the King and the Parliament. For this 

purpose, they piled gun powder in the basement of the building of the parliament but 

could not implement their plan and were caught. The conspirators of the “Gun Powder 

Plot” were executed while other Roman Catholics suffered because they had to live under 

cruel laws.  
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James I did not have pleasant relations with the Puritans who had formed a majority in the 

Parliament and often criticized the policies of the king. In 1614, James I dissolved the 

parliament and ruled for the next seven years without it. Another reason of the unpopularity 

of James I was his plan to marry his son Charles I with a princess of Spain. The English 

people hated the Spaniards and did not want their future queen to be a Roman Catholic. This 

plan of marriage, however, did not materialize and James I died in 1625.   

 

His son Charles I replaced him and soon married a French princess who was also a 

Roman Catholic. This marriage made him unpopular in Britain. Besides his friendship 

with George Villiers, the Duke of Buckingham also made him suspicious before the 

Parliament. He dissolved two Parliaments because of his quarrels with their members. He 

had to dissolve a third Parliament in 1628 when its members opposed his imposing taxes 

on the public and appointing William Land the Archbishop of Canterbury. Following the 

advice of William Land Charles I ordered that all churches in England and Scotland use a 

Prayer Book compiled by Land. The people of Scotland rebelled against this order by the 

king and he had to take his decision back. The English Puritans hated Land and believed 

he was a Roman Catholic in the disguise of a Protestant. They managed to get Land 

beheaded in 1644.  

 

Thus, Charles I soon after his ascension to the British throne made unpopular decisions 

and became unpopular with both English and Scots. In 1640 the Irishmen also rebelled 

against him and revenged themselves by attacking the Protestant population who had 

been settled in the district of Ulster during the reign of James I. The Puritans in England 

blamed the king for being lenient with the Irish Roman Catholics since his wife shared 

their faith.  

 

In 1642, a civil war began between Charles I and the Parliament that was dominated by 

the Puritans who wanted to reform the Church. A Parliamentary Army was established 

and led by Oliver Cromwell. Several battles were fought between the Parliamentary 

Army and the Cavaliers who supported the King. In 1646, Charles I had to surrender. He 

was tried in the court and beheaded in 1649. After the execution of Charles I his son 

Charles II escaped to France and monarchy in Britain ended temporarily. Britain which 

included England, Scotland and Ireland was declared a Commonwealth or a republic 

ruled without a king.  

 

Oliver Cromwell began to rule Great Britain which was declared a Protectorate in 1653 

and he took up the title of Lord Protector. Though Cromwell was a despotic ruler and 

often had quarrels with the Parliaments yet he proved to be a wise statesman. He showed 

religious tolerance and allowed all Puritans and Presbyterians to practice their faith. He 

strengthened the British navy and defeated the Dutch and the Spaniards on the sea. He 

successfully conquered the island of Jamaica in the West Indies after defeating the 

Spaniards. When Cromwell died in 1658 the British people decided to bring back and 

reinstate Charles II. In 1660 Charles II acceded to the British throne and monarchy was 

restored. This event is called the Restoration. The period of twelve years from 1649 to 

1660 when Britain was without a King is called Interregnum.  
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Despite his bad governance and inclination toward France, the reign of Charles II was 

peaceful. Trade with India flourished, and the British got a foothold in the Indian sub-

continent when they received a small seaport of Bombay from the Portuguese. The 

English colonies also expanded in North America and on the eastern coast a colony called 

New York was established. In the summer of 1665, the Great Plague broke and thousands 

of people died in Britain. In 1666, the Great Fire destroyed most part of the city of 

London. In the following years London was reconstructed under the supervision of a 

renowned architect Sir Christopher Wren. 

 

Charles II died in 1685 and was succeeded by his elder brother James II who was a 

Roman Catholic.  James II not only continued to practice Roman Catholicism but also 

gave key posts to men who shared his faith. His decisions made the Parliament indignant. 

Consequently, the English Parliament invited James II’s daughter Mary and her husband 

the Dutch prince William of Orange to rule Britain together. Both Mary and William 

were Protestants. In 1689, they became the joint sovereigns and ruled Britain.  

 

This event of change of sovereign without bloodshed is called The Glorious Revolution. 

It proved the power of Parliament which had made the crown of Britain dependent on 

itself. Mary died in 1694 and after her death William alone ruled Britain. When William 

died in 1702 then Mary’s younger sister Anne became the queen. Thus, the Stuart 

dynasty’s reign continued in the eighteenth century.  

 

Keeping in view these historical facts about the British history the seventeenth century 

can be divided into two halves; namely the pre-Restoration period and the post-

Restoration period. The English literature of pre-Restoration period mostly reflects a 

continuation of the spirit of the Renaissance. However, the literature produced in the 

post-Restoration period shows different trends since it was produced under the influence 

of altered religious and political circumstances in the British Isles.  

 

5.2 English Poetry of Seventeenth Century 
 

Following the practice of their predecessors the English poets of the seventeenth century 

continued to experiment with verse forms and produced a variety of poetry. In the first 

half of the century three main strands of English poetry became visible. John Donne 

(1572-1631) and his followers composed both secular and religious poems and 

introduced the sub-genre called metaphysical poetry. Ben Jonson (1572-1637) besides 

being a renowned dramatist composed poetry and led the group of literary artists called 

the Cavalier poets. In addition to these two schools of poetry a third group of religious 

and devotional poets also appeared at the same time. 

 

In the middle part of the seventeenth century John Milton (1602-74) appeared and proved 

to be a unique poet. He saw several political upheavals in his lifetime and served under 

Oliver Cromwell. He wrote not only in English but in Latin, Greek and Italian languages 

but is best known for Paradise Lost an epic poem written in blank verse. After the 

Restoration John Dryden (1631-1700) became the first poet laureate in Britain since he 



94 

 

was appointed as a poet by the king to compose poetry for special occasions and events. 

He wrote religious poems as well as satires. 

 

Religious Poetry of Seventeenth Century 
Following the tradition of Edmund Spenser some poets of early seventeenth century 

discussed religious and moral issues in their works. Like Spenser they also used the tool 

of poetry to criticize their religious opponents especially the Catholics. Giles Fletcher 

(1586-1683) is the most notable of these religious poets. A priest by profession Giles 

Fletcher was the brother of poet Phineas Fletcher and a cousin of the dramatist John 

Fletcher. He is known for his long poem titled as Christ’s Victory and Triumph. This 

poem is divided into four parts and Fletcher follows Spenser’s style of composing eight-

line stanzas. It includes descriptive passages with pictorial details. He also occasionally 

employs allegory and presents abstract ideas as human beings. He was a strong influence 

on John Milton and particularly his poem Paradise Regained.  

 

John Davies (1565-1618) wrote philosophical and religious poems including Mirum in 

Modum, a Glimpse of God’s Glory and Soul’s Shape (1602), Microcosm (1603), The 

Holy Roode (1609) and The Scourge of Folly (1611). Another significant religious poet 

of early seventeenth century is Francis Quarles (1592-1644). He is known for his work 

called Emblems (1635). It contained a collection of moral poems which elaborated 

accompanying religious texts. Quarles in fact produced an emblem book in English 

language after the fashion of such poetry popular in other European countries in sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries.   

 

John Donne and Other Metaphysical Poets 
The Metaphysical poets experimented and produced a new form of verse characterized by 

its conversational style, conceit or extended metaphor comparing two unusual objects, 

pun or play upon words, paradox or self-contradictory statements. These poets were 

learned men who used poetry as intellectual exercise and expressed their intense 

emotions. In fact, the name metaphysical was given to this group of poets in eighteenth 

century by Dr. Johnson when he analyzed the poetry of Abraham Cowley. Dr. Johnson, 

however, does not admire the poetic style of metaphysical poets and criticizes them in 

these words:  

 

 “The metaphysical poets were men of learning, and, to show their learning 

was their whole endeavor; but, unluckily resolving to show it in rhyme, 

instead of writing poetry, they only wrote verses, and, very often, such verses 

as stood the trial of the finger better than of the ear; for the modulation was 

so imperfect, that they were only found to be verses by counting the 

syllables. The most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together; 

nature and art are ransacked for illustrations, comparisons, and allusions; 

their learning instructs, and their subtlety surprises; but the reader commonly 

thinks his improvement dearly bought, and, though he sometimes admires, is 

seldom pleased.” 
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The characteristics of metaphysical poetry as identified by Dr. Johnson are clearly visible 

in John Donne’s poetry since he was the man leading this group of poets. John Donne 

was born and brought up in a staunch Roman Catholic family. His mother was related to 

Sir Thomas More and was the daughter of John Heywood and sister of Jasper Heywood. 

Donne studied at Cambridge University and Lincoln’s Inn. He was patronized by Sir 

Walter Raleigh with whom he travelled to different countries and fought in some battles. 

Donne travelled widely and visited not only continental Europe but also crossed the 

Atlantic Ocean and visited the America. He was educated to take up priesthood, but he 

initially served as a secretary to Sir Thomas Egerton the Lord Keeper of the Seal of 

England. While serving Egerton in 1601 Donne secretly married his niece Anne and 

earned the wrath of his master as well as his father-in-law. Their marriage lasted for 

sixteen years till Anne died in 1617.  

 

In 1615, Donne began his career as a priest and worked in different positions for the 

Church of England since he converted into a Protestant and openly criticized 

Catholicism.  He served as the Royal Chaplin, the Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral and the 

Vicar of the Church of St. Dunstun-in-the-west. The sermons Donne delivered in English 

prose possess literary qualities but he is more known for his secular and religious poetry. 

He wrote satires and elegies or love poems as well as religious poems. His poetry can be 

divided into two visible groups; love poems and divine poems.  

 

The conversational style of Donne is quite visible in the opening lines of his poems and 

often shocks the audience. For instance, one of his love poems The Good-morrow opens: 

“I wonder, by my troth, what thou and I / Did, till we loved?”Similarly, the poem The 

Sun Rising begins with a speaker rebuking the sun whom he condemns for being an 

intruder and disturbing the lovers: 

 

Busy old fool, unruly sun, 

Why dost thou thus, 

Through windows, and through curtains call on us? 

 

The Canonization is another poem which also begins in the same unusual manner and the 

speaker declares: “For God's sake hold your tongue and let me love”.  

  

Donne’s poems are also known for strange comparisons and unusual conceits. For 

example, the speaker in the poem A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning consoles his 

beloved who must stay at home while he sets off on a voyage by comparing their couple 

with a set of compasses. He convinces her that the set of compasses can form a circle 

only when one-foot stays fixed while the other moves around it. Since she is the fixed 

foot she must stay back while he the moving foot has to travel abroad: 

 

Our two souls therefore, which are one, 

   Though I must go, endure not yet 

A breach, but an expansion. 

   Like gold to airy thinness beat. 
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If they be two, they are two so 

   As stiff twin compasses are two: 

Thy soul, the fixed foot, makes no show 

   To move, but doth, if the other do; 

And though it in the center sit, 

   Yet when the other far doth roam, 

It leans, and hearkens after it, 

 

The central idea of Donne’s poem The Flea is also based on a conceit. The speaker 

celebrates the fact that the tiny insect has bitten him as well as his beloved and, in its 

body, their two bloods mingle: “It sucked me first, and now sucks thee, / And in this flea 

our two bloods mingled be”. He considers this union of their bloods in the body of the 

flea as a form of their marriage: “Oh stay, three lives in one flea spare, /Where we almost, 

nay more than married are./   This flea is you and I, and this /Our marriage bed, and 

marriage temple is”.   

 

The religious poems Donne composed reflect the use of same techniques visible in love 

poems but their content is different. For instance, the opening lines of a holy sonnet are 

packed with several images expressing the intensity of thought and at the same time 

urgency caused due to imminence of approaching death: 

 

This is my play's last scene; here heavens appoint 

My pilgrimage's last mile; and my race, 

Idly, yet quickly run, hath this last pace, 

My span's last inch, my minute's latest point; 

And gluttonous death will instantly un-joint 

My body and my soul 

 

Thus, Donne’s poetry differs from the conventional poetry composed by English poets 

during the reign of Elizabeth I. The conceits which Elizabethan poets used to decorate 

their verses take central place in Donne’s poetry. His thoughts move rapidly and often 

surprise the audience. His unconventional poetry set a trend followed by some of his 

contemporaries including George Herbert (1593-1633), Richard Crashaw (1613-1649), 

Henry Vaughan (1622-95), Henry King (1592-1669), Abraham Cowley (1618-67) and 

Andrew Marvell (1621-78). While Herbert, Crashaw and Vaughan wrote religious poetry 

King, Cowley and Marvell were secular poets but their verses shared the metaphysical 

qualities of poetry introduced by Donne.    

 

Ben Jonson and Cavalier Poets 

 

The other trend-setter for the poets of early seventeenth century was Ben Jonson who is 

more known for his plays. Jonson’s poetry reflects the influence of ancient classical poets 

and is characterized by clarity, proportion and symmetry. He wrote autobiographical 

poems, odes, elegies, satires and also devotional poems. His short poems were published 

in collections titled Epigrammes, The Forrest and Under-woods. His most well-known 
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poems include On My First Son an elegy mourning the loss of his seven-year-old son 

who died in 1603. Another popular lyric composed by Jonson and published in 1616 is 

 

Drink to me only with thine eyes, 

And I will pledge with mine; 

Or leave a kiss within the cup, 

And I’ll not ask for wine. 

 

His Epistle to a Friend Master Colby is a letter in verse form and is composed in order to 

convince the reader to take part in war instead of living a shameful life in peace and 

leisure. The poem opens with lines: “Take along with thee/ Thy true friend’s wishes, 

Colby,” and ends with “These take, and now go seek thy peace in war: / Who falls for 

love of God shall rise a star.”  Jonson thus polished the English verse, but his content 

lacked the seriousness visible in the poetry of his contemporaries especially the ones 

belonging to the metaphysical school of thought. He however, influenced the group of 

poets called the Cavaliers.  

 

The word cavalier means a mounted soldier who rides a horse but as a group of poets it 

refers to the courtiers of King Charles I who composed poetry about simple joys of 

everyday life. The Cavalier poets did not discuss grave issues like religion, philosophy or 

morality and focused more on the production of polished and refined verses. These poets 

include Robert Herrick (1591-1674), Thomas Carew (1594-1640), Sir John Suckling 

(1608-42) and Richard Lovelace (1618-58).  Robert Herrick’s poem To the Virgins to 

Make Much of Time represents the Cavalier school of thought. It is a simple and short 

poem consisting of three stanzas. It is an advice for the youth and begins as such:  

 

Gather ye rose-buds while ye may, 

Old Time is still a-flying; 

And this same flower that smiles today 

Tomorrow will be dying. 

 

Thus, these different poets contributed to the genre of English poetry. However, John 

Milton is the most significant of all the English poets of seventeenth century.   

 

John Milton 
Born in a well-off family Milton had a private tutor to teach him at home. He later 

graduated from the Cambridge University where he was trained to join priesthood. He 

was an ambitious young man who read a lot and noted important information in his 

commonplace book which shows his intellectual development. He read history, 

philosophy, theology, science, politics and learned different languages including Latin, 

Greek, Spanish, Italian, French and Hebrew. He travelled to different European countries 

including France and Italy and learnt about religion and politics from his exposure to far 

off lands and their people. After returning to Britain he worked as a teacher and then 

served under Oliver Cromwell. He was a strong supporter of the Puritans and defended 

the execution of King Charles I. In 1652 he became blind and since then dictated the 
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verses he composed. He was imprisoned after the Restoration and when released he spent 

his life quietly till his death in 1674. 

 

In 1629 when he was a student at the university Milton wrote the poem On the Morning 

of Christ’s Nativity. This poem is divided into stanzas and discusses the connection 

between Christ’s birth and his crucifixion.  His two pastoral poems L’allegro and Il 

Penseroso (1632) depict the contrasting moods of joy and sorrow. While the poem 

Lycidas (1637) is an elegy mourning the death of his friend Edward King who drowned. 

The sonnet on his Blindness (1652) is one of his most famous works 

 

The Paradise Lost is however Milton’s most significant work. Consisting of twelve books 

and more than ten thousand lines this poem written in blank verse was first published in 

1667 and then in 1674. It relates the story of the Fall of Man. Milton in the opening lines 

of Book I claims that his purpose of composing this poem is “to justify the ways of God 

to men”. It is thus an epic poem but its content is religious. Daiches calls Paradise Lost “a 

synthesizing poem” since Milton uses in it “all the sources of the European literary 

tradition that had come down to him – biblical, classical, medieval, Renaissance.” Earlier 

Spenser composed the FairieQueene by skillfully blending different strands of knowledge 

including classical, medieval, humanist etc with his nationalistic aspirations and produced 

a unique masterpiece. Milton continued this tradition of writing epics in English 

language.  

 

Milton begins the narrative with the fall of Satan who has lost the favor of God and 

conspires to take revenge for his humiliation. Books I and II depict the character of Satan 

and his followers who deliver speeches echoing the ones Milton must have heard in the 

British parliament. These Fallen Angels conspire against God. In fact, Milton is accused 

of putting the finest speeches in the mouths of Satan and his companions. Similarly, he 

presents Satan as an extremely determined character who attracts attention. Thus, Milton 

proves the fascination of evil.  

 

In Book IV Milton presents Satan’s return to “Eden” where he is shocked to see Adam 

and Eve living in a state of bliss. His grief and sorrow on seeing human beings and that 

too in a place which he had earlier occupied are expressed in his speech: 

 

O Hell! What doe mine eyes with grief behold, 

Into our room of bliss thus high advanc’t 

Creatures of other mould, earth-born perhaps, 

 

He is thus determined to take revenge and enlarge his empire by “conquering this new 

World.  

 

He is successful in his pursuit as shown in Book IX where he appears in the form of a 

Serpent and seduces Eve and Adam. He convinces them to taste the fruit of the Tree of 

Knowledge and they do as told but very soon realize their fault and blame each other.  

 

https://www.dartmouth.edu/~milton/reading_room/pl/book_4/text.shtml
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Book X presents Adam and Eve thrown out of Eden and they reach Earth. The pray and 

beg for forgiveness before God: “prostrate fell / Before him reverent, and both confess’d/ 

Humbly thir faults, and pardon beg’d with tears”.  The remaining two books present the 

miserable state of Adam and Eve especially when Gabriel shows them glimpses of the 

ominous events which he informs them will occur in future. But Gabriel also consoles 

them by telling them about the time of Resurrection. They are however finally left alone: 

 

The World was all before them, where to choose 

Thir place of rest, and Providence their guide. 

 

Milton hence relates the story of the Fall of Man from a Christian perspective in this epic 

poem. 

 

John Dryden 
Unlike Milton who composed his major works using blank verse his contemporary John 

Dryden employed heroic couplet in his poetry. John Dryden was a Cambridge graduate 

who worked with Oliver Cromwell’s Secretary of State. When Cromwell died Dryden 

wrote a verse eulogy that is a poem praising the dead man. But he soon changed his 

loyalty and praised in his poetry the restoration of monarchy in Britain. He excelled in a 

poetic style which was similar to conversation and yet was eloquent. He translated 

literary works of Roman poets Ovid and Virgil and also composed poetry. 

 

Dryden is also known for his verse satires including Absalom and Achitophel (1681) and 

Mac Flecknoe (1682). Absalom and Achitophel is a poem based on the biblical account 

of clash between David and his son Absalom. Dryden, however, used the biblical 

characters as symbols to attack the conflict between King Charles I and his advisor Lord 

Shaftesbury. Similarly, in the poem Mac Flecknoe Dryden attacked his rival literary artist 

Thomas Shadwell. Dryden’s other significant poems include ReligioLaici (1682) which 

discusses human being’s need for religion and the importance of one’s complying to the 

instructions of the Church. In another religious poem The Hind and the Panther (1687) 

Dryden defends his conversion to Roman Catholicism. In this poem, he uses the verse 

form of a fable or a story with animal characters to express his ideas. 

  

Besides being a poet Dryden was also a dramatist and produced a large body of plays. 

His plays reflect the popular literary trends of the Restoration period which differ from 

the drama written in the first half of seventeenth century. The next section discusses the 

English drama written during the seventeenth century.  

 

5.3 English Drama in Seventeenth Century 
 

A variety of plays were produced in the early part of seventeenth century till the closing 

of theatres in 1642. While Ben Jonson developed the genre of Comedy of Humors other 

dramatists produced various forms of comedy and tragedy. Following the practice of 

Shakespeare’s last phase of literary productions, some playwrights wrote tragicomedies. 

Despite the production of several plays their quality deteriorated and the closing of 
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theatres brought an end to the great tradition of English drama which began a century 

ago. The drama produced in the post-Restoration period was either comic or tragic. Thus, 

the dramatic forms of Comedy of Manners and Heroic Tragedies developed after the 

Restoration. The seventeenth century, hence, saw the rise as well as the fall of English 

drama.  

 

Ben Jonson 
Ben Jonson had varied professional experiences and he worked as a bricklayer or mason, 

served as a soldier and appeared on stage as a professional actor. He graduated from 

Cambridge University and finally became a professional playwright and poet. He was a 

learned man who had thoroughly read ancient historical and literary works. His two 

tragedies Sejanus (1603) and Catiline (1611) are based on real events mentioned in the 

Roman history. Jonson in these plays makes his characters quote words written by 

significant Roman writers including Seneca, Tacitus and Juvenal. His dialogues thus 

prove his command over Roman history and literature. 

 

He picked the techniques used by the Roman dramatists and employed them in his 

English plays. He followed the unities of time, place and action. Besides he also used in 

his plays the literary manner called satire which combines humor and criticism and 

intends to reform an object, a person or a practice. He introduced the sub-genre of 

comedy of humor in English drama. His initial plays Every Man in His Humor (1597) 

and Every Man out of His Humor (1599) were comedies of humor.  

 

The idea of comedy of humor is derived from a physiological fact that human body 

produces different liquids which affect its temperament. These four liquids or humors 

include blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile. If produced in normal quantity these 

humors ensure the health of an individual. However, excess of any one of these humors 

affects human temperament. Excessive blood makes a person sanguine or warm. Too 

much phlegm makes a person phlegmatic or cold. High quantity of choler or yellow bile 

makes a person choleric or hot-tempered and excessive amount of black bile makes one 

melancholic or sad.  

 

Jonson in his initial plays used this idea of humors and made his characters behave in 

eccentric or strange manner due to imbalance of humors in their bodies. In the play, 

Every Man out of His Humor he explains this idea: 

 

So, in every human body 

The choler, melancholy, phlegm and blood, 

By reason that they flow continually 

In some one part, are not continents 

Receive the nature of Humors. Now this far 

It may be metaphor apply itself 

Unto the general disposition, 

As when one peculiar quality 

Doth so posses a man that it doth draw 
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All his affects, his spirits and his powers, 

In their conflictions, all to run one way: 

This may be truly said to be a humor. 

 

He applies this principle of effect of humors on human body and behavior in this play and 

presents characters lacking a particular humor and thus behaving strangely. The action in 

this play takes place in the countryside where an urban character Macilente meets 

different villagers and observes the malpractices of rural society. 

 

His other play Every Man in His Humor shows the effects of excess of a humor on a 

character’s behavior. Set in the contemporary London of late sixteenth century this play 

has a plot as well as a sub-plot. The plot deals with the efforts of an old man Knowell 

who spies on his son Edward because he fears his keeping bad company. However, 

Knowell’s attempts fail because of the scheming and planning of his son Edward and 

their servant Brainworm. The sub-plot is all about Kitely a cloth merchant who suspects 

his wife for being unfaithful to him.  

 

In these plays, Jonson ridicules the follies and weaknesses of contemporary society but in 

his next play The Poetastar (1601) he attacks his contemporary dramatists John Marston 

and Thomas Dekker. In fact, Jonson quarreled with Marston and Dekker and mocked at 

them in his play.  The setting of the play is ancient Rome and the central character is the 

great Roman poet Horace whose character is glorified by means of his friendship with the 

contemporary poet Virgil and the admiration he receives from the Roman Emperor 

Augustus Caesar. Horace’s character in this play stands for Jonson while the petty and 

insignificant Roman poets called Crispinius and Demetrius represents Jonson’s 

opponents Marston and Dekker. This play reflects Jonson’s command over classical 

literature and Roman history, but this quality is outweighed by his intention to humiliate 

his rivals and glorify his own qualities.  

 

Jonson’s most successful plays include Volpone, the Fox (1605), The Silent Woman 

(1609), The Alchemist (1611) and Bartholomew Fair (1614). The most eminent of these 

plays is Volpone. It is named after its central character who is a rich, old and greedy man 

living in Venice. The play opens with Volpone adoring his wealth: 

 

Good morning to the day; and next, my gold! 

Open the shrine, that I may see my saint. 

 

Volpone’s love and greed for wealth makes him conspire with his shrewd and clever 

servant Mosca and together they beguile several people. Volpone pretends that he is 

dying and since he is childless, he has to designate his heir who will receive his abundant 

wealth. Consequently, his greedy relatives, friends and neighbors bring him expensive 

gifts in order to get his favor and become his heir. Thus, Volpone accumulates more 

wealth and finally exposes the greediness of others.  
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The Alchemist is another of Jonson’s plays built on the theme of avarice and greed. 

While Lovewit a Londoner is away, his servant Subtle brings in his house a fake chemist 

called Face who claims he can convert base metals into gold. Together Face and Subtle 

swindle greedy people who give them their valuables hoping to get gold in return. 

However, when Lovewit returns home he claims the ownership of all the valuable 

possessions collected by the swindlers through their lies and deceits. Thus, the greedy 

characters get nothing at the end. Thus in the plays Volpone and the Alchemist Jonson 

condemns the greediness of people who sacrifice not only their possessions but also their 

relationship for the sake of more wealth.  

 

Jonson’s play the Silent Woman is a play about an old Englishman Morose who is unable 

to bear any noise. He lives at the end of a silent alley and quarrels with the street vendors 

who occasionally visit his street and disturb him. Morose dislikes his nephew and his heir 

and in order to disinherit him plans to marry a young girl. He believes that his bride has a 

reputation of a silent woman but as soon as he marries her, he discovers the truth that she 

speaks incessantly and makes a lot of noise. He needs his nephew’s help to get rid of his 

talkative bride. The nephew agrees to arrange Morose’s divorce provided he pays him a 

handsome amount of money. Morose agrees to this condition and pays money to his 

nephew. But he soon discovers that his talkative wife was a young man disguised as a 

woman and was planted by his nephew to draw money from him.   

 

The characters in the play Bartholomew Fair represent Jonson’s contemporary London as 

they get together at the annual event of Bartholomew Fair held in the month of August. 

They conspire against each other, play pranks and tricks, disguise themselves and thus 

entertain the audience. Jonson makes fun of the Puritans by means of his character Zeal-

of-the-Land-Busy a hypocrite who does not despise boisterous behavior of people in fairs 

but rather enjoys it. The character of Justice of Peace Adam Overdo is also made a 

laughingstock when he goes disguised in the fair to seek miscreants but gets beaten and 

punished.  

 

Thus Jonson in his plays humorously presents and criticizes the mal-practices he sees in 

his society. His characters speak in prose as well as poetry. Unlike Shakespeare Jonson 

has a clear theory of dramatic art and he follows it. In the Prologue of the play Every 

Man in His Humor he explains his theory: 

 

But deeds and language such as men do use, 

And persons such as comedy would choose 

When she would show an image of the times 

And sports with human follies, not with crimes. 

 

His characters are thus ordinary people of his own age. They commit errors and not 

serious crimes. They get punished for their follies and learn from their errors. Some 

contemporary dramatists of Jonson wrote similar comedies while others followed 

different trends. 
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Jonson’s Contemporaries and Successors  
Philip Massinger (1583-1640) wrote several comedies and tragicomedies individually as 

well as in collaboration with other playwrights including John Fletcher and Francis 

Beaumont. Massinger produced comedies like those of Jonson. Two significant comic 

plays of Massinger are A New Way to Pay Old Debts (1625) and The City Madam 

(1619). Like Jonson’s comedies the central characters in these plays are greedy, vicious 

and crafty persons. However, despite being cunning they are finally exposed and 

punished.  

 

Though self-educated and belonging to a humble family Thomas Dekker (1570-1641) 

employs his artistic abilities and his observations to produce realistic plays. Dekker like 

Jonson portrays the life of contemporary London. In his plays he represents the life of 

people of working class. He, thus, produced a sub-genre of comic plays called the citizen 

comedy which catered for the tastes of contemporary audience of theatre. The plot of his 

most significant play The Shoemaker’s Holiday (1599) is based on the prose narrative 

written by one of his contemporary literary artist Thomas Delony. The most original and 

well-written of Dekker’s plays is The Honest Whore which came in two parts in 1604 

and 1605. The first part presents Bellafront, a prostitute who abandons her profession and 

gets married to live a respectable life. However, the second part of the play shows her 

resisting the pressure exerted by her husband to take up her previous profession. 

 

Thomas Middleton (1570-1627) produced plays which reflect the life of contemporary 

London as well as characters dominated by their humors. The plots of his comic plays 

depict people playing tricks and pranks but they ultimately get caught and penalized for 

their mischief. His well-known plays are A Trick to Catch the Old One, A Mad World 

My Master and A Chaste Maid in Cheapside. In the first two plays young men cheat their 

elderly relatives but end up paying for their misdeeds. The Chaste Maid is a play with 

several plots and tells stories of different households.  

 

Middleton’s most popular play was A Game of Chess (1624) and it dealt with a 

contemporary political issue. In this play Middleton allegorically or with the help of 

symbolic characters presented the likely marriage of Prince Charles of Britain (later 

Charles I) with Infanta, the Spanish princess. Though the marriage never took place, yet 

the common English people disapproved this match and it was the talk of the town.  

 

Middleton also produced significant tragedies including Woman Beware Woman (1612) 

and The Changeling (1632). The plot of Woman Beware Woman revolves around the 

characters of Bianca a housewife, her husband Leantio and the Duke of Florence. Bianca 

belongs to Venice and marries below her rank with Leantio a humble trader from 

Florence. Leantio often stays away from home because of his professional obligations. In 

his absence the Duke of Florence sees his wife Bianca at her window and falls in love 

with her. The Duke uses Livia to approach Bianca and successfully seduces her. Later 

Bianca defies her husband and visits the Duke. Ironically Leantio the betrayed husband of 

Bianca accepts the love of Livia who has been instrumental to his wife’s disloyalty. 
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The play The Changeling has a sub-plot written by William Rowley. The plot written by 

Middleton presents the story of Beatrice-Joanna a rich woman who hires a professional 

killer De Flores to murder her fiancé. De Flores accomplishes the task she has assigned 

him and in return claim Beatrice-Joanna as his reward. She is horrified but at the same 

time attracted towards the killer. These plays present the corrupt practices prevalent in the 

lives of British people of upper class. John Webster (1580-1625) also presents similar 

ideas in his plays. 

 

John Webster is known for two tragedies The White Devil (1610) and The Duchess of 

Malfi (1614). The White Devil relates the story of Vittoria and her brother Flamineo who 

are accomplices in their evil deeds. Vittoria though married to a gentleman has an illicit 

relation with the duke of Padua. She convinces the Duke to kill her husband and his wife 

and he does so. She is caught and tried for her crimes, but she faces all her accusations 

boldly and confidently. Though she denies all charges, yet she is imprisoned. She 

however, escapes with the help of her lover. Finally, she meets a tragic end and gets 

murdered despite her efforts to seduce her murderers. The play is notable for the 

depiction of the strong-headed character of Vittoria and particularly in the trial scene 

where she faces all accusations and presents her counterarguments denying all charges 

against her.  

 

The play Duchess of Malfi is named after its central character. She is a young widow 

who secretly marries one of her servants Antonio. She fails to keep her marriage secret 

and consequently gets tortured and finally killed by her wicked and cruel brothers. 

However, the murderers also get killed and the audience seems to feel satisfied with the 

sense of justice done to the wicked. Webster in this play effectively uses dramatic irony 

i.e. the audiences know more than the characters. For example there is a scene in the play 

when the Duchess addresses her husband not knowing that her listener is in fact her 

brother.  

 

Middleton and Webster’s tragedies are a continuation of the gory and violent tragedies of 

Shakespeare. Though Shakespeare after producing the play Macbeth in 1606 did not 

write a tragedy presenting bloodshed and aggression but other playwrights continued 

with this popular trend. Another playwright belonging to this group of tragedians is 

Thomas Heywood (1570-1641).  

 

A professional playwright and actor Heywood produced several plays. He studied at 

Cambridge and like his contemporary literary artists Dekker and Delony was quite 

familiar with the lives of people of working class. This knowledge is clearly reflected in 

his play Four Prentices of London. It is a play about four young men, the sons of the 

Duke of Bouillon. Each of these young men is compelled to work as an apprentice to a 

tradesman in London and learn the skills required for that trade. The four traders who 

employ these young men as apprentices include a goldsmith who makes ornaments of 

gold, a grocer who sells food items and other household objects, a haberdasher who sells 

threads, buttons etc and a mercer who sells expensive fabrics such as silks and velvets. 

Thus, Heywood depicts the life of people associated with these trades. 
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However, Heywood is more known for his domestic tragedies a subgenre of tragedy 

presenting the relationship between members of a family and the unpleasant and 

unfortunate consequences of an excessive passion displayed by one of these members. 

Heywood’s well-known play The Yorkshire Tragedy (1608) was based on a real incident.  

The play depicts a husband who is completely ruined because he has lost his fortune in 

gambling. At home he reacts violently and quarrels with his wife blaming her for all his 

misfortunes. He then strangles and kills all his children. But his attempt to kill his wife 

fails and she is rescued. The husband is arrested, and he finally gets rid of his diabolic 

energy which made him commit heinous crimes and he regrets his evil deeds.  

 

However, the characters in other Heywood’s plays are not as violent as the one in The 

Yorkshire Tragedy. For example, Frankeford, the husband in the play A Woman Killed 

with Kindness (1603) discovers that his wife cheats him. He is furious but decides not to 

react violently and punishes his wife by sending her to live in another house along with 

the servants. The abandoned wife regrets her disloyalty and dies of loneliness and a 

broken heart. Similarly, Geraldine, the hero of Heywood’s play The English Traveler 

(1633) finds out that in his absence his beloved has married an old man Wincott. She, 

however, still loves him and they both desire the old man to die quickly so that they can 

reunite. But the hero soon discovers that his beloved cheats him since she has illicit 

relations with his friend Delavail. Geraldine thus abandons his beloved who suffers badly 

since Delavail also flees. She dies of despair but Geraldine survives and stays in England.  

 

George Chapman (1559-1634) not only translated the Greek poet Homer’s works into 

English but also experimented with the genre of drama and produced philosophical 

tragedies. His five plays include two parts of the play The Conspiracy and Tragedy of 

Charles the Duke of Byron (1608), The Revenge of Bussyd’Ambois (1610), Chabot, 

Admiral of France (1613) and Caesar and Pompey (1631). The last two plays were based 

on real accounts mentioned in French and Roman history. The heroes in Chapman’s plays 

are men of higher social standing and they reflect their learning and sense of morality in 

their speeches and actions. Thus, Chapman created stoic characters for his plays and 

makes them display calmness and discipline. These plays despite their intellectual appeal 

did not receive much popularity. 

 

The sub-genre called the tragicomedy continued to be a popular form of drama before the 

closing of the theatres and especially the tragicomedies written by John Fletcher (1579-

1625) and Francis Beaumont (1584-1616). These playwrights collaborated and together 

wrote fifty plays. Philaster was the first one of these plays and was presented in 1610. 

The play is named after the hero Philaster, the prince of Sicily. Philaster’s throne is 

usurped by the King of Naples and he lives as a nobleman in the court of his usurper 

whose daughter Arethusa is the object of his love. The lovers communicate by means of a 

young page Bellario who is in fact a young woman in disguise and loves Philaster. 

Arethusa’s father wants her to marry Pharamond a Spanish prince whom he wants to 

make his heir. Arethusa exposes Pharamond’s illicit relations with a woman and 

consequently Pharamond takes revenge by convincing Philaster that Arethusa is in love 
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with Bellario. These misunderstandings are finally resolved and Philaster gets his throne 

back. 

 

The plays A King and No King and A Maid’s Tragedy were other significant 

tragicomedies which came out in 1613. However, tragicomedy despite its popularity in 

the first half of seventeenth century completely faded away after Restoration. The 

Restoration drama brought new trends and fashions. 

 

The Restoration Drama 
The production of drama in English language resumed after the Restoration in 1660 and 

plays were publically shown. The new drama was, however, different from the one 

written and performed before the closing of theatres. The drama written and produced in 

Britain in the first half of the seventeenth century was purely English but after the 

Restoration it got influenced by the French literary standards. The French influence on 

English drama owed to the popularity of various French fashions brought by King 

Charles II since he had spent significant time in France and was quite impressed by the 

French. Thus, the Restoration drama has its own characteristic features.  

 

The Restoration drama was produced at a time when the public theatres of the sixteenth 

and seventeenth had lost their popularity and were replaced by private theatres. The 

audiences in these private theatres were no more ordinary people but aristocrats or 

members of the upper class of society. Consequently, the plays performed before these 

audiences of a particular segment of society catered for their tastes and preferences. The 

significant dramatists of Restoration were not professional playwrights but mostly 

courtiers of the king and they wrote plays for the amusement of their immediate circle of 

friends and acquaintances. These dramatists include Sir George Etherege (1634-91), 

William Wycherley (1640-1716), William Congreve (1670-1729) and John Dryden.  

 

After the Restoration the French dramatist Moliere became the ideal for the English 

dramatists. Moliere’s plays were translated into English and adopted for the British 

audience. English dramatists copied Moliere and made their characters utter witty 

dialogues. But the followers of Moliere in Britain unlike him did not employ themes 

questioning social and moral issues. Thus, the Restoration drama despite its witty 

dialogues dealt with limited and superficial themes.  

 

Moreover, the sub-genre of tragic comedy popular since the time of Shakespeare 

completely disappeared after the Restoration. The Restoration plays were either comedies 

or tragedies. A new sub-genre of drama called Comedy of Manners began to evolve in 

the last half of seventeenth century. The Comedy of Manners strictly followed the rule of 

three unities of time, place and action. Most of these comedies revolved around the idea 

of making fun of uncouth and uncivilized people who were proved ignorant and foolish 

during the play. The characters in these plays included a group of sophisticated and 

educated people belonging to cities and they met and interacted with stupid and ill-

mannered villagers. Thus, unlike the Renaissance’s comedy which depicted the issues of 

contemporary society the Restoration comedy had limited themes and mainly focused on 
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making fun of people from the countryside. The significant comedies of this period 

include The Comical Revenge (1664), She Would If She Could (1668) and The Man of 

Mode (1676) by Sir George Etherege, The Country Wife (1675) and The Plain Dealer 

(1676) by William Wycherley, The Wild Gallant (1663), Sir Martin Mar-all (1667), An 

Evening’s Love (1668), Marriage-a-la-Mode (1673) and The Mistaken Husband (1674)  

by John Dryden and The Old Bachelor (1693), Love for Love (1695) and The Way of the 

World (1700) by William Congreve and some more.  

 

Similarly, the heroes of the Renaissance’s tragedy known for their tragic flaws were 

replaced in the Restoration tragedy by confused protagonists or central characters uttering 

passionate speeches. This type of tragedy was called Heroic Tragedy and was often 

written in rhymed couplets. It depicted characters belonging to upper class of society and 

suffering from confusion about the notions of love and honor. These heroes of the 

Restoration tragedy were not men of action but men of words who expressed their 

emotions in lofty speeches. Dryden’s tragedies including The Indian Queen (1664), 

Tyrranic Love (1668/9), Aureng-Zebe (1676) and All for Love (1678) display these 

characteristics. 

 

The most significant of the Restoration plays is perhaps The Way of the World written by 

Congreve. The lovers Mirabell and Millamant are the central characters in this play. They 

represent the urban upper class of Britain during the late seventeenth century. The plot of 

the play revolves around the efforts of these lovers to get married. Millamant’s aunt Lady 

Wishfort disapproves her marriage with Mirabell. Instead she wants Millamant to marry 

her nephew Sir Willful Witwud a landowner. If Millamant marries against the consent of 

her aunt she loses her inheritance of six thousand pounds. However, Lady Wishfort is 

fooled by Mirabell’s plan which he successfully implements with the help of his own as 

well as Lady Wishfort’s servants. Lady Wishfort’s maid servant Foible encourages her 

mistress to marry Sir Rowland who is in fact Mirabell’smanservantWaitwell in the 

disguise of Sir Rowland. When Sir Rowland’s reality is revealed Lady Wishfort has no 

option but to let the lovers marry.  

 

William Congreve in the play The Way of the World represents the contemporary society 

of London and the materialistic approach of the people. The lovers Mirabell and 

Millamant are rational and practical in their approach towards life. They want a marriage 

which ensures financial security. In the background Congreve presents other characters 

depicting greed and lust. Lady Wishfort’s interest in Sir Rowland reflects her sexual 

desires. Similarly,Fainall, the son-in-law of Lady Wishfort has married her widowed 

daughter for money and has an extramarital affair with a woman called Mrs. Marwood. 

The characters in the play are all the time conspiring to achieve their ends. They represent 

a world where intrigues and conspiracies are common and acceptable.  

 

Thus English drama of Restoration period reflects a decline in the quality of this literary 

genre which once catered for the tastes of a wide range of audiences, depicted varied and 

memorable characters and dealt with universal themes. Influenced by the French trends 

the Restoration drama presents shallow characters delivering unimpressive dialogues. 
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The limited range of issues which made the themes of these plays further deteriorated 

their quality. So,on the whole the seventeenth century saw the rise and the fall of the 

English drama. The decline of the English drama continued in the next century and no 

significant work was produced. The genre of prose in English however, continued to 

develop and improve during the seventeenth century.  

 

5.4 English Prose in Seventeenth Century 
 

Like their predecessors the men of letters in Britain in the seventeenth century continued 

to express their ideas in prose in English as well as Latin languages. These prose writers 

produced both religious and secular works. John Donne and Sir Lancelot Andrews (1555-

1626) were clergymen who delivered their sermons in English language. While Sir 

Thomas Browne (1605-82) a physician, Robert Burton (1577-1649) an Oxford don and 

Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626) a statesman, philosopher, and scientist each produced 

unique prose works in English dealing with various issues and encompassing different 

branches of knowledge.  

 

The writers of the Restoration period also contributed to the evolution of English prose in 

the latter half of seventeenth century. They produced different forms of prose. John 

Dryden’s Essay on Dramatic Poetry (1688) added to the body of literary criticism written 

in English. Similarly, John Bunyan (1628-88) wrote an allegorical narrative titled The 

Pilgrim’s Progress (1678) which can be called a forerunner of English novel of 

eighteenth century. So English prose continued to develop, and new literary forms were 

produced to cater for the needs of a changing society.  

 

Religious Prose 
The maturity gained by English prose since the time of King Alfred is visible in the 

production of English Bible in early part of seventeenth century. Soon after his ascension 

to the British throne James I appointed a group of scholars headed by Sir Lancelot 

Andrews to prepare a version of Bible in English. These learned men began their work in 

1604 and completed it in 1611. Thus, the task of producing a complete translation of 

Bible in English language which was earlier done by John Wycliffe in the fourteenth 

century, William Tyndale and Miles Coverdale in the sixteenth century reached its final 

stage with the publication of King James Bible in 1611.  

 

The Religion of a Doctor was another significant religious prose work in English 

language produced during the reign of James I. Written by Sir Thomas Browne it was 

published in 1624. In this unique work, Browne combines his knowledge of medicine 

with his interest in Christianity as a religion. It opens with Browne’s definition of 

Christianity followed by other definitions of notions like life, death, martyrdom. To 

explain his ideas Browne often uses the image of a circle and the concept of a microcosm 

or a representation of the world on a small scale. This work is thus a scientific meditation 

or spiritual matters.  
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In another prose work called Urn Burial (1658) Browne meditates on the nature of death. 

He was provoked to produce this prose work by the discovery of an ancient Roman urn or 

large container in Norwich. The urn contained remains of the human bodies thus 

compelling Browne to discuss the burial practices used in the past and present. He also 

talks about the effects of death which brings an end to one’s worldly power, fame and 

success.  

 

Unlike Browne’s discussion about philosophical ideas John Bunyan’s prose works tell 

simple stories. John Bunyan was a tinker by profession and earned his living by mending 

household utensils. He fought for the Parliamentary Army against King Charles II during 

the civil war. After the Restoration he joined the group of Puritans called Non-

Conformists because they did not agree with the popular practices of other English 

Puritans. Bunyan soon became a preacher and began giving sermons. He was penalized 

for preaching his religious ideas without license from the government and spent twelve 

years in prison from 1661 to 1672.  

 

While in Bedford jail Bunyan wrote his spiritual autobiography, titled Grace Abounding 

the Chief of Sinners and at the same time he began working on his most well-known and 

popular work The Pilgrim’s Progress. Apparently The Pilgrim’s Progress is a story of 

adventures of Christian who travels from the City of Destruction and finally reaches the 

Celestial City, but the narrative is symbolic and refers to the efforts made by a pious man 

to avoid sins and live a virtuous life. The central character of the story Christian 

symbolizes a virtuous man who lives in the City of Destruction which stands for the 

world and strives to reach the Celestial City or the paradise. On his way, Christian faces 

several hurdles but manages to overcome all obstacles with determination, perseverance 

and above all his faith in God. Despite its plain and crude style, The Pilgrim’s Progress is 

a popular work. Bunyan writes plain English prose and uses concrete images such as 

“flashes of fire”, “the little wicket gate” and “a very large parlor that was full of dust” to 

present spiritual experiences. He also frequently uses dialogues spoken by his characters 

making them express their ideas. He thus produces an effective didactic work which 

hasn’t lost its relevance even in the twenty first century.  In the second part of The 

Pilgrim’s Progress (1684) Bunyan depicts Christian’s wife Christiana and their children 

following the same path as Christian has taken and going through the same experiences in 

order to reach their destination the Mount Zion. The second part is less interesting, but it 

reflects Bunyan’s attempt to include women in the religious community.  

 

Secular Prose 
While Sir Thomas Browne a physician blended his scientific knowledge with spiritualism 

and produced religious prose, Robert Burton a clergyman produced a secular work in 

English prose titled The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621). The content of the book though 

is not original but it is interesting and includes quotations, anecdotes or short narratives 

and interesting notions about the concept of melancholy. Melancholy during the 

Renaissance was treated as a humor caused by excess of black bile in the human body. 

The state of melancholy was thus considered a physical disorder. Burton in this work 

discusses symptoms, causes, effects and cures of different types of melancholy. His tone 
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varies throughout the work and he easily switches from colloquial to pedantic. He uses 

picturesque descriptions and epigrammatic sentences which add richness to this 

philosophical prose work.  

 

The philosophical interests of British prose writers of seventeenth century are visible in a 

work called Leviathan written by Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) and published in 1651. 

Hobbes in this work discusses the nature of human beings and their cooperation which 

enables them to run states. The book is named after a sea monster mentioned in different 

books of Bible.  Hobbes divides his book into four parts and discusses the nature of man 

in the first part, the formation of commonwealth in the second, the concept of a Christian 

commonwealth in the third and finally a state ruled by “deceivers” who “want to obtain 

dominion over men in this present world”. This book is considered as a forerunner of 

different philosophical works based on the theory of social contract produced in 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Although Hobbes’ work Leviathan is of little literary 

interest, yet it reflects the maturity of English prose in the mid seventeenth century. 

Bacon’s prose works in English also reinforce the fact that prose form in English could 

produce great works. 

 

Francis Bacon was the son of a significant government officer Sir Nicholas Bacon who 

served as the Keeper of the Great Seal of England during the reign of Elizabeth I. He 

studied at Cambridge and at the age of sixteen went for three years to different countries 

of Europe where he learnt about statecraft and diplomacy. Back in England Bacon 

studied and practiced law and became a parliamentarian in 1586. He, however, could not 

manage to get any important position in the government of Elizabeth I but her successor 

James I favored him. In 1603, Bacon was knighted and given the title of ‘Sir’. In 1613, he 

was made the Attorney General and finally the Lord Chancellor in 1618. But the charges 

of corruption were proved against him in 1621.  He was therefore heavily fined and lost 

his position. He died in 1626 due to pneumonia which he caught while conducting a 

scientific experiment outdoors.  

 

Despite his controversial political career, Bacon was a leading intellectual of seventeenth 

century. As a young man he learnt Latin and studied ancient philosophies but his 

exposure of different centers of learning in contemporary Europe led him to disagree with 

Aristotle and he became a strong proponent of inductive approach of learning. He insisted 

on performing experiments and searching for proofs. He was acknowledged and praised 

for his knowledge after his death. In 1660, the Royal Academy a centre for research and 

scientific studies was established in Britain and Bacon was considered the guiding star 

for this new development since he introduced this idea in one of his works. More than a 

century after his death Bacon was admired by the French philosopher Voltaire as the 

‘father of scientific method’.  

 

Francis Bacon’s works whether written in English or Latin are purely secular. His first 

major English work The Advancement of Learning (1605) includes two books. In this 

work, Bacon states his arguments against learning and supplies counter arguments. He 

classifies different types of knowledge and identifies the deficiencies of each type. He 
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concludes by proving the significance of learning. This work of Bacon reflects his use of 

witty definitions and lively phrases the characteristics of his prose style which he fully 

develops in his Essays. 

 

Another less significant and incomplete English work produced by Bacon in prose form 

is his fictional narrative titled The New Atlantis (1627). It presents a group of 

Englishmen shipwrecked in the South Sea but saved because they manage to reach an 

island where they are welcomed. The island besides being an ideal state is characterized 

by the presence of a research institute called the Salmon House. Thus, Bacon in this work 

presents his ideal of carrying out research by means of inductive method. The History of 

Henry VII (1622) was another prose work Bacon wrote in English probably to please the 

King James I whose favor he lost in 1621. It was a record of the events occurring during 

the reign of Henry VII the ancestor of James I.  

 

The most significant of all Bacon’s English works is his collection of essays first 

published in 1597, then in 1612 and the final version consisting of 58 essays came out in 

1625. These essays deal with the practical aspects of human life including both private 

and public spheres. They reflect Bacon’s knowledge of human nature as well as his 

practical wisdom. For example, in his essay On Friendship he asserts the fact that man 

cannot live alone and needs friends because “Whatsoever is delighted in solitude is either 

a wild beast or a god.” He often refers to history to prove his arguments. In the essay, On 

Simulation and Dissimulation he refers to the first century Roman historian Tacitus when 

discussing the tactful approach of the Queen Livia.  

 

In fact, Bacon learnt the art of writing essays from the sixteenth century French 

philosopher Michel de Montaigne and became a pioneer of a new literary form in 

English. However, unlike Montaigne whose essays express his personal views and refer 

to his own experiences of life Bacon’s essays are impersonal and don’t reflect any 

information about his personal life. His style is argumentative, and he often refers to 

opposing arguments in his essays. For example in the beginning of the essay Of Marriage 

and Single Life he calls ‘wife and children” of a married man “impediment to great 

enterprises” but he also shows the other side of the coin and in the latter part of the essay 

states that “wife and children are a kind of discipline of humanity”.  He thus brings out 

the advantages as well as the disadvantages of marriage and single life.  

 

His essays are known for their clarity, brevity and preciseness. He often begins his essays 

in an interesting way either by defining something or using an analogy to explain an idea. 

His essay On Revenge begins with the definition of the notion of revenge: “Revenge is a 

kind of wild justice.” Similarly, he presents the idea of death in the opening sentence of 

his essay On Death by means of an interesting comparison: “Men fear death, as children 

fear to go in the dark.” His short but witty sentences are extremely meaningful and often 

used as maxims and quoted frequently. He also uses a threefold sentence to convey 

different aspects of an idea. For example, his essay On Studies begins with one such 

sentence: “Studies serve for delight, for ornament, and for ability.” Thus, Bacon with his 
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wide range of subjects and different techniques to express his ideas set the trend of 

writing essays in English language.  

 

John Dryden also contributed to the genre of English prose and particularly the field of 

literary criticism by means of his essay A Defense of Dramatic Poetry (1668). This 

detailed work reflects Dryden’s knowledge of classic and French literary works and those 

written by the Renaissance’s English dramatists. In this work, he argues that poetic drama 

is not only a legitimate but also an extremely dignified literary form and no less in 

significance than an epic. He uses dialogues to express his views on the nature of poetic 

drama. He makes different imaginary characters speak in turn and each speaker 

highlights the qualities of a specific type of drama. The character of Crites speaks for 

classical drama and elaborates its effectiveness; the character of Lesidius talks about the 

qualities of French drama, another character Eugenius presents the merits of English 

Renaissance drama and the character of Neander supports him by comparing English and 

French plays. Hence, in a lively and conversational manner Dryden analyses various 

types of poetic drama. 

 

Beside the religious, political and philosophical prose works produced in English in the 

first half of seventeenth century another popular and slightly humorous literary form of 

this genre was the Character. In fact, the English prose writers of the Renaissance revived 

the ancient concept of character presented by Theophrastus, a Greek writer of third 

century B.C.E. Theophrastus used the literary form of character to describe a vice or evil 

characteristic of human beings such as dishonesty or flattery. He first described the vice 

and then the characteristics of a person who possesses it. 

 

Following the practice of Theophrastus Joseph Hall in 1608 published a collection of his 

characters titled Characters of Vices and Virtues. However, the most significant 

contribution to this literary form in English prose comes from Sir Thomas Overbury’s 

work Characters or Witty Descriptions of Sundry Persons (1614). In 1628/9 John Earle’s 

prose work Microcosmography was published. It contained several characters. These 

characters written by various writers are exercises in wit but at the same time they reflect 

the types of people in the contemporary society. For instance, Earle’s characters include 

A Young Gentleman of the University, A Raw Preacher and A Mere Dull Physician. The 

writers of characters, therefore, present a picture of the types of people they find in their 

society.  

 

The literary forms of the essay and characters introduced by the English prose writers of 

early seventeenth century were further developed and employed by Joseph Addison and 

Richard Steele during the eighteenth century.  
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Summary Points 
 

 The Stuart dynasty ruled Britain during the seventeenth century. However, civil 

war took place in the middle of the century between the King Charles I and the 

Parliamentarians causing interregnum of twelve years during which Britain was not 

ruled by a king. The monarchy was restored in 1660 and the event is called the 

Restoration. 

 In the beginning of seventeenth century John Donne introduced a new form of 

poetry called the metaphysical poetry. 

 At the same time the Cavalier poets mostly including the courtiers of the king 

produced another strand of poetry. 

 The religious and devotional poets also contributed to the English poetry in the first 

half of the century. 

 John Milton produced several poetic works, but he is mostly known for his 

Christian epic Paradise Lost. 

 After the Restoration John Dryden polished English verse form of heroic couplet.  

 Ben Jonson introduced the sub-genre of comedy of humors. 

 Several types of plays including tragicomedy, domestic tragedy, philosophical 

tragedy and citizen comedy were produced before the closing of theaters in 1648. 

 The English drama of the Restoration period was influenced by French trends and 

fashions. 

 Francis Bacon’s Essays introduced the sub-genre of essay in English prose. 

 John Dryden’s Essay on Dramatic Poesy contributed to the literary criticism 

written in English. 

 John Bunyan’s allegorical work The Pilgrim’s Progress was written in plain 

English prose but it gained popularity. 

 

Questions 
 

1. Draw a list of the names of all Stuart kings of Britain. 

2. Define the terms: Puritan, Interregnum, Restoration. 

3. Enlist the characteristic features of metaphysical poetry. 

4. Name five Cavalier poets. Why are they called Cavalier? 

5. What makes John Milton a great poet? 

6. Define each of the following types of plays and give examples by referring to the 

names of plays and their writers: 

i. citizen comedy 

ii. philosophical tragedy 

iii. domestic tragedy 

7. Enlist the characteristic features of Ben Jonson’s plays. 

8. What are the characteristic features of tragedies written by John Webster and 

Thomas Middleton? 

9. How does the Restoration drama differ from that written before the closing of the 

theatres in Britain? 



114 

 

10.  Discuss John Bunyan’s role in developing English prose. 

11.  Briefly discuss the contribution of John Dryden to different genres of English 

literature. 

 

Suggested Readings 
 

A History of English Literature by Michael Alexander, 2013, Palgrave Macmillan 

 

A Critical History of English Literature, Volume One by David Daiches, 1979, allied 

Publishers, New Delhi 

 

An Outline History of English Literature by William Henry Hudson, 2008, The Atlantic 

Publishers, New Delhi 

 

A Short History of English Literature by Andrew Sanders, 1994, Clarendon Press, 

Oxford 

 

History of English Literature by Emile Legouis, 1984 
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Overview 
 

Dear Students! Unit 6 is to make you aware of the literary developments in the English 

Literature and their influence on poetry and prose. In prose, novel was the main literary genre, 

which was promoted in the Neo-Classical Period, also known as Classical Era/Age of 

Reason/Sensibility and/or Enlightenment. The other terms used for it are the Pope’s Age and 

Johnson’s Age. The English Literature created in this era was unique for the characteristic 

features of direction, precision, truthfulness and form for the purpose of enlightening the 

humanity aspects and powerful resolutions. These are the chief elements common in almost 

all of the literary figures of the era. The said period is unique as far as Realism, quite opposite 

to imaginative focus of the Romanticism, and human dignity were concerned. In addition to 

it, in this unit, we shall cover the major social, historical and political variations that occurred 

during the said period so that you can have a complete understanding of the various 

influences of the era on the works of the Neo Classical Writers. On the whole, the English 

Literature of the erawas inclined toward the established system of moralistic values, beliefs 

and ethics, which impacted, to a great extent, not only the Neo Classical Writers but also their 

readers of that particular era and of the modern era, resulting into the literary activities, which 

had their roots in the communal, financial or economic and customary traditional associations 

with the preceding eras.  

 

Dear Students! Please go through the unit completely in order to grasp the real spirit of the 

English Literature progression in the Neo-Classical Period/Era of the eighteenth century. 

 

Objectives 
 

By the end of this unit, therefore, you will be able to: 

i. explain the Neo-Classic Era of the History of English Literature with special 

reference to its splitting up into three time periods; 

ii. discuss the various social setups of the eighteenth century which are a special trait 

of the Neo-Classical English Literature; 

iii. describe the historical and literary features responsible for making up of the 18
th

 

Century English Literature (The Neo-Classical English Literature); 

iv. explain the development in the Neo-Classical Poetry with special reference to the 

poetic art of Alexander Pope as well as to his literary masterpieces of English 

Literature; 

v. illustrate the giant progress in the prose of the eighteenth century in context of 

Jonathan Swift’s style of prose writing along with the analysis of his stroke of 

genius, “The Gulliver’s Travels”; 

vi. depict the development of the Neo-Classical Novel with special reference to the 

craftsmanship and characterization of the novelists of the era; 

vii. elaborate the terms “Epistolary Novels”, “Comic Epic Novels” and parody with 

references to Samuel Richardson’s and Henry Fielding’s novels; and 

viii. analyze Daniel Defoe as “Father of the English Novel” and Henry Fielding as 

“Father of the English Comic Novel”.   
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6.1 An Overview of the Neo-Classical Era 
 

Dear Students! The history of English Literature is incomplete without mentioning the 

major developments in English prose and poetry during the Neo Classical or Classical 

Period of English Literature which is a term assigned to the eighteenth-century English 

Literature. We are going to divulge into it thoroughly in this unit for providing you 

important facts about the advancements in the English Literature during this time period.  

 

Known as the Neo Classical Era, the eighteenth century English Literature was also 

known as the “Augustan Age”; the main reason behind it was the simulation of the 

creative works of mostly two of the Augustan Writers, the Roman Poets Horace and 

Virgil - a time period for the flourishment of dogmatism in both of the literature and 

politics. Despite it the era was epitomized by the renowned English Writers of the age, 

the poet, Alexander Pope (1688-1744), the prose writer, Jonathan Swift (1667-1745) and 

the novelists Daniel Defoe (1660-1731), Samuel Richardson (1689-1761) and Henry 

Fielding (1707-1754). The Neo-classical period came to an end with the publication of 

the ‘Lyrical Ballads’ (1798) by the Early Romantic Poet William Wordsworth. All these 

classical writers rendered the human beings as imperfect creature in quite disagreement 

with the Renaissance Writers, for whom the human beings were incarnated pure. Thus, 

the classical writers’ focus was on restriction, restraint and wit. One more significant 

factor of the Neo-Classical Era was its division into three periods: The Restoration, the 

Augustan and the Johnson Periods, which are detailed out in the following:  

 

6.1.1 The Three Divisions of the Neo-Classical Era 
The Neo-Classical Era was divided into three periods: The Restoration, the Augustan and 

Johnson’s periods. The first period of the Neo Classical Era was the Restoration Period 

(1660-1700), which was termed so because of the re-establishment of the King Charles II 

(1660) for the English Rule, after the lengthy epoch of the puritan command; and it was 

here that inspired a fresh transformation into the English Literature. The formerly sealed 

stage dramas were resumed and many new writers-initiated writing of the plays. The 

drama, especially heroic tragedies, and the other literary works were developed around 

the valiant essences of honor and love. Some of the famous writers of the era were John 

Dryden (1631-1700) and John Milton (1608-1674). 

 

The second period was the Augustan Period (1700-1750) in which the English literary 

authors followed the pattern of the Roman Poets especially that of Horace and Virgil. 

This time period was marked by the widely renowned writings of Alexander Pope, in 

poetry, and that of Jonathan Swift in Prose. There were many others but here we are 

mentioning only the iconic literary personalities of the era, whom we are going to 

describe in this unit. 

 

The third and the last period of the Neo-Classical Era was the Johnson’s Age (1750-90), 

which got prominence as it was a conduit to the forthcoming Romanticism, while keeping 

itself also pertained to the classical traditions of the Neo Classicism. This was also the 

time period of most of the revolutions in literature like that of tint of emotions and 
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passion as well as of freedom of form and expression, and in politics like French 

Revolution. The eminent writers of this time period were Samuel Johnson (1709-1784) 

and Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790).  

 

6.2 Social Setup during the Neo-Classical Era 
 

There are many substantial and worth-mentioning social set ups during the above-

mentioned era, containing political as well as economic events also, that had a great 

impact on making up of the Neo-Classical English Literature of the Eighteenth Century. 

They are noted down here as following: 

i. Queen Anne was the last Stuart (Royal family having seven monarchs) Ruler. 

However, dynasty ruled England even after her death. 

ii. Britain became a great commercial hub and traded goods all over the world. The 

South Sea Company was established and had rights to trade with Spanish colonies 

in South America. Increase in trade owes to the strength of British navy which 

defeated its French, Spanish, Portuguese and Dutch rivals and managed to get 

control over important seaports such as Gibraltar in the Mediterranean Sea. Within 

the country people began travelling in stagecoaches to far off places. 

iii. With the approval of the Act of Union in 1707 the Scottish People got 

representation in the London Parliament and the problem of Scotland was 

permanently resolved. 

iv. In 1757 the British Troops won the war against Nawab Siraj-ul-Daula of Bengal 

and consequently laid the foundation of the British Empire in India. 

v. However, in 1775 thirteen British Colonies in America revolted against Britain and 

their parliament or Congress issued a Declaration of Independence claiming they 

were no more the subjects of King George III. Thus, a civil war began in 1778 and 

ended in 1783, when Britain acknowledged the independence of the United States 

of America. 

vi. In 1789 the French Revolution took place and France was declared a republic. 

However, in the coming years monarchy was restored and an artillery officer 

Napoleon Bonaparte became the despotic ruler of France. Napoleon fought wars 

against different European countries but was finally defeated by the British General 

Wellington in Waterloo. 

vii. Many important inventions changed the social scenario of Britain. They included 

spinning-jenny a tool for spinning yarn quickly and cheaply, power loom a tool for 

weaving fabric with yarn, and most significantly the steam engine which enabled 

machines to work efficiently and at less cost than by hand or water. Because of 

these machines the domestic system of manufacturing goods at a small scale was 

replaced by factory system in which hundreds of workers manufactured goods in 

huge buildings. To transport goods efficiently better roads were built and 

manufacturing towns were established at places where coal or iron or easy access 

to the sea was available. This is called the Industrial Revolution, which had its 

penetrating influence also in the following eras of the history of English Literature. 
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viii. The trading classes increased and the standard of living of people improved. Tea, 

coffee and chocolate were imported, and coffee-houses were established in major 

cities. 

ix. Learned men like Sir Isaac Newton and John Locke presented innovative scientific 

theories. It was the Age of Reason in which men prided themselves for their 

reasonable attitude, good sense and kindness.  

 

6.3 Historical Events 
 

The Neo-Classical Era (1780–1832) basically had its foundation in the logic and morality 

of the enlightenment philosophers like Voltaire (1694-1778) so this era is also known as 

the Age of Enlightenment. Moreover, literary and artistic productions of this era had an 

influence of the antique artistic works. Dear Students, our main concentration, however, 

here in this section will remain on the main historical events of the time period, through 

which England underwent immense political and societal alterations. The major historical 

events of this era with their consecutive order are given as following: 

 

 1701: Queen Anne started war for the succession of Spain. 

 1707:Affiliation of Scotland with England, 

 1713:An end to the Spanish War through a succession of contracts, 

 1739: The foundation of the Methodist Church and 

 1739: The conflict between Britain and Spain led to the war for Austrian 

Affiliation, which started actually in 1740. 

 1745: The beginning of the colossal Irish Famine, 

 1748: An end to the War of the Austrian Occupation, 

 1752: The invention of the lightning conductor by Benjamin Franklin, 

 1755: The Lisbon Earthquake, killing more than sixty thousand people, 

 1755: The publication of English Dictionary by Samuel Johnson, 

 1760: The Monarchy of George III and the independence of America during his reign, 

 1769: The Bengal Famine destroyed almost one third of the Indian Population, 

 1783: The recognition of the USA by the Britain, 

 1791: The establishment of the independent black Haiti Republic, 

 1792: The declaration of the French State.  

 

6.4 Literary Features of the Era  
 

The Neo (New) Classical (Roman and Greek) Era of the English Literature was an era 

nestled between the Renaissance and the Romantic Eras. And the main literary features of 

the era circled around the conventional tenets of rules of form, precision, sequential 

order, poise, coherence, proportion, objectivity, restraint and rationality. Additionally, the 

Neo Classical Era Literature observed enormous progress in prose, mostly in genre of 

novel, but poetry was also not lagging behind in this era; thus this particular era was 

distinguished because of its own literary features, which are going to be detailed out in 

the following:  
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6.4.1 The Neo-Classical Poetry 
Poetry continued to flourish and focused on form rather than content. The significant 

poets were Alexander Pope who composed the ‘Rape of the Lock’ (1712), a mock epic 

and the philosophical poems like ‘Essay on Criticism’ (1711), having widely-quoted lines 

like “To err is human; to forgive divine,” “A little learning is a dangerous thing” and “For 

fools rush in where angels fear to tread”. Some poets produced brilliant works like 

Thomas Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in Country Church yard’ (1751) and Oliver Goldsmith’s 

‘The Deserted Village’ (1770). Dr. Samuel Johnson wrote verse satires like ‘London and 

The Vanity of Human Wishes’ (1749). 

 

Excessive focus on form of verse, in the Neo Classical Literature, led to a reaction in the 

form of the Romantic Poetry which began to get popular towards the end of the 

eighteenth century with the works of William Blake (1757-1827) but received more 

acknowledgements with the publication of the ‘Lyrical Ballads’ (1798) by William 

Wordsworth (1770-1850) and S.T Coleridge (1772-1834). 

 

6.4.2 The Neo-Classical Prose 
The genre of prose gained importance as more people could read in the Neo-Classical 

Era. Besides it was subdivided into essays, drama and novel, which are described as 

following: 

 

6.4.2.1 Essays 

Many significant non-fiction prose works were produced, which are described as below: 

i. Dr. Johnson’s literary criticism in the form of ‘Preface to Shakespeare’, 

ii. Dr. Johnson’s Dictionary was the first dictionary in English Language. 

iii. Joseph Addison and Sir Richard Steele began publication of newspapers called 

“The Tatler” and “The Spectator” thus giving opportunity to prose writers to 

express their views. 

iv. Edward Gibbon wrote a remarkable book of history called ‘The Decline and the 

Fall of the Roman Empire’ (1776–1789). 

v. Edmund Burke a statesman and scholar wrote ‘Reflections on the Revolution in 

France’ (1790). 

vi. James Boswell wrote the biography of Samuel Johnson called the ‘Life of Dr. 

Samuel Johnson’. 

vii. Jonathan Swift wrote ‘The Battle of the Books’ a satire on the works of ancient and 

modern writers. He also wrote essays like ‘A Modest Proposal’. 

 

6.4.2.2 Drama 

Drama declined and the only significant works in this genre were: 

i. John Gay’s ‘The Beggar’s Opera’ - a pantomime; 

ii. Comedies following the trend of Restoration Drama by Oliver Gold Smith ‘She 

Stoops to Conquer’, and Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s ‘The Rivals’, ‘The School of 

Scandal’ and ‘The Critic’. 
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6.4.2.3 Novel 

Fiction and especially novel began to evolve. In the following are enlisted some of the 

most popular literary works in this regard: 

 ‘Gulliver’s Travels’ by Jonathan Swift, 

 ‘The Vicar of Wakefield’, a simple novel by Goldsmith, 

 Picaresque novels by Daniel Defoe – ‘Robinson Crusoe’ and ‘Moll Flanders’, 

 Tobias Smollett’s ‘The Expedition of Humphrey Clinker’ and ‘The Adventures of 

Roderick Random’, 

 Epistolary novels by Samuel Richardson- ‘Pamela’ and ‘Clarissa’, 

 Fanny Burney’s ‘Evelina’, 

 Henry Fielding’s ‘epic in prose’ novels- ‘Tom Jones’ and ‘Joseph Andrews’, 

 Laurence Stern’s humorous novel in the first person narrative ‘Life’, 

 ‘Opinions of Tristram Shandy’ by Laurence Sterne was an experiment with 

timeline and presentation of events-something done by writers of the twentieth 

century, who used stream of consciousness. And 

 Gothic novels, the horror stories, were quite popular like: 

a. ‘The Castle of Otranto’ by Horace Walpole, 

b. ‘The Mysteries of Udolopho’ and ‘The Italian’ by Anne Redcliff, 

c. ‘The Monk’ by Mathew Gregory and 

d. ‘The Fatal Revenge’ by Charles Robert Maturin. 

 

Here it is important to mention that the Neo-Classical Writers experimented with the 

vocabulary and invented new words as well as regularized English Grammar. Complex 

bodily metaphysical language, such as Shakespeare used in his major tragedies, was 

clarified and simplified. Furthermore, the plays of this age, if compared to the 

Shakespearean Plays, were of single plot and were strictly limited in time and place. Dear 

Students, the literary features are described here through the description of the very 

popular works of all of the four literary genres: Poetry, Essays, Drama and Novel, with 

the intention to introduce you with all of these masterpieces so that you should read them 

and draw out all their literary features by yourself. 

 

6.5 The Neo-Classical Writers 
 

Dear Students, this section is now going to deal with some of the most popular following 

literary writers, especially in context with their works and literary style: 

a. Alexander Pope (Poetry) 

b. Jonathan Swift (Prose Writer) 

c. Daniel Defoe (Novel) 

d. Samuel Richardson (Novel) 

e. Henry Fielding (Novel) 

 

6.5.1 Alexander Pope (1688-1744) 
Alexander Pope was an eighteenth century English poet, the best known for his mocking 

verse as well as for translating Homer. He is the third most repeatedly cited writer in ‘The 

Oxford Dictionary of Quotations’, next to William Shakespeare and Alfred Tennyson.  
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Figure6.1: Alexander Pope, English Author/ Britannica 

 

‘An Essay on Criticism’ (1711), composed in Heroic Couplet, is one of the first and 

foremost poems by Pope. Notwithstanding the title, the poem is not as much a new 

investigation as it is assembling of Pope’s impression of diverse “ancients”. It is the only 

weighty critical masterpiece of the English Literature, especially in poetry, illustrious for 

its refined proverbial lines like “to err is human, to forgive divine”. Nature is there in the 

above mentioned poetic composition of Pope but quite contrary to the representation of 

nature in the Romantics. The handling of nature is something different here in replicating 

profound order, self-restraint and in representing universal natural laws. According to 

Pope, past perception and examples are to be appreciated and treasured not just for their 

relics but also on account of their preserving Nature’s laws. Furthermore, ‘An Essay on 

Criticism’ is a poetic essay principally a critical document of new literary trends of 

Pope’s contemporary writers and critics. The poem is considered as a response to a 

continuing discussion on the question of whether poetry should be natural, or written via 

the preset simulated rules borrowed from the classical past. 

 

Some of most popular works of Alexander pope are: ‘Ode on Solitude’ (1700), 

‘Pastorals’ (1709), ‘The Rape of The Lock’ (1712), ‘Windsor Forest’ (1713), ‘Translation 

of the Iliad’ (1726), ‘The Dunciad’ (1728), and ‘Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot’ (1735). As far 

as Alexander Pope’s style is concerned, instead of the argot communication, he employed 

colloquialisms as well as well-founded mature stance, composure and regulator in 

cautious decree in order to expose trivial social blemishes. Besides, Pope used to imitate 

the ancient Greek and Romans works and style and re-create them for the purpose of 

translating ancient into Augustan Expression. He exercised this style to stab fun at the 

contemporary civilization, for example, ‘The Rape of the Lock’ is a satirical commentary 

on the British Legal System. It was composed in the Mock-Heroic form, which is unique 

in its utilization of satire, mockery, mimicry for uncovering, disparaging and ridiculing 

evil, immorality and irrationality. In short, ‘The Rape of the Lock’ is an unsurpassed and 

incomparable Mock-Heroic epic poem, which is a form of satire that adjusts the raised 

gallant style of the classical epic poems with an insignificant and petty subject matter as 

well as content. 



124 

 

6.5.2 Jonathan Swift (1667-1745) 
Jonathan Swift, an Irish writer and journalist, was the very first satirist in the English 

prose. He was and still considered generally as the greatest prose writer and the world’s 

finest satirist, but a misanthrope too of the eighteenth century; and his most-illustrious 

work is ‘Gulliver's Travels’ (1726).He visited, numerous times, London in 1695 and 

earned his reputation through his essays. During the rule of Queen Anne (1702-14), 

Jonathan Swift was one of the dominant personalities in the political and literary circles 

of London. He was the forefather of the Scriblerus Club. In addition to ‘Gulliver's 

Travels’ (1726), Jonathan Swift’s other popular works take in ‘The Battle of the Books’ 

(1697), ‘A Tale of a Tub’ (1704) and ‘In Arguments against Abolishing Christianity’ 

(1708). From which, ‘The Battle of the Books’ (1697) reconnoiters the virtues of the 

classical and the modern writers in English Literature. ‘A Tale of a Tub’ (1704) is 

ridicule on the religious, literary and academic overindulgences of the society. And ‘In 

Arguments against Abolishing Christianity’ (1708) is a religious mockery arguing for the 

conservation of the Christianity as a public obligation. As well as his ‘Drapier’s Letters’ 

(1724) were transcribed to counter to the William Wood’s monopoly approved by the 

English Government for providing the Irish People with the copper currency. 

 

 
 

Figure 6.2: Jonathan Swift: The Reluctant Rebel review- a ‘daring cultural/ The Guardian 

 

Jonathan’s style lied mostly in using satire to focus the consideration on the political and 

social condition of Ireland in the era. He mostly used to expose the poverty of Ireland, 

enduring a miserable condition at that time, especially facing over population, and 

starvation. His ‘Gulliver’s Travels’ is his most eminent satirical work, written in form of 

a parody, on the English Systems of education, law and politics. In a letter to Alexander 

Pope, he expressed his relevant thought as “to vex the world, not to divert it”. His style 

was thought a bitter satire at the prevailing harsh and hard realities yet he used to write in 

such a way as made the people sit and read with hilarity and made them for initiating a 

joint effort to elevate themselves of their current miserable situation. Swift’s style is 

eloquent and pithy, which fits in his own definition of style, “proper words in proper 

places”. However, though sometimes he even disregarded the rules of grammar for the 

sake of the precise and concise expression yet there was neither of Bunyan’s celestial 

plainness nor of Milton’s grandeur in his writings. 
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As far as Swift’s narrative art in prose is considered, he associates the intelligent 

abundance of adulthood with the transparency and straightforwardness of childhood. 

Therefore, his ‘Gulliver’s Travels’ appeals to children and adults alike and 

simultaneously as just an interesting voyages story for the young ones and for the adults a 

satire on the idiocies of his time as well as on the humanity as a whole. However, he has 

been objected by the critics for the lack of fancy and passionate emotions, which, in turn, 

did not attract a majority because of their own shortage of vivacity and deficiency in 

truth. Therefore, this age was known as age of reason on account of subduing emotions to 

the reason and logic.  

 

6.5.3 The Neo-Classical Novelists 
A novel is a term borrowed from the French “Nouvelle” and from Italian “Novella”, 

meaning new. It is a comprehensive imaginative narration in form of prose. Proceeding to 

the eighteenth century, the term” Novel” was applied only to short narratives of love and 

adventure, but not to the romances. Conversely during the eighteenth century the novel 

regained the traditional characteristics of the ancient romances and developed 

exponentially as one of the chief literary genres. For this enormous success, the novel, 

bestowed with realism, owes to the upsurge of the middle classes in the Western Europe 

as well as the intense economic and social growth. This was the main reason for 

producing the vast reading circles of the people whose attention was merely enchanted by 

the presentation of the individual’s life in novels via the middle-class protagonists. And 

the rapid progress of the novel owes to main five originators of the Neo Classical Novel. 

They are Daniel Defoe (1660-1731), Samuel Richardson (1689-1761), Henry Fielding 

(1707-1754), Tobias Smollet (1721-1771) and Laurence Sterne (1713-1768), from whom 

we are going to describe only the first three for their important novels and literary style of 

writing in the following: 

 

6.5.3.1 Daniel Defoe (1660-1731) 

Daniel Defoe’s, the “Father of the English Novel”, novels were in the form of  fictional 

autobiographies with no real plot and having a single protagonist along with the other 

static characters, who used to be the embodiment of Puritan Virtues as well as of 

Capitalism. His fictional autobiographies were an anticipation of the semi-

autobiographical novels like ‘Jane Eyre’. Daniel Defoe’s popular works were: A realistic 

novel ‘Robinson Crusoe’ (1719), ‘Memoirs of a Cavalier’ (1720), ‘Captain Singleton’ 

(1720), ‘Moll Flanders’(1722) and an historical novel ‘A Journal of the Plague Year’ 

(1722). Daniel Defoe was a prolific writer, who had more than five hundred books, 

pamphlets and journals on his credit. 
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Figure 6.3: The Author of ‘Robinson Crusoe’ Used almost  

200 Pseudonyms/Smart/Smithsonian Magazine 

 

6.5.3.2 Samuel Richardson (1689-1761) 

Samuel Richardson wrote epistolary novels like ‘Pamela’ (1740), a collection of model 

moralistic letters addressed to the young ladies. But ‘Clarrisa’ (1747-48) was having 

quite an opposite situation and domestic setting. He is the first novelist, who wrote love 

stories exploring the world of passionate feelings and psychology of the characters as 

well as initiating a debate on the specific roles of men and women. Later on the same was 

continued in the novels of Henry James and Jane Austen. Samuel Richardson was the 

novelist, who created the novel of characters, having its basis in the romantic style of 

exploring minute and delicate passions as well asmental makeup of the characters within 

the domestic settings. His other important and famous works are: ‘The Apprentice’s Vade 

Mecum’ (1734), ‘Pamela in her Exalted Condition’ (1741), ‘Letters Written to and for 

Particular Friends, on the Most Important Occasions’ (1741) and ‘The History of Sir 

Charles Grandison’ (1753). In short, Richardson was the novelist, who led the novel to 

achieve its status as a highly regarded genre. 

 

 
 

Figure 6.4: 26 September (1753): Samuel Johnson to  

Samuel Richardson/The.../ The American Reader 
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6.5.3.3 Henry Fielding (1707-1754) 

Henry Fielding is the “Father of the English Comic Novel”. His first novel ‘Shamela’ 

(1741) is a parody of Richardson’s ‘Pamela’ (1740), criticizing its deceitful ethics. He 

sustained to mock Richardson in his successive novel ‘Joseph Andrews’ (1741), a comic 

prose epic and a picaresque novel. Thus, his novels depend on a lively and mocking 

sagacious raconteur, who comments and criticises the other characters, thus, an evocation 

to the classic epics. Likewise, he was creative in many ways, for example his novel ‘Tom 

Jones’ (1749) was rotated around a complex plot with lots of characters, quite opposite to 

his previous novels, through which he successfully portrayed the social life as a whole 

and not just as a life of few individuals. Consequently, he became a role model not only 

for Charles Dickens but also for the modern and postmodern novelists like Jonathan Coe. 

Some other most popular novels of him were: ‘Jonathan wild’ (1743) and ‘Amelia’ 

(1751), a sentimental novel. 

 

 
 

Figure 6.5: Henry Fielding-Tom Jones, Books & Life-Biography/ Biography 

 

As far his style is concerned, Fielding is a realist as he presents the real characters from 

the real life situation and not only laughs at their hypocrisies and follies but also joins 

them in the amusing and ridiculous situations. His novels are mostly the tales told 

directly by the novelist viz by himself. Henry Fielding’s style is considered to be adopted 

from Cervantes, Spanish poet and prose writer, and molded into a new style in blending 

the comic style with the epic in order to criticize his contemporary social situations. 

Fielding explained himself about it, “…each class has its own absurdities and these traits 

shed light upon those of the other levels, therefore, a writer who deals with just a single 

class should not be considered as a big author”. However, his optimistic, sympathetic and 

joyful approach and style never lets the satire decay into a bitter farce.  

 

6.6 Conclusion 
 

Dear Students, here we are concluding our discussion about the development of English 

Literature, especially in genres of poetry, essays and novels, of a very important era of 

the English Literature History, i.e. the Neo Classical Era (eighteenth century English 

Literature).This era is famous for its reason, sensibility and realism. Alexander Pope and 

Jonathan Swift were iconic legendary writers of the era in poetry and prose respectively 

while Daniel Defoe, Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding were the great pillars of the 
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novel. So to be brief it is the Neo-classical Era which brought a sense of dignity, 

appropriateness and strength to the English Literature. The specific requirement was 

rules, form and structure to be maintained in the writings. The era was having its 

uniqueness in the appreciation of intelligence, parody, satire and humor. Moreover, it was 

the time period of vigilant moral exteriors, more cherished than to be honest. 

Nonetheless, some of the most outstanding English Literature was produced in this 

particular era. Dear Students! That is all for the Neo-Classical Era but one thing is worth 

mentioning here and that is our basic aim here was to let you be familiar with the 

developmental history of the English Literature. So our focus was just concentrated on it 

and not on the details of the individual works of the writers of the era. Ensuing to it in the 

next unit 7, we shall describe the relevant details of the development of the English 

Literature in the nineteenth century known as the Romantic Era.  

 

  



129 

 

Summary Points 
 

 The Neo Classical Era or Period is the literary movement during the eighteenth 

century, also known as “Neo Classicism”.  This era had been known also with the 

other three terms, according to its divisions into thrice periods, and they are: The 

Restoration, the Augustan and the Johnson’s Periods. 

 The British Rule was expended all over the world, through its political strategy of 

colonization and subsequently England enjoyed the status of a great hub of 

commercial and trading activities. The other substantial social events of the Neo 

Classical Era were: The independent representation of the Scottish People in the 

British Parliament, at last the end of the British Colonization System and the 

freedom of the United States of America, the French and the Industrial 

Revolutions, innovative scientific inventions like spinning-jenny, the steam engine 

and the establishment of the factory system, the improved living standard of the 

people and last but not the least the scientific theories were put forward by Sir Isaac 

Newton and John Locke; so this era was also known as the Age of Reason. 

 The key  historical events of the Neo Classical Era, which had a penetrating 

influence on the English Literature of the era, were: The rule of Queen Anne, 

affiliation of Scotland with England, Long time period of wars especially for the 

Spanish and Austrian Successions, an end to the Spanish and Austrian Wars, the 

foundation of the Methodist Church, Bengal and Irish Famine with massive 

killings, the invention of the lightning conductor by Benjamin Franklin, Lisbon 

Earthquake, the publication of the first English Dictionary by Samuel Johnson, the 

Monarchy of George III and the independence of America as well as her 

recognition by the Britain, the establishment of the independent black Haiti 

Republic and the declaration of the French State. 

 The main literary forms of the Neo Classical Era were poetry and prose, from 

which the genres of novel, essays and poetry developed to a great deal but drama 

progress was declined, almost disappeared during the latter part of the time period. 

And the main literary features of the era circled around the conventional tenets of 

rules of form, precision, sequential order, poise, coherence, proportion, objectivity, 

restraint and rationality.  

 Alexander Pope, the legendary poet of the eighteenth century, was the main source 

for the development of the Neo Classical Poetry. He used to employ the heroic 

couplet in his verses and an illustration of his great poetic art ‘The Rape of the 

Lock’, the mock heroic epic poem, is basically a satirical commentary on the social 

and moral evils and vices of the time.   

 Jonathan Swift was the greatest of the prose writers, who took the prose 

development to the high skies through his incomparable greatly celebrated and 

widely read prose works; among which ‘The Gulliver’s Travels’, a satirical and 

caricature narrative, is on the top of the list.  The blend of humor, irony and bitter 

satire, which lashes back on the social incongruities of the time, is unique and of 

his own style. He uses simple, concise and precise expressions to achieve his 

purpose in making them awake of their deep slumbers. 
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 Novel progressed by leaps and bounds in the eighteenth century; the main 

champions of which were Daniel Defoe, Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding. 

  Daniel Defoe is well-known as “The Father of the English Novel” while Henry 

Fielding is recognized as “The Father of the Comic English Novel”. 

 Daniel Defoe developed autobiographical novels like ‘Robinson Crusoe’, Samuel 

Richardson established epistolary novels like ‘Pamela’ and Henry Fielding 

promoted comic epic novels like ‘Joseph Andrews’.  

 The art of the novel writing of all of the above-mentioned novelists differ from one 

another, even then they had been a great influence for the novelists of the modern 

and post-modern ages.  

 

  



131 

 

Assessment 
 

i.  What do you understand by the Neo Classical Era/Period; explain it as well as the 

three equivalent terms assigned to it with the special reference to the famous 

writers of the respective periods. 

ii.  How do the social set ups of the British Empire in the eighteenth century exert an 

influence on the literary activities of the Neo Classical Era?  Select any one of the 

Neo Classical writers and quote textual examples form his/ her any one work which 

is almost the replication of the social life of the period.  

iii. Enlist the chief historical events according to their sequential order which had an 

impact on the Neo Classical writers? Provide the textual examples from any one of 

the Neo Classical Novelists of your own choice.  

iv. What was the most developed literary genre in the Neo Classical Era and what 

were the reasons for this; discuss.  

v. Read any one your favorite writer of the Neo Classical Era and present textual 

illustrations from the particular work to reflect various literary features of the era. 

vi.  Define a mock epic or a mock heroic poem and analyze thoroughly how does 

Alexander Pope’s ‘The Rape of the Lock’ is a mock heroic or a mock epic poem?    

vii. Evaluate the prose art of Jonathan Swift, which credited him as the greatest prose 

writer of the eighteenth century with textual examples from his unsurpassed 

masterpiece ‘The Gulliver’s Travels’.  

viii. Explain the terms “epistolary novels”, parody and comic epic novels with 

references to Samuel Richardson’s and Henry Fielding’s novels. 

ix. Compare and contrast the art of novel writing of Daniel Defoe, Samuel Richardson 

and Henry Fielding with textual quotations from their novels respectively. 
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Overview 
 

Dear Students! Unit 7 is to make you aware of the literary developments in the British 

English Literature and their influence on poetry and prose. Mostly the novel was the main 

genre of the literature which progressed to a good deal along with the expanding progress 

in the poetic developments. In addition to it, this unit will cover the major social and 

political changes that took place during the said period so that you can have a complete 

understanding of the various influences of the era in the works of the Romantics. By and 

large, the literature of the Romantic Era was influenced by the prevalent system of 

beliefs, which in turn had a great impact not only on the Romantic writers but also on the 

readers of the Romantic Era. As a result the literary activities were evolved, which had 

their roots in the societal, radical, monetary and traditional connections.  

 

Dear Students! We hope that you will go through this unit systematically to have an 

ample understanding of the Romantic Era. 

 

Objectives 
 

By the end of this unit, therefore, you will be able to: 

i. define Romanticism and explain how this term emerged in the history of English 

Literature, with the special focus on development in two genres ofpoetry and novel; 

ii. discuss the different social aspects of the nineteenth century which are a special 

trait of the Romantic English Literature; 

iii. describe the political, historical and literary elements that contributed in making of 

the nineteenth century English Literature (The Romantic Literature); 

iv. recognize and explain the main characteristic features of the Romantic Literature 

like “Organic Sensibility”, Escapism, nature and passion as well as simplicity of 

diction, theme, subject matter and style; 

v. categorize the Romantic Poets into two main cohorts on the basis of their literary 

traits and compare and contrast the literary characteristics of the poets belonging to 

them in detail; 

vi. elaborate the joint literary adventure of the “Lake Poets” as well as the reasons for 

the title given to the two Romantic Poets; 

vii. depict the development of the Romantic Novel with special reference to the literary 

craftsmanship of Jane Austen; and 

viii. explain the main themes of Jane Austen with reference to her novels, ‘Pride and 

Prejudice’ and ‘Sense and Sensibility’. 
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7.1 An Introduction to the Romantic Era 
 

Dear students as you have gone through different periods of history of English Literature, 

in the preceding units. But the discussion would remain incomplete without mentioning 

the Romantic Era of English Literature. So, we are going to present here a verbal picture 

of it in this unit.   
 

The Romantic Period is a term in the English Literature which covers approximately the 

first third of the nineteenth century; in the course of this time, the literature started to be 

produced in the channels that had been no longer totally new but had been in sturdy 

contrast to the usual literary exercise of the eighteenth century. 

 

7.1.1 Emergence of Romanticism 
How the phrase “Romantic” came to be applied to this era was something of a puzzle. At 

the start the phrase, “Romantic” was applied to the Latin or Roman Dialects, which were 

used only inside the Roman Provinces and particularly in France. Also, the term 

“Romantic” was initially used for the narrations written in these dialects. Romantic is 

thus a spinoff of “Romant”, derived from the French “Romaunt” that was the original 

term used for “Romantic” in the sixteenth century. In the beginning, it meant the best 

“like the old romances”; however, progressively it initiated to hold a sure taint. Romantic, 

in line with l. S. smith in his ‘Words and Idioms,’ connoted “fake and fictitious beings 

and emotions, without actual lifestyles in truth or in human nature”. It also implied 

“antique castles, mountains and forests, pastoral plains, waste and solitary places” and a 

“love for wild nature, for mountains and moors”. In the other words “Romantic” was the 

term, which was used, in the beginning, to convey the denotations of Latin and Roman 

Dialects, romantic narrations, fake people and emotions, buildings, natural environment 

and rural settings. Later on it was taken as love for nature, simple common life of 

common people and language along with pastoral and countryside passion. 
 

Then the slogan of “Romantic” was handed over to France and Germany by England in 

the seventeenth century. This term got a great deal of importance especially for the poets, 

who overruled the past prototypes of the English Literature and were excited to be free 

from the eighteenth-century literary norms. As a result, the term “Romantic” was hailed 

warmly against the “Neo Classic” movement in the English Literature. 
 

7.1.2 The Romantic Poets 
William Wordsworth and Coleridge, known as “Lake Poets,” along with Byron, Keats, 

Scottand Shelley were the iconic Romantic Poets, who were considered also as Late 

Victorians. Their recognition as Romantic poets was owed to Alois Brandl’s ‘Coleridge und 

die Romantische Schule in England’ (‘Coleridge and the Romantic School in England’, 1887) 

and to Walter Pater’s Essay ‘Romanticism’ in his ‘Appreciations’ (1889). 
 

7.1.3 Main Trends of the Romantic Era 
There was a reaction against the customary literary exercise and critical norms of the 

eighteenth century in varying tiers. This resulted into the replacement of the classical 
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literary tradition with the creativeness, imagination, emotions, and distinct deep feelings 

with special emphasis on the individual’s life. Thus, the writers tended to regard 

themselves the most thrilling concern for the literary advent. The classical reflection of 

urban life was altered into verbal painting of nature, especially that of untamed nature 

and solitude.  

 

The Classical Literature quickly lost the esteem which poets like Pope had given to it 

during the eighteenth century. That is how the Romantic writers turned towards their own 

local traditions while Medieval and Renaissance subject matters were stripped into the 

new ones. Various literary forms like that of the Ballad, the Metrical Romance, the 

Sonnet, the Blank Verse, and the Spenserian stanza thoroughly took over the Heroic 

Couplet of the Classical Literature of the eighteenth century. The romantic writers 

responded strongly to the impact of the latest forces, particularly to the French 

Revolution and its promises of liberty, equality, and fraternity. The romantic writers were 

haunted ardently by the humanitarianism that had been developing during the eighteenth 

century. Wordsworth, the good champion of the spiritual and moral values of the physical 

nature, tried to point out the natural dignity, goodness, and therefore the worth of the 

common people and their life. 

 

7.1.4 Dual Cohort (Generation) of the Romantic Writers 
The amalgamation of the new romantic interests, approaches, and literary forms was 

quite different from the Eighteenth-Century Literature, despite this fact its impact cannot 

be denied in producing the Romantic Literature, the seed of which were sown in the 

Classical Literature. Now if we look at the Romantic Era, there was a dual cohort of the 

Romantic Writers: The prime cohort or group was born during the thirty and twenty years 

before 1800; while the second one was born within the last decades of the 1800s. The 

leading writers of the principal or primary generation were Blake, Coleridge, Hazlitt, 

Lamb, Wordsworth, Scott and Southey; and among essayist Thomas De Quincey (1785) 

is the one who belongs to the transition period between the two main cohorts. 

 

The Romantic poets Keats and Shelley have a place with the subsequent age of the 

second cohort, alongside Byron, who was more seasoned than they were by a couple of 

years. Every one of the three was impacted by the original works of the prime cohort 

romantics but unfortunately their literary progression was impeded by death. As a matter 

of fact, prime or principal group of the romantic writes was having a great impact on the 

literary scene after the authors of the subsequent age had vanished. Another striking 

contrast between the two groups of the romantics is that the authors of the original age of 

prime cohort were mostly poets and except Blake all of them earned their fame during 

their lifetime. Same was true about Byron, the essayist, who enjoyed his popularity 

himself while he was alive. He became more distinctive than any other Romantics in their 

own life. After him the special case of popularity was related with Scott, who also 

became popular in his life span. But Keats and Shelley had generally not many pursuers 

while they were alive. It was not until the Victorian time that Keats and Shelley got 

perceived as significant Romantic Poets. 

 



138 

 

7.2 Social Setup during the Romantic Era 
 

The Romantic Writers of the nineteenth century were generally connected with the 

countryside settings and the natural world and having no connections with the urban 

settings. However, when the Romanticism emerged in Britain, because of the modern 

upheaval and changes in the economy numerous individuals had moved into urban areas 

with the end goal of work. This drove urban areas to turn into the focal point of the 

nation's monetary and public activity. Regardless of these cultural changes, the 

relationship of Romanticism with the urban settings is well-suited and well depicted by 

the Romantics. Rather on account of their detachment from the indigenous natural 

habitat, thriving urban communities cultivated a feeling of wistfulness for the occasions 

in which nature was increasingly available. Thus, William Wordsworth's verse passes on 

a yearning forever away from the city, while different other writers, such as Percy Bysshe 

Shelly, utilized naturalistic representations, for example the breeze, to communicate the 

craving for political change. 

 

This was the emphasis on the characteristic world of natural environment. Despite it, 

Romanticism was inseparably connected to the urban world as it was created then and 

there. Some Romantic Poets considered it important for stylish development to place the 

city as the setting for their poetic compositions; therefore, the poets like William Blake 

and even William Wordsworth include London in their poems. During this time, the city 

likewise turned into a significant site for the workmanship world, as there were plentiful 

new types of craftsmanship that were available in the city. The same was true about the 

artistic exhibitions in the cities which, according to the literary critics of the time, 

impacted the manner of the Romantic Poets to express their thoughts and feelings about 

their general surroundings in their poetic compositions. 

 

A large number of the Romantic Poets were political radicals like William Blake, 

William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge (in the early time period) just as later 

on were Percy Bysshe Shelly, and Lord Byron. They were against exploitation as 

“imperialism” was turning into a significant part of England's economy. Since London 

was the focal point of this domain, a significant number of these politically radical 

romantics dismissed the city life, leaning toward the glorified wide open rural or natural 

habitat since it did not have superlative undertones of urban life. Owing to its political 

centrality, London was a spot in which one could be locked in with governmental issues 

as well as with radical political gatherings turning out to be significant systems 

administration gatherings. William Hazlitt and Samuel Taylor Coleridge conveyed a 

progression of talks in order to reflect what was occurring in poetic field then. Coleridge, 

as a result of his lectures on his own speculations of writing, had developed himself as a 

public speaker on poetic requirements gained popularity in this field also. 

 

While there was a strain between the urban and rural environments in Romantic writing, 

the city turned into a crucial element for the works of the Romantics. It could not have 

existed separately from it since it was, to a limited extent, itself a response to 

urbanization. Social cognizance was a significant component for many of these Romantic 
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writers and poets. Indeed, even while opposing the city life, urban life affected these 

Romantic Poets and helped them build the poetic verse that has since become related with 

this time span. 

 

7.3 Historical Events 
 

The Romantic Era (1780 – 1832)is replete with the major social, political and social patterns 

which affected the literary works, of the era, to a great deal. Dear Students, our focus, 

however, here in this section will remain on the main historical events of the time period, 

which observed colossal political and social changes. Thus, this era is also known as an Era of 

Revolutions (or changes) because of three major revolutions of the time: The American 

(1775), The French (1789) and the Industrial Revolutions. The other major historical events 

of this particular era included the Progressive and Napoleonic Wars; the indictment of the 

slave exchange, the Great Reform Act of 1832.And considerably more the Britain 

surrendered its colonies, however, changing itself into a worldwide superpower. The 

significant historical events with their chronological order are given as following: 

 1784: Act for regulating East India Company, 

 1785:Reform of Parliament, 

 1787: Foundation of a Society against the Slave Trade, 

 1789: French Revolution based on ideas of equality, independence and communal rights, 

 1792: Eradication of French Empire and Republic declared, 

 1793: France proclaimed war on Britain. 

 1807: British slave exchange prohibited (bondage nullified all through the realm, 

including the West Indies, twenty-six years afterwards), 

 1807: Napoleon Reign in France, 

 1808: Peninsular War, 

 1812: War of 1812 with United States, 

 1815: Napoleon was vanquished at Waterloo. 

 1816: Economic Depression, 

 1819: Peterloo Extermination, 

 1820: Succession of George IV, 

 1821: Greek War of Independence, 

 1826: Foundation of London Zoological Society, 

 1830: First Railroad, 

 1831:Establishment of National Union of the Working Classes and 

 1832: Parliamentary changes in Britain.  

 

7.4 Characteristics of the Era  
 

7.4.1 Introduction to Romanticism 
The beginning for the Romantic Era is hard to be decided. Mostly it is considered to 

cover the years between the 1780s and the 1830s, albeit a few literary critics may allude 

back to the 1760s and the others take it forward to around 1850 as noteworthy dates for 
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Romantic Literary Era. In light of the main characteristic of the era, the term “Romantic” 

indicates a sort of literary writings which was characterized just contrary to the 

preceeding writings, termed as “Neo Classic”, the eighteenth-century literary writings. To 

add to it, the Romantic Literature was further divided into various types of Romanticism, 

for example, a ‘Female Romanticism’ and the ‘Male Romanticism’, the dominant one. 

Accordingly, the Romantic writers are the six male writers: William Blake, William 

Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Percy Bysshe Shelley, John Keats and Lord 

Byron. Together they shaped a scholarly and imaginative development known as 

‘Romanticism’, as a fierce response against the eighteenth-century Enlightenment 

thought with its emphasis on 'reason' as the prevalent human capability at that time. 

 

7.4.2 Romantic Compositions 
The Romantic Era/Period, therefore, holds a substantial worth throughout the entire 

existence of English Literature. It is fundamentally a development inaugurated with the 

publication of the ‘Lyrical Ballads’ (1798), which is basically owed to a joint effort of 

William Wordsworth and S. T. Coleridge. As a matter of fact, Byron, P. B. Shelley and 

John Keats followed the style of Wordsworth and Coleridge. The main recognition of the 

Romantic Era was its rich poetry, which was developed against the poetic composition 

norms of the Classical Age of Pope. Though there were many significant works in drama 

and novel too in this age, but main popularity was enjoyed by the Romantic Poets. 

 

7.4.3 Literary Features of the Romantic Era 
“Romanticism” is, in fact, a literary movement that struggles for the freedom of art and 

literature from classical and neoclassical rules and restrictions. There are thus many 

literary features of the Romantic Era. They are highly imaginative; having love for 

natural or spontaneous primitivity, love for the past and freedom, simplicity of 

expression, revolutionary subjectivity, medieval times, and the power of poetry. 

Romantic poetry is very fantastic and introspective. Therefore, the Romantic Poets were 

very imaginative, who were not convinced of harsh, realistic and factual world. They 

looked for ideal conditions for people in their high and unlimited imagination.  

 

7.4.3.1 Imagination, “Organic Sensibility”, Nature and Passion 

Wordsworth and Keats's poetry is full of imagination. ‘Tintern Abbey’, Wordsworth 

imagined a solitary person cooking alone in the woods. Even though he only 

distinguishes the smoke that comes from him during his cooking. On the other hand, 

‘Ode to Nightingale’ by Keats is a fanciful romantic soaring in the musical nature. In 

addition, the two poets are great nature lovers. Wordsworth is a priest of nature and a 

lover of nature. He is a mystic and pantheist in his attitude towards nature. Nature is a 

nurse, leader, guardian and moral form of heart and soul in true sense for him. But Keats 

is very sensitive to natural healing so for him the Nature does not take up the roles, which 

it takes for Wordsworth. Romantic poetry is thus an embodiment of a strong and 

abundant spontaneous passion, expressed by the poets of the era, who are endowed with a 

strong “Organic Sensibility”. They used to feel and see more than that can be perceived 

by the senses, arousing a strong passion in them. Therefore, the Romantic Poets did not 

care much about the perfection of form or the clarity of expression, the byproduct of 
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which was hence an ambiguity of expression. This could easily be exemplified by 

Wordsworth's philosophical tones in form of Pantheism and Mysticism. 

 

7.4.3.2 Subjectivity and Objectivity 

All romantic literature is subjective. This is an expression of the artist's inner impulses. 

Romantic Poets were not interested in rules and regulations. But they gave a free 

expression to their emotions with the special prominence of inspiration, while not 

following any established rules. Henceforth, they were used to give vent to their own 

ideas. And Words worth’s poetry is the best illustration of the subjectivity from top to 

bottom. In ‘Tintern Abbey’ and ‘Ode to Immortality’, he expressed the philosophy of 

nature and his own childhood. In the eternal ode, he said that a child is a strong image of 

prophet and philosopher. However, Keats is quite objective in his famous odes: ‘Ode to 

the Greek Urn’, ‘Ode to the Autumn’ and also in ‘Ode to the Nightingale’. 

 

7.4.3.3 Escapism 

Romantic poetry is often considered to be embedded with the pessimistic tone on account of 

the romantics’ rebellion against the existing conditions and their special love for the Middle 

Ages. They used to put their interest in the detached and far-off natural environment, to which 

they used to express perfectly in their poetry. The reason was an escape from the harsh 

realities of the present to the imaginary world of their own, for which they used to flee mostly 

in the past. John Keats is a real example of this phenomenon of escapism. Therefore, he was 

accused of avoiding the harsh realities of the real world and flying into the strange mystical 

nightingale world. Wordsworth was also disturbed by the noise and bustle of the city. That is 

why he wanted to seek refuge in the lap of nature. 

 

7.4.3.4 Simplicity of Diction & Style, Subject Matter and Theme 

Romantic literary movement is, in fact, a revolt against all affectedness and in 

authenticity of life as was mirrored in Neo Classical literature. Subsequently simplicity in 

the subject matter, theme and literary art became norm of the day for the romantic poets 

and writers, who treated ordinary people and language for their purposes. They rejected 

the poetic style of the eighteenth century poetic art of Dryden and Pope, who used to 

employ Heroic Couplets in their poems. Instead of it the Romantic poets utilized the 

technique of Stanzas, Ballads, and Blank Verse for composing a lot of lyrical verses, 

Odes and Sonnets and by doing so they followed the style of Chaucer, Spencer and 

Milton. This was the main element in earning them their worldwide fame and reputation. 

So Wordsworth raised his voice against the classic and irrational diction of the eighteenth 

century and advocated using ordinary language to write poetry. He depicted his poetic 

theory in the ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads’, which had attained its status as a manifesto of 

romanticism in the history of English Literature. 

 

Finally, we can say that Romanticism became a new sensation in the English Poetry of 

the Romantic Era, the iconic protagonists of which were Wordsworth, Coleridge, Lord 

Byron, P.B. Shelley and John Keats. Their poetic compositions were the reflection of 

almost all of the features of the wide-ranging romanticism. Hence, in Wordsworth 

supernatural become natural objects whereas Coleridge presents natural as supernatural 
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objects. Additionally, Byron, Keats, a successful Ode writer, and Shelley are great 

romantic radicals, among whom Keats’ poetry starts with the sensuous elements but ends 

with the thoughtfulness. 

 

7.5 Romantic Writers  
 

Dear Students as we mentioned earlier in this unit (7.1.4. Dual Cohort…) that the 

Romantic writers of poetry and prose belonged to a dual cohort or two groups 

(generations) of the Romantic Era: One preceeding to 1800 (the older generation/the 

Early Romantics) and the other after that (the younger generation/the Younger Poets). So 

we are going to describe them with their individual literary styles and important works, 

respectively one by one in the following: 

 

7.5.1 The Early Romantics (The Older Generation) 
The older generation of Romantic Poets is mainly represented by William Blake, 

Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. However, the certified commencement of 

romanticism in England was originated in 1798 with the joint publication of a book of 

poetry called ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads’, by William Wordsworth and S. T. Coleridge, 

which became popular as a kind of “Poetic Manifesto”. So, let us go through their major 

contributions in the Romantic Era, as following: 

 

7.5.1.1 William Blake (1757 – 1827) 

William Blake is not included among the romantics of the older generation because he is 

thought to be originated from the previous period, namely the transition era. Even so, he 

is considered a Pioneer of Romanticism. He liked to read widely, especially the Bible and 

the works of Dante, Shakespeare and Milton. Therefore, he especially emphasized the 

importance of the spiritual world and the divine presence in humans. He has been 

described as radical in politics, as an intellectual and religious dissident. 

 

 
 

Figure 7.1: William Blake, Radical Abolitionist/ JSTOR Daily 
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Blake wrote poetry at a young age, and finally in 1783 his artistic calibre of carving and 

poetry appeared for the first time in ‘Poetical Sketches’ (1769-1777), a series of imitation 

poems in which he tried various Shakespearean forms as well as the styles of Spencer and 

Milton. This work was followed by ‘Songs of Innocence’ (1789), which was written in short 

lyrical form and was printed by himself. In this work, Blake expresses true state of human 

society through the Christian simple world and codes of childhood delight and enjoyment. In 

the other words, he mentioned all the challenges stated by Milton in ‘The Paradise Lost’. 

 

As a political revolutionary, he celebrated the French Revolution and the independence of the 

American colonies in the revolutions of France (1791) and of America (1793). On the other 

hand, he also repudiated the restrictions of the resolution and endorsed morality in ‘The 

Vision of the Daughters of Albion’ (1793), where he denied the women’s submissive role. 

 

The following year, Blake produced another poetic series entitled ‘Experience Songs’ 

(1794), in which he gave vent to the destruction of social and ethical values; and that also 

in an angry tone of remonstration. In his later works, such references became increasingly 

rare and he began writing a series of prophetic books brimmed up with his own political 

and religious mythology for the sake of utopian world. 

 

Most often, however, Blake's works are difficult to comprehend because of the confused 

characters, the cursory structure and extreme play of emotions. Blake has little sympathy 

for such criticism, in which indefinite standards are fixed into a dilemma of his idealistic 

imagination and the hostility of unfamiliar artists’ persistent art. However, even then 

there are certain passages of ambiguous magnificence and a little prophecy that can only 

be found again in the works of W. B. Yeats. 

 

7.5.1.2 William Wordsworth (1770-1850) 

William Wordsworth was born in a lake city, Cockermouth. He became orphan, when he 

was thirteen years old and had to rely on his two uncles, who paid for his education at 

Hawkshead, where he wrote his very first poem in Pope’s style. 

 

 
 

Figure 7.2: William Wordsworth /Biography, Facts, & Poems / Britannica 
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He graduated from Cambridge (1791) and during this time he composed several poems like 

‘Evening Walk’ (1793) and ‘Descriptive Sketches’ (1793), though not very original ones yet 

were an expression of his famous style having attraction for nature. After his studies, he lived 

in London and then in France (1791), where he got very enthusiastic about the revolution. In 

1792 he returned to Paris. The prevailing political doctrine was known as moderate one and 

encouraged him to return to England, where he started living with his sister Dorothy. After 

the meeting with Coleridge, Words worth got settled in Somersetshire (1797) in order to live 

near to Coleridge. Therefore, they were the only two romantic poets who had worked in 

association with each other for some time, having a number of similarities in their 

compositions because of their mutual upbringing through Cambridge University and the 

Republican’s motives of moderation, opposition of slavery and economic reforms. This 

resulted into their joint effort of publication of the ‘Lyrical Ballads’ (1798). Coleridge in his 

book, ‘Biographia Literaria’ (1817) mentioned that the plan of the ‘Lyrical Ballads’ was to 

deliver poetry contained in the subject of super natural but Wordsworth then dealt with 

ordinary life in it. The second edition (1800) also comprised of many other poems and a 

preface to the ballads, in which Wordsworth explicated his own outlooks about poetry. 

 

Wordsworth perceived his own poetry just as revolutionary as revolutions in the British 

Colonies of North America and France. As a subsequent sequence his poetry was 

confined with personal and emotional elements but was expanded with the content of 

rural issues communicated in simple, direct and passionate language. His ‘Lyrical 

Ballads’ were targeted at the tragedy of a drowning society, the old age agony, scarcity 

and abandonment. Between 1798 and 1799, Wordsworth created some of his best poems, 

published in second edition of the ‘Lyrical Ballads’ (1800) like ‘Michael’, ‘The Old 

Cumberland Beggar’, ‘She Dwelt among the Untrodden Ways’ and ‘Strange Fits of 

Passion have I Known’. In 1805 ‘The Prelude’ was completed. It was the main poetic 

publication that documented his development as a poet and was the envisioned part of his 

comprehensive philosophical poetic work, ‘The Recluse’, which, however, was never 

accomplished. Nonetheless, another composition of him, ‘The Excursion’ got published 

in 1814. Moreover, in 1807 his other two poetic volumes got published and demonstrated 

the pinnacle of his poetic command. A few poems from these two volumes are ‘The 

Solitary Reaper’, ‘The Green Linnet’, ‘I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud’, the Sonnets and 

the epic one ‘Ode on the Intimations of Immortality’.  

 

Wordsworth’s style is precisely marked by the theme and style of his poetry just opposite 

to the August Convention in poetic diction because of its artificial language. Therefore, 

most of his poetry is related with the simple rural life and the passionate feelings inspired 

by nature in him. He emphasized his fondness for ordinary life events and situations and 

gave vent to them in a style free of triviality. In short, Wordsworth’s poetry is 

revolutionary romantic one full of jubilant natural elements.  

 

7.5.1.3 S. T. Coleridge (1772-1834) 

We have mentioned above in 7.5.1.2, Wordsworth and Coleridge were partners in the 

joint adventure of the ‘Lyrical Ballads’. It was in 1795 that Coleridge delivered lectures 

and composed poetry in Bristol and it was then and there Wordsworth came across him. 
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This was the starting point of their allied planning and consequent publication of the 

‘Lyrical Ballads’. After that he published a newspaper called “The Guardian” (1796), all 

with the idea of transforming humanity. 

 

 
 

Figure 7.3: Samuel Taylor Coleridge / British Poet and Critic / Britannica 

 

His first book was also published in the same year ‘Poems on Various Subjects’ (1796), 

containing volumes with several poetic compositions. As far as ‘Lyrical Ballads’ (1798) is 

concerned, it is composed of nineteen Wordsworth’s poems and four Coleridge’s poems, 

among which the most important poem of Coleridge is ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ 

basedon his own dream about travelling through the polar ice caps, the death of sea eagles 

and extraordinary marine scenes. Thus all of his efforts were to emphasize supernatural 

matters in this poem. His very famous poem, ‘Kubla Khan’, another product of his dream, is 

also from the same period, though remained unpublished until 1816. The very same year 

(1798) several other poems, like ‘Frost at Midnight’, by Coleridge were published. 

 

While having accommodation in the Lake District he activated a series of lectures on 

poetry and inaugurated writing prose as for example ‘The Friend’ (1809) – a series of 

essays. Then between 1811 and 1813 Coleridge penned down the best lecture about 

Shakespeare as well as about the other poets. Afterwards 1817 was the year, when he 

printed his major prose ‘Biographia Literaria’, a well-established record of his literary 

education. It has sixteen philosophical chapters, which cover and expand Words worthian 

concepts on poetic diction. 

 

His memoir ‘Table Talk’ (1835) was published after his death, which affirmed his 

brilliance as one of the iconic Romantics. As far as his style is concerned, Coleridge was 

recognised as a symbol of romantic love for mystery and supernatural (‘The Rime of the 

Ancient Mariner’). The most striking characteristic of his poetry is its penetrating 

imaginary supremacy, brilliant use of language and the simple diction. 

 

7.5.2 The Young Poets (The Younger Generation) 
The Young Romantic Poets, belonging to the second cohort or younger generation of the 

romantics, included Byron, Shelley, and Keats. Almost all of them appeared on the 

literary scene after 1817, nonetheless they could not survive longer and died young, at the 
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ages of 36, 30 and 26 respectively, in 1820’s. While the earlier romantics were known for 

their simplicity of content, theme, diction and for their adherence to the Mother Nature, 

the young poets earned their popularity, despite their tragic short lives, for their sensuous 

approach, aesthetics, strong passionate feelings and their revolutionary idealism. Dear 

students, the point to be noted here is that we are going to discuss just only two of them 

Shelley and Keats for their styles and works in the following:  

 

7.5.2.1 Lord Byron (1788-1824) 

The most passionate and famous English Romantic Young Poet was Lord Byron. His full 

name was George Gordon Byron and he was, in fact, the most modern poet of the early 

nineteenth century. He enjoyed the status of a very popular romantic figure – provocative one 

for which he seemed to be a model for many people. This is also a romantic oxymoron as 

there was apparent contradiction in his status of being a Romantic poet. In spite of the fact 

that he was the groundbreaker of the nineteenth century poetic revolution, Alexander Pope 

was his ideal. Moreover, though he was a Romantic poet, yet he was never disconnected with 

reality just like his predecessors of the Neo-Classical Era. Therefore, he had an intuitional 

sagacity about the original sin, a Biblical theme. As an imperial devotee he was recognized as 

the citizen of the world. He loved travelling and at the age of twenty-two he visited Greece, 

which became a passion for him, even he died there but he was buried in England. This 

passion for travelling contributed toward his love for freedom and independence. So, he 

defended freedom in all of his writings and contributed a lot towards the Greek War of 

Independence by dedicating his money, time, vigor, and last but not least his life.  

 

His multi-faceted disposition was reflected through sarcasm, poetic narration, odes, 

lyrical speculative drama, dramatic monologues, tragicomic epics, and capacious 

communication, composed in form of Spenserian Stanzas, Heroic Couplets and Blank 

Verses. It was his enthusiasm, vitality, candidness, self-discovery and his efforts for 

freedom of the fraught people, which had mesmerized the atmosphere of the west. This 

was the reward, which only a few writers could win. He was a versatile Romantic, who 

tried his talents not only in poetry but also in writing letters, art, politics, even clothing 

styles, his drawings and thus was recognized as a symbol of Romanticism. 

 

 
 

Figure 7.4: The Romantic poets: Childe Harold’s  

Pilgrimage: A Romaunt by Lord…/The Guardian 



147 

 

After having been educated at Harrow and Cambridge, Lord Byron got passionately 

involved in writing. His very first poetic volume ‘Hours of Idleness’ (1807) was a kind of 

autobiography. It was a youthful attempt, only at the age of nineteen years, which 

exhibited the sophisticated life of an aristocrat, whose intentions for his future were just 

to be a poet. Afterwards, his poetic satire in form of the poem, ‘English Bards and Scotch 

Reviewers’, was published in1809, which was composed as a reaction to the stark 

criticism against his first work, ‘Hours of Idleness’ (1807). This was followed by a series 

of his travel adventures for some years (from 1809 to 1811), from Malta to Turkey. This 

very background got the main part in the first two Cantos of ‘Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage’ 

(1812). It is important to note here that this long poem has four Cantos I, II, III and IV, 

from which the first two were published in 1812 while the last two ones were published 

in 1816 and 1818 respectively. It was the work which brought Lord Byron his fame as a 

Romantic Poet. To add to it, it was his poetic marvel, which introduced the image of 

“Byronic hero”- a demonstration of someone disconsolate, egocentric and an ardent 

romantic hero, for whom commonplace folks are not worthy of consideration - an 

autobiographical delineation.  

 

It was then 1813, when ‘The Giaour’ (1813), the Persian term, meaning a pagan and 

stranger, was published and attained popularity as a heroic poem in combination with 

‘The Bride of Abydos’ (1813). Albert (1990) thus confirms that he had been the favorite 

romantic of the era and people made him a model because of his youth, designation, 

bodily gorgeousness, intelligence and his romantic spirits in writing and life. Mostly Lord 

Byron used to compose his verses in a dual form. Henceforth, the dual poetic pairs, ‘The 

Corsair’ (1814) and ‘Lara’ (1814), as well as ‘The Siege of Corinth’ (1816) and 

‘Parisina’ (1816), earned the popularity for him as a Young Poet because of the Eastern 

romantic sights and prospects along with the wide sung youthful Byronic Hero of ‘Childe 

Harold’s Pilgrimage’ (1812). These were the years of his peak but after that because of 

fading away his reputation he had to leave England in 1816, toured various lands 

including Switzerland, where he had encountered the Shelleys. Throughout all this time 

period Lord Byron continued to compose and publish many of his noteworthy 

compositions, which are mentioned below: 

 

‘The Prisoner of Chillon’ (1816) is a detailedpoetic narration. ‘Manfred’ (1817) is the 

Gothic Novel exemplified in the form of the perfect romantic poetic drama and last of his 

narrative compositions ‘Mazeppa’ (1819) was based on the historical military leader of 

Ukraine. In addition to it, he attempted with many other ordinary as well as sardonic 

poems, among which the most prominent and famous were the longest satirical poetic 

composition ‘Don Juan’ (1818), ‘Beppo’ (1819), a poetic drama, ‘Cain’ (1821) and ‘The 

Vision of Judgment’ (1822). Lord Byron, among the Romantic Young Poets, was 

considered in his own time period as a prototypical romantic literary personality who 

presented opposition to William Wordsworth and S. T. Coleridge. Rather he asserted 

more lyrical loyalty to the eighteenth-century classical satirist, Alexander Pope, who had 

a great influence on him. 
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Lord Byron’s literary style mostly followed the tradition of Pope and Neo Classic 

Literature., Actually he was a romantic in handling his theme and subjects, for which he 

used various literary devices like Satire, Blank Verse, oblique images, Heroic Couplets 

and composite literary forms in order to discover the philosophies of romance and natural 

environment that eventually won him a universal applause. Despite being a Romantic 

Poet, his poem, ‘The Prisoner of Chillon’ was based on realistic and historical literature. 

In short, Byron was unique in blending the romantic elements of nature, the irrationality 

of love and liberty with the classic elements of reality and the supremacy of artistic 

elements. 

 

7.5.2.2 P. B. Shelley(1792-1822) 

Both of Byron and P. B. Shelley (Percy Bysshe Shelley) were unconventional dignitaries 

to sail through Congress. Alexander (2000) believed P. B. Shelley to be a vegetarian and 

pacific soul desiring for love. He was the one who used to visit graves and read books 

with terrible accesses as revolutionary thinkers used to do.  

 

 
 

Figure 7.5: Quote by Percy Bysshe Shelley: “The Mind in Creation is as…” / Goodreads 

 

Dear Students! Here we are going to describe his works along with his biographical 

references. In fact, he wrote numerous unusual booklets, one of which ‘The Necessity of 

Atheism’ caused his dismissal from Oxford for exciting the authoritative powers to refute 

“atheism”. Till ye this exciting beliefs in religious, political and moral affairs got 

affirmed, which was the scenario behind his ‘Queen Mab’ in 1813, an elongated juvenile 

poem having asymmetrical meter and blank verse. Besides this, he also gave vent to his 

personal life also in his poems. For instance, owing to his first ill-fated marriage he had 

throbbing clashes with his kins folks, which were painted by him in his ‘Alastor’ or ‘The 

Spirit of Solitude’ in 1816. So this poem is an autobiography, the spiritual one forecasting 
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Shelley’s own temperament and his quest for ideal beauty, composed in blank verse and 

pictures queimages. The same year his spouse met a suicidal end.  

 

The following year, in 1817, his major work ‘Laon and Cythna’, having also his famous 

poem within it ‘The Revolt of Islam’, got publishedand was infiltrated with vivid 

expressions. Afterwards in 1818, he wed again and settled in Italy. This led to the 

publication of his poetic drama, ‘Prometheus Undistributed’ in 1820, which was 

immersed in with the metrical multiplicity and mythological vagueness. It was also 

enriched with the supernatural characters of ghosts and gods and natural scenes. There 

are lots of his poems, famous for their literary worth in this time period such as ‘Julian 

and Maddalo’ in 1818 and ‘The Masque of Anarchy’, which was written in 1819 and 

published in 1832. His further famous works included ‘Cenci’ (1819) - a ceremonial play 

with the plot on disgusting family affairs, ‘The Eve of St Agnes’ (1819) and‘The Witch 

of Atlas’ (written in 1820 and published in 1824). ‘The Witch of Atlas’ is one of the most 

subtle of Shelley's musical and picturesque fictions. Still another one ‘Epipsychidion’ 

(published in 1821) was an embodiment of his romantic fancy. And the most popular one, 

‘Adonais’ (published in 1821) was composed by him as an elegy in Spenserian Stanza, 

while lamenting Keats’ early death. Shelley’s one popular short essay, ‘The Defence of 

Poetry’ was written in 1821 and published in 1840. It is one of the pronounced serious 

strategies of the Romantic Period, which very clearly proclaims his ideas about poets 

being anonymous philanthropic lawgivers and the poetry as a reflection of passionate 

whims and expansive romantic fancies.  

 

In short, P. B. Shelley was a great Romantic, being a natural scientist and dreamer who 

prized himself to be fully involved in literary creativity, which consisted of his full poetic 

command, impassioned delight, thoroughly romantic themes of splendour, emotions, 

natural surroundings and radical autonomy, eloquent influence and ecstatic magnificence. 

Moreover, he was known for his peculiar simple style immersed with flexibility and 

vivacity of the verse but he could prove his repute and status as the main Romantic 

Young Poet only after his early death. 

 

7.5.2.3 John Keats (1795-1821) 

William Wordsworth and S. T. Coleridge were already enjoying their status of popular 

Romantic Poets (Early Romantics), when John Keats started his career as a Romantic 

Poet. At the same time Byron and P. B. Shelley (Young Poets) were getting the attention 

of the people of era on the scene. Keats was neither a romantic unorthodox like the Early 

Romantics nor was he equipped with either of the bragging conceit of Lord Byron or the 

conceptual platform of P. B. Shelley. Rather he was tilted towards the Elizabethan Poets 

like Spenser and more towards Shakespeare specially. His full attention was focused on 

such type of poetry as should not be a publicity case like that of P. B. Shelley or self-

projection as presented by William Wordsworth and by Lord Byron. Rather he produced 

a form of lyrical art which should be an incarnation of the “Negative Capability” like the 

Shakespearian one. 
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Figure 7.6: It’s the 200
th
 anniversary of John Keats, writing his famous ‘Ode…/Medium 

 

The memorable event that stimulated his poetic compositions was his meeting with Leigh 

Hunt (in 1816), a dominant Romantic poet, essayist and critic. Leigh Hunt’s radical views 

on social and political issues had greatly influenced John Keats. During the same time 

period Keats had also encountered William Hazlitt, P. B. Shelley and Lamb with 

reference to Hunt. And 1817 was the year of publication of his poetry volume, 

‘Endymion’, containing4000 lines written in ‘iambic pentameter’and ornate style, which 

is an alluring narrative about an exquisite adolescent, kissed by Selene (the moon-

goddess).And it was there Keats efficiently turned a mythological parable into a complex, 

embellished and opaque allegorical tale. Its famous lines are: 

 

A thing of beauty is a joy forever: 

Its loveliness increases; it will never 

Pass into nothingness; but still will keep 

A bower quiet for us, and a sleep 

Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing 

 

Keats’s second poetic volume was published in 1818 but it met harsh criticism which told 

upon his health somehow. At the same time period his poetic narration ‘Isabella or The 

Pot of Basil’ (1818), borrowed from one of the stories of ‘Boccaccio's Decameron (IV & 

V)’, was published. ‘Isabella or The Pot of Basil’ is an account of the assassination of a 

young lady Isabella’s lover, which was composed in octavarima and was a 

commencement of Keats’s growth in his poetic career. Another epic work of Keats was 

‘Hyperion’, which was composed in two parts. The first one ‘Hyperion’ (written in 1818, 

but remained incomplete) and the second one, ‘The Fall of Hyperion’ (published in 1856; 

after Keats’s death), was the revised edition of ‘Hyperion’, revolving around the heroic 

subject of a tussle among the supernatural deities, the older and the younger ones. Having 

been composed in blank verse, it has booming poised theme, to resolve the ever-existing 

clash between absolute values and the transient nature of existence.  
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‘The Eve of St. Agnes’ and ‘Lamia’ were the romantic poetic narrations, both of which 

were composed by Keats in 1819 and published in 1820.Both of these excellent poems 

were rich in romantic and picturesque imagery with a supple, dominant and resonant 

style. As a result he was motivated to give vent to his feelings and thoughts in form of the 

Sonnet. Hence all of his famous six lyrical odes, addressing the intangible entities and 

fabulously structured, were published in 1819, just at the age of twenty-four. They are: 

‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’, ‘Ode on Indolence’, ‘Ode on Melancholy’, ‘Ode to a 

Nightingale’, and ‘Ode to Psyche’. The following years scarcely had he completed his 

‘Ode to Autumn’, when the cruel hands of death snatched away life from him--- a heart-

wrenching incident of the world of English Literature. 

 

Not to speak of some other squatter famous poems including ‘La Belle Dame Sans 

Merci’ but alsoKeats teamed up in 1819 for a poetic tragedy, ‘Otho the Great’, and 

initiated another one, ‘King Stephen’, but it remained unaccomplished. Ultimately, 

Keats’s health started falling down immensely within 1820, which was turned into his 

tragic death (1821), just in his twenties. The chief characteristic stylistic features of his 

poetic compositions were his selection of topic, theme and content, much varied in the 

handling of his love for nature, the penetrating and exquisite imagery, his inspiring and 

effectual style, usage of the blank verse, the gracefulness of sensuous touch and an 

unalloyed sensitive perception. 

 

7.5.3 The Romantic Novel 
Just like the Romantic Poets, the prose writers including novelists of the Romantic Era 

were also profoundly influenced by the French Revolution. As an instance we can take 

‘His Reflections on the Revolution in France’ (1790), containing ‘A Vindication of the 

Rights of Men’, which was written by Mary Wollstonecraft, in a response to Edmund 

Burke. William Hazlitt, a famous critic of William Wordsworth and a romantic essayist, 

recorded his observations about the impact of French Revolution on many romantic 

literary figures in ‘The Spirit of the Age’ (1825).Thomas Carlyle, historian of the French 

Uprising, incarnated this tempestuous essence in his most important work ‘The French 

Revolution’ (1837).All the Romantic prose writers and essayists, in fact, contributed a lot 

through their remarkable literary works, which quite rightly were true reflection of the 

huge influence of the French Revolution on them. Here it is important to mention another 

important literary genre, and that is the novel, which also underwent a noteworthy 

advance under the patronage of great Romantic Novelists like Sir Walter Scott (1771–

1832), Jane Austen (1775-1817), Mary Shelley (1797-1851), Horace Walpole (1717–

1797), and Mrs Ann Radcliffe (1764–1823), among whom the latter three novelists 

belonged to the trend of the Gothic Novel. Dear Students, but we are going to present 

only Jane Austen’s major works and her style as her contribution in the development of 

the novel of the Romantic Era is quite significant and fabulous one. 

 

7.5.3.1 Jane Austen (1775-1817) 

Born in Hampshire, Jane Austen was brought up in a discreet rural community and 

literature friendly environment of her family, on account of which her education was 
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managed at her own home. From her very childhood she started writing just as a hobby 

and in her adolescence she made prose writing her occupation with her own choice.  

 

 
 

Figure 7.7: Jane Austen-Movies, Books & Quotes/Biography 

 

However, though her literary trend and upbringing were not of the Romantic essence, yet 

she portrayed, in her novels, the Augustan Style of refinement and the eighteenth-century 

Anglican ideals. There was also a tradition of Gothic novels before Jane Austen. 

Nevertheless, the genre of novel could not attain its peak without her. It is noteworthy 

that her writings were not published in the sequential order of writing her novels. 

Therefore, consecutive imperative of Jane Austen’s writings is impossible to be traced. 

Hitherto, Dear Students, we shall present her works in sequence of written production 

and not according to their publication. Alexander (2000), a critic, expresses his point of 

view about her style of novel writing in these words: 

 

 Her novels are written in the form of the comedy of manners: accuracy of 

social behaviour and dialogue, moral realism, elegance of style, and 

ingenuity of plot. For all her penetration and intelligence, Austen is distinctly 

a moral idealist… her comedy of manners accepts the presence or absence of 

rank, wealth, brains, beauty and masculinity as facts, and as factors in 

society, while placing goodness, rationality and love above them. (P. 345) 

 

All of Jane Austen’s novels were having the characteristic features mentioned in the 

above-mentioned quote. Her first and the most popular work ‘Pride and Prejudice’ 

(written in 1797 and published in1813)is a marvellous narration about the conventional 

culture, revolving around a common girl as a protagonist. It raises the morality concerns 

of pride and the prejudice regarding luxuriant and common life in a delicate and refined 

way. Another wide-spread novel of Jane Austen was ‘Sense and Sensibility’ (written in 

1798 and published in 1811), having the same characteristic qualities as that of ‘Pride and 

Prejudice’. And her novel ‘Northanger Abbey’ (written in 1798 and published in 1817 
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after her death) is a caricature of the absurdity of Gothic or horror novel, in which the 

female protagonist was summoned to a convent, especially after her visit to Bath, and 

only then her imagination got stirred about romantic prospects. However, her handling of 

the recurrent subject matter and theme of love and marriage was adroit and added up with 

the optimum surveillance.  

 

Then there was a break in Jane Austen’s writing of novels from 1798 till 1811 but this 

silence was a harbinger of the next three best-sellers and the best literary works in prose 

in form of the exceptional novels. Her novel, ‘Mansfield Park’ (written in 1813 and 

published; first edition in 1814 and the second one in 1816), revolved around the strong 

theme of influential impact of an educated lady on the others (just like she herself became 

a beautiful illustration of it through ages). The second great novel of Jane Austen, from 

this sequence, was ‘Emma’ (published in 1815). It was based on moral values of veracity, 

genuineness, sincerity, honesty and straight-forwardness, a beautiful amalgamation of 

Augustan and Romantic literary styles. The last of her extraordinary novels was 

‘Persuasion’ (written in 1816 and published in 1818 after her death). It is an eternal 

fountainhead of pleasure for anyone who truly acknowledges the literary significance of 

Jane Austen. A really superb handling of sentiments is there in this novel but it was 

unlike the twenty first century novel, which was brim-full with sentimental touch. 

 

As far as Jane Austen’s style is concerned, it is a blend of neoclassic and romantic 

literary styles. It was Jane Austen, who altered Neoclassicism into Romanticism by 

utilizing passionate and pure feelings of love and imagination in writing novels and hence 

making them lively pictorial representations of the society, presented in a smooth self-

revealing form. Mingling up of both of the literary styles, mentioned above, was one of 

the most striking features of Jane Austen’s writing style. There was no other her 

contemporary novelist, who could be able to create such a robust shift between two 

writing styles. Jane Austen utilized her strident wit in all of her novels including ‘Pride 

and Prejudice’. This is evident in immediate shift of a commanding dramatic scene into 

an ironic therapeutic one in all her novels. Austen’s characterization skill is fully 

romantic, especially when it is applied to the dialogues of her characters, which had an 

extensive variety of penetrating language, shrewd feelings and an obvious compatibility 

to the romantic and passionate situations. Her characters painted a glowing image of the 

persons and events that used to enchant the readers. 

 

Thus, her style is exclusively her own, which successfully released a totally new 

perspective for the other novelist of her time and afterwards. Jane Austen earned the 

status, therefore, of the immortal novelist by exposing the splendor of commonplace 

people and their conventional lives and that also was based on account of the grandeur of 

society despite its flaws. This was reflected in her belief that perfection always existed in 

the imperfection. In the other words beauty lies in the eyes of the beholder. Austen covers 

the main themes of marriage, status and moral values while using her grand 

craftsmanship in her all the marvelous novels.  
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7.6 Conclusion  
 

Dear Students, here we have come to conclude our description of a very important era of 

the in the history of English Literature, i.e. the Romantic Era (nineteenth century English 

Literature), but we do not intend to conclude it abruptly without mentioning our purpose 

behind this description. It is to make you comprehend the significance and relevance of 

the Industrial Revolution with profound romantic spirit of the age, which was founded in 

simple and commonplace people, life, language, fervent approaches and feelings, 

unblemished by the objects of sophistication. Subsequently there was found a diversion 

to industrialization and urban life in the works of all the Romantic writers. So, to 

conclude, it is just a fact that English Literature echoed almost all of the main social and 

moral complications of all of the intensities and adversities. Therefore, it is very 

important for you our dear students to be aware of the deep correlation of history and 

literature in order to recognize and appreciate all forms of the literary works. In this unit 

we have covered all the important social, historical and literary incidents of the Romantic 

Era. Following this, we shall now move towards the Post Romanticism or Victorian Era 

in the next Unit 8. 
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Summary Points 
 

 Romanticism is a literary movement against traditional “Neo Classicism” and can 

be defined as a love for nature, romantic, simple, common and original life as well 

as love for beauty and art.  This term was emerged through a long process in the 

history of English Literature. It originally meant some fictitious feelings, settings 

and events but then gradually it acquired the present connotations of the term as 

pastoral, natural and original settings, events, feelings and emotions.   

 While Romanticism was more related with the natural pastoral environments, 

imagination and creativeness but even then it had its own connections with the 

urban life as a place to promote it in different directions. Because of the economic 

and industrial development, the cities were getting enlarged, which produced a 

desire for comfort of natural environments, deep feelings and emotions.  

 The early nineteenth century Romantic Era was affected thoroughly by some of 

very important political and historical events; therefore, it was known as an “Era of 

Revolutions”. The Progressive and Napoleonic Wars, the impeachment of the 

slavery, the Great Reform Act of 1832 and an end to British Colonization were 

some of the significant historical events of the era. 

 The literary features underwent a revolutionary transition from the classic 

restrictions towards a romantic freedom of thought, content, language, style of 

writings and expressions. They included “Organic Sensibility”, subjectivity plus 

objectivity, Escapism, nature and passion as well as simplicity of diction, theme, 

subject matter and style. 

 Romantic Poets are grouped into two main cohorts: One preceeded to 1800 and 

was known as the Earlier Romantics; William Blake, William Wordsworth and S. 

T. Coleridge belonged to this cohort, and the second one was proceeded after 1800 

and was titled as the Young Poets to which the main Romantic champions were 

Lord Byron, P. B. Shelley and John Keats. 

 William Wordsworth and S. T. Coleridge were entitled as the “Lake Poets” because 

both of them not only belonged to the Lake District but also their opinions and 

conceptions about the poetic art were similar. Moreover, they were the only two 

romantic poets who launched the joint adventure for composing the poetry 

masterpieces.  

 The Earlier Romantics were acknowledged for their love of the Mother Nature, 

simplicity of content, theme and diction whereas the Young Romantic Poets were 

credited for their sensuous approach, aesthetics, strong passionate feelings and 

idealism. 

 As far as the Romantic Novel is concerned it also progressed a lot in the Romantic 

Era and the role of Jane Austen, in this regard, is incomparable to any other 

novelist as she was the one who altered neoclassic tradition in the novel into 

romanticism through her depiction of strong feelings and profound passions.  

 Jane Austen’s novels ‘Pride and Prejudice’ and ‘Sense and Sensibility’ are a 

massive hit till the date. Her main themes were marriage, status and moral or 

ethical values. 
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Assessment  
 

i. Define Romanticism and explain how did this term was evolved?  

ii. How would you describe the main difference between the Classic and Romantic 

Literature, especially in context of all of the social activities of the nineteenth 

century and its depiction in the writings of the Romantic writers?  

iii. What is the chronological order of various historical events that had influenced 

greatly the Romantic poets and novelists?  

iv. How will you define Escapism in the Romantic poetry? What is the difference 

between William Wordsworth’s and Keats’s Escapism; illustrate with textual 

examples. 

v. Compare and contrast simplicity of style & diction, subject matter and theme of 

different Romantic poets like that of the “Lake Poets” along with theirtextual 

illustrations. 

vi. Who were the “Lake Poets”? Describe with examples their mutual contribution in 

producing their major romantic poetic compositions.  

vii. Elaborate the similarities and dissimilarities ofthe literary art of the two cohorts of 

the Romantic poets with textual examples. 

viii. What were the main contributions of Jane Austen in the development of the novel 

in the Romantic Era? 

ix. Discuss Jane Austen’s themes as handled by her in her novels, ‘Pride and 

Prejudice’ and ‘Sense and Sensibility’. 

 

 

Suggested Readings  
 

Sanders, A. (1996). ‘The Short Oxford History of English Literature’. Oxford University 

Press, Oxford. 

 

Alexander, M. (2000). ‘A History of English Literature’. Macmillan Press. London. 

 

Rehman, M. (1998). ‘An ABC of English Literature’ Sadequl Islam. Mahanagar.  

 

‘The Oxford Companion to English Literature’ Edited by Margaret Drabble, Published by 

Oxford University Press, 1985. 

 

Rickett, A. C. (1930). ‘A Primer of English Literature’, Thomas Nelson & Sons, Ltd. 

Cambridge 
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Overview 
 

Dear Students! Unit 8 is our journey through the most important period of the English 

Literature: the Victorian Era. It is a golden time period of the British Empire under the 

mesmerizing rule of the Queen Victoria (1837-1901) and it expands backwards as well to 

start in 1832. At one side this era was specified for harmony, richness, sophisticated 

nation, prodigious technical expansions but on the other side it was the time period full of 

conflicts and contradictions between various social, moral, political and religious values 

and notions. So, we shall dig out all of the chief social, political, historical and literary 

customs and traditions during the said period in this unit. So be ready to travel along us in 

this journey in order to grasp the real essence of the Victorian Era. Dear Students, we 

hope that you will go through this unit thoroughly for the afore-mentioned purpose. 

 

Objectives  
 

By the end of this unit you will be able to: 

i. delineate the term “Victorian” in the history of English Literature; 

ii. identify the major conflicts inherent in the Victorian Era and assess how they exert 

an impact on the Victorian Literature; 

iii. enlist and explain, with examples, the distinctive forms of the Victorian Literature; 

iv. describe the historical and literary elements which had exerted a great influence on 

the nineteenth century Victorian Literature (English Literature); 

v. recognize and explain the main literary characteristic features of the Victorian 

prose writers’ (Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin) writing styles; 

vi. classify Lord Tennyson’s poetic compositions as a mirror to Victorian social 

conflicts; 

vii. define Dramatic Monologue and discuss the utilization of this technique by Robert 

Browning in his poems; 

viii. categorize the Victorian Novelists into three main categories owing to their themes 

of the novels and literary style of writings; 

ix. elaborate the art of characterization of Charlotte and Emily Bronte; 

x. explicate Thomas Hardy’s writing skills, main themes, characters and his 

pessimistic approach towards life with reference to his novels ‘Tess of the 

D’Urbervilles’ and ‘Jude the Obscure’; 

xi. assess Oscar Wilde as a Victorian Dramatist more than a Late-Victorian Novelist; 

and  

xii. evaluate the influence exercised by the Victorian Dramatist George Bernard Shaw 

on his contemporary and modern playwrights. 
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8.1 An Introduction to the Victorian  

or Post-Romantic Era (1832- 1901) 
 

Dear Students, before plunging into various aspects of English Literature of the Victorian 

Era, it is important to remember that division of literary works into different eras is just 

an erudite organization to help readers appreciate and categorize literature of some 

specific era from the other ones according to time period or writing styles. So, it is not 

like Charles Dickens or Robert Browning who themselves claimed to be Victorian 

writers, hence better than the others. Rather they were Victorians on account of the 

inspiration they attained from their predecessors and from their own contemporary social, 

political and literary trends. However, it was also observed that some works of the other 

era might look like Victorian or vice versa. So mostly the literary works of one era 

resembled works from another era also. For example, Charlotte Bronte’s ‘Jane Eyre’ and 

Emily Bronte’s ‘Wuthering Heights’ were the popular novels of the Victorian Era, but 

seem to be more like that of the Romantic Era. Now let us go through some specific 

aspects of the Victorian Literature, which refers to all the literary writings, both of poetry 

and prose, written and published during 63 years of Queen Victoria’s rule on England. 

Dear Students, we are sure that you must be getting excited now so let us take the plunge 

into it. 

 

The Victorian Era was a conversion age between the Romanticism of the prime decades 

of the nineteenth century and the Realism of the later decades of the same century. The 

Victorian Literature, during this time period, was qualified especially with presenting 

resilient communal concerns and the treatment of the young kids and women as both of 

them were maltreated during the Industrial Revolution. There were long working hours 

for both of the children and ladies, who were also looked down upon. The Victorian 

writers like George Eliot and Charles Dickens expressed these very enormous variances 

amid the higher and subordinate classes in England (Class differences just like that of the 

caste divisions in Asian Countries) and therefore, encouraged to raise the voice against 

this social inequality owing to the class system of the age. In the same way the poets 

became the active voice of the people as for instance the ‘Ulysses’ (1833) by Lord 

Tennyson is a beautiful Dramatic Monologue, in which Odysseus (Ulysses) 

communicates his disappointment about the kingdom through the expression “still 

hearth” and stimulates people for the “delight of battle” on account of “tis not too late to 

seek a newer world”.  

 

Obviously, the awareness of exploration and love is an indication of one’s improvement 

and thus is an omen of optimism and courage, the most popular subject matter taken up 

by most of the novelists of the Victorian Era. Though despite this fact, the Victorian 

Novels could not manage to bring about the required societal change.  To cut it short, 

Dear Students, in this unit you will come to know how history of English Literature 

reveals then orms of metropolitan and pastoral life in the Victorian Era. It is also 

important to keep in mind that unlike the Romantic Era, in which poetry was developed 

manifolds more than the novel progression, more progress was there in novel than in the 
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poetry field, though it was also not lagging behind in the same regard during the 

Victorian Era. So contrary to the previous Unit 7, we shall focus more on the novelists of 

the Victorian Era. 

 

8.2 Social Setup of the Victorian Era 
 

The Victorian Era was the time period, when the British Kingdom was considered to be a 

land where sun never used to set. But it was the same time period, when the society of 

such a developed country was plagued by the injustice of the class system divided into 

three major classes: Upper, Middle and Lower classes. Although the society of the time 

became the pictogram of prosperity and advancement yet it was also the peak time of the 

social disparities between prosperity and scarcity, industrial growth and deprivation of 

the workers, especially that of the women and children, and between virtues and vices. 

On it quite aptly suits what Charles Dickens said in ‘A Tale of Two Cities’ that it was 

simultaneously “the best of times” and “the worst of times”. 

 

Let us now have a bird’s eye view of the different aspects of the social set up of the 

Victorian Era. First of all, the main incident, that had an impact on the literature of the 

era, was the outburst of the population, which almost doubled up from fourteen to 

thirty-two million during that time period. 

 

The second was related with some of the substantial technical advances in form of the 

Industrial Revolution, which fundamentally brought about various positive and negative 

changes in the people’s lives, works, and journeys as well as in their interaction with the 

world. This you can easily understand, if you link it with the current internet world, 

which not only has facilitated us a lot, but also there are many problems associated with it 

regarding secrecy, our communication and its inherent prospects for evils just like that of 

cyber-crimes. 

 

The third significant element in the social setup of the Victorian Era was the modified 

views about the world in scenario of the scientific and philosophical developments 

besides technical advancement. For instance, Theory of Evolution, put forward by 

Charles Darwin, brought about a revolutionary change in the mindset of the people as 

well as in their connection with the surrounding world. The important outcome of which 

was estrangement and break up with the religious norms and values, thus resulting into 

the disintegration of social and moral values. 

 

Dear Students, whatever is mentioned above, is not a full picture of the Victorian Era, 

however, it is our sincere effort to let you be aware of the main aspects of the social set 

up of the Victorian Era in order to have an understanding of the social background of the 

Victorian literary works of the great literary figures of the time.  
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8.3 Historical Events 
 

Since the Seventeenth Century, in England the Parliament was not considered to be the 

significant place until and unless England became herself a democracy, where the 

government party was elected thorough the primeval polling system. Owing to this 

situation numerous fresh industrial cities could not find any representation. As a 

consequence, in 1832 the very first Parliamentarian Reform Bill was passed. And this 

was the very first time, when several rights of the middle class, even of the lower middle 

class, were considered but not that of working class or of laborers, for which they had to 

wait until the second Reform Bill was passed in 1867. This full situation found its 

expression in novels of George Eliot, who struggled for education and trade rights. The 

other worth mentioning historical events are given as following:  

 1832 – Modification in the Electoral System through the Reform Bill, 

 1834 - Slavery was forbidden by law to eradicate slavery in the British Colonies. 

 1837 – Crowning of Queen Victoria, at the age of eighteen, after passing away of 

her uncle William IV, 

 1838 - First snapshot was captured in France and in Britain by Louis Daguerre and 

William Henry Fox Talbot respectively. 

 1840 – First light bulb and the Postage Stamp was used; 

 Industrial Revolution in Europe, 

 1842 - The Mine Act prevented children under 10 from working in mines. 

 1844 - The Factory Act prevented children between 8 and 13 years of age from 

working more than six and half hours per day. 

 1845 - 8000 km of railroad was built in England. 

 1851 – London became the largest of the British cities and also free public library 

was originated. 

 1854-1856 - Crimean Combat was combated between the Russian Realm and a 

coalition of France, Britain and Ottoman Realm; this was ended at the defeat of the 

Russian Realm. 

 1858 – Approval of India Act by the British Legislature, which terminated the tenet 

of the East India Company and brought India under the British Rule thus 

empowering Queen Victoria as Crowned Queen of India. 

 1859 – The Theory of Evolution was published in Darwin’s ‘On the Origin of 

Species’. 

 1863 – First Association of the Football was founded. 

 1867 – The Electoral System was extended for the male tax payers by the second 

Reform Bill. 

 1868 – Public hanging was terminated. 

 1870 – Primary Education was made obligatory as well as partial rights were 

provided to women for holding their property. 

 1876 – Sir Alexander Graham Bell devised the telephone. And Queen Victoria was 

declared formally Crowned Queen of India. 

 1877 – Thomas Edison was successful in using the phonograph and very first time in 

recording the voice and that also of his own while reciting ‘Marry had a little lamb’. 
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 1878 – The old gas lamps were replaced by the first street lights. 

 1883 – Electric Railway was introduced. 

 1885 – 1886 – Carl Benz invented the very first automobile having gas- powered 

engine. 

 1887 - Emile Berliner invented gramophone, a record player. 

 1891 – Education was owned by the Victorian State by making it free till 

elementary level. 

  1901 – Death of the Queen Victoria, at the age of eighty one years, marked the end 

of the horizons-expanding Victorian Era.  

 

Note: Dear students, here are not listed all the historical events occurring at the time, 

rather just important ones and that also related with the British Territory or some of the 

universal scientific inventions, which were revolutionary influences not only for the 

whole world but especially for the literary world.  

 

8.4 Literary Features of the Era  
 

The term “Victorian” has varied implications as far as literary features of the era are 

concerned. The genres of the literature which were promoted during this time period were 

poetry and novels. Despite the fact that they were more related with the projection of the 

society, their success was actually based on their following characteristics: Gloomy 

actions, melancholic tones, lyrical expressions, portrayals of the miserable condition of 

the underprivileged and working classes, the matter of frustrations along with the 

forfeiture of the traditional values, swift modernization and deterioration of the norms. 

 

The Victorian Era in the history of English Literature, as mentioned earlier, was the time 

of Queen Victoria’s rule in the nineteenth century. As a matter of fact, this age was a 

bridge between the Romantic and the Modern Eras and consequently the Literature of the 

Victorian Era was a fusion of the literary features of the preceeding and the proceeding 

literary eras. The later part of the nineteenth century was the most fortunate time for the 

British Empire because of its expanding horizons in all domains of life, blessed with 

wealth, civil arousal, democratic transformations, technical progression, educational 

development and colonization. But all this progress had a gloomy impact on the poets 

and the other literary writers.  Most of them harshly condemned the age and deplored all 

of the wonderful achievements on account of many discrepancies between the lives of the 

rich and the poor, the exact representation of which is found in Charles Dickens’ novels. 

Likewise, deterioration of the traditional social values and estrangement from religion are 

well illustrated in Mathew Arnold’s poems. The other popular Victorian poets were 

Alfred Tennyson and Robert Browning. The former one was a distinctive Victorian poet 

whose lamenting poetry was pessimistic and full of uncertainties on one side but it has 

another side also of the romantic essence of craving for the vanished past and the 

idealistic future. Most of his contemporary poets also incorporated the same romantic 

desire for magnificence and immortality both of love and art. Their style was specifically 

perfect in blending up the usage of lyrical stanzas and romantic themes. Now as far as 
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Browning is concerned, though he was also a Victorian yet his poem ‘My Last Duchess’ 

is romantic in its handling of the subject matter as well as its versification and passionate 

feelings. However, it is also an example of typical Victorian poetry with its satirical 

theme of ruined values of the upper class. 

 

Moreover, in the first half of the nineteenth century, the public was passionate about 

fictions and hence novel became the most popular literary form in Britain. Drama was the 

least popular form than the other two ones namely poetry and novel, as the theater of the 

time was considered to be appalling to an extent of being decadent. On the other hand 

poetry was the second popular literary form unlike in the Romantic Era in which it 

attained its highest rate of progression and popularity. But the public was more tilted 

towards fictional stories. As a result the female novelists, along with the male novelists, 

appeared gloriously on the Victorian literary scene. Some of them are Ann Radcliffe 

(1764-1823), Frances Burney (or Fanny Burney: 1752-1840), Maria Edgeworth (1767-

1849), Charlotte Bronte (1816-1855), Emily Bronte (1818-1848) and George Elliott 

(1819-1880). The increased economic facility and libraries contributed a lot towards the 

rapid surge in popularity of the novel especially through the most popular male novelists 

like Charles Dickens (1812 -1870), William M. Thackeray (1811-1863), Samuel Butler 

(1835-1902), George Meredith (1828-1909) and Thomas Hardy (1840-1928).  

 

Among the novelists mentioned above, the earlier novelists of the era moved with the 

flow of the time and did not pose any question, rather had a shared environment, 

concepts, approaches and conventions. On the contrary the later novelists of the Victorian 

Era dared questioning and criticizing the social traditions and norms of the day. 

Additionally, the scientific advancement was affecting seriously the mindset of the 

nineteenth century on account of continuous changes in our universe. An awareness to 

these universal changes was awaken by some of the mighty works of the giant Victorian 

prose writers, as for example, Charles Lyell’s ‘The Principles of Geology’ (1830-1833) 

and then afterwards Charles Darwin’s ‘On the Origin of Species’ (1859) and ‘The 

Descent of Man’ (1871). This entire situation resulted into the disbelief of the intellectual 

minds as well as that of the common people. 

 

Another prose writer Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881), a satirical essayist introduced German 

thought in Britain, with Goethe as a major influence. He laid the basis of the essence of 

innovative improvements, the desire for the fulfillment and liberation of individuals, via 

his works ‘Great Man Theory’ and ‘Hero Worship Theory’. They were produced as a 

response to the laissez faire standard of both of James Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham. 

So Carlyle was an inspiration behind the series of novels on the public difficulties 

between 1830 and 1860, which can be best illustrated by several best novels of Elizabeth 

Gaskell (1810-1865), and Charles Dickens (1812 -1870). 

 

Dear Students, we are now going to describe the most popular Victorian writers, among 

whom are included Victorian prose writers (first two), poets (next two only) and then 

novelists (all the other ones, total six) and their literary styles one by one as following: 
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8.5 The Victorian Writers  
 

Dear Students, after having discussed social, political, historical events and literary 

features of the Victorian age, now we are going to describe the Victorian writers, with 

their individual literary styles and important works, one by one in the following section. 

 

8.5.1 Prose Writers  
The Victorian Era was given the terms “The Age of Reading” as well as “The Age of 

Periodicals” just because of the development in its prose writing through biography, 

literary and artistic criticism, essays and history. The prominent proponents of the 

Victorian prose writing were Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881) and John Ruskin (1819-1900), 

whom we are going to mention individually below: 

 

8.5.1.1 Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881) 

Thomas Carlyle was a celebrated Victorian, who attempted successfully his written skills 

in different literary genres like essays, biography, philosophy and history. Not to speak of 

just this, he also worked as an interpreter and publishing supervisor. Therefore, he earned 

a wide appreciation both as appraisal and criticism of the intellectuals of the era. The 

reason behind it was his extensive and regularly harsh criticism on Victorian Society for 

its emphasis on the coherent and machine-driven life routine as well as on the British 

Democracy. In doing all this, such an inspiring style was evolved of Thomas Carlyle that 

it itself became famous and specialised with his own name as “Carlylese”. Although he 

was brutally attacked by the critics of the time for his themes and style, yet he continued 

to be a great influence on the twentieth century literary writers. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.1: Thomas Carlyle (historian and Essayist-On this Day/ Today in History 

 

Thomas Carlyle’s ‘Sartor Resartus’ (1833-34) is a satirical prose work, giving vent to his 

severe social criticism through a matchless style and as a result it received both 

appreciation as well as criticism of the contemporary intellectuals. The title implies “the 

tailor re-tailored” having implications of “clothing” as beautiful or embellished covering 

to hide in the ugly social norms, religious hypocrisies and political corruption. It is 
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written in the form of a biography, which summarizes the life as well as the philosophical 

interpretations of a German Intellectual, Diogenes Teufelsdrockh, the devil’s manure. 

According to him, notions, concepts and establishment organizations, just like clothes, 

get stale and therefore, must be replaced with the new ones through retailoring of them. 

Now it was obvious that he put his own voice in the mouth of the protagonist and 

henceforth, this and the other works reflected his craftsmanship in employing symbolism 

effectively to achieve his purpose. Consequently, his literary style is full of various trials 

for the readers because of his usage of so many literary devices in his works like allusion 

and metaphors. 

 

 Furthermore, Thomas Carlyle’s discrete concepts and divergent notions about the socio-

economic and the political issues of his era as well as his mysterious belief about God 

were realized in his long narrative historical account, ‘The French Revolution’ 

(1837), which was taken as a serious apprehension to the rulers of the time. Another very 

famous work of him, based on his lectures delivered to the London audience, was ‘On 

Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History’ (1841), which confirmed his idea 

about the significant existence of some ideal personality, in a gallant prose form.  

 

8.5.1.2 John Ruskin (1819-1900) 

Ruskin occupies an important place in the history of English Prose because of his subject 

matter, themes and enchanting prose style. Despite the fact that grandeur in style was 

fashion of the British Prose, he deviated from contrasts, Johnson’s parallelism and usage 

of metaphors and similes. These were the literary devices used by the writers of the era, 

except him, only for the sake of magnificent style. Ruskin was rather famous for using 

the language as his docile toy to play with numerous forms of expressions like reasoning, 

picturesque portrayals, praises, confidence and passionate interests. No doubt his major 

influences were Alexander Pope and Dr. Johnson but he did not adopt their style rather 

maintained his own unique prose style. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.2: John Ruskin-Victorian Social Thinker and Art Lover-SciHi/ SciHi Blog 
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John Ruskin wrote, for the first time, for an Architecture Magazine (1836-1837), which 

was published as the ‘Poetry of Architecture’. Some of his other major works include 

‘Meterological Society’ (1839) and ‘Modern Painter’ (1843), in which the later one 

became a promoter of the modern painters like J. M. W. Turner, who according to him, 

was far better than the traditional painters as far as his understanding of the nature and 

truth was concerned. His assumption was having the following underlined principles: 

 Beauty and art are closely inter-related. 

 Beauty has a moral function: It helps us develop a high moral sense. 

 Art is related with the spiritual health of a man. 

 Industrial society lacks spiritual values, so cannot produce a great art. 

 The Medieval Society was infused with the deep morality. 

 

Some other important works of John Ruskin are: ‘1845 Tour and Modern Painters’ 

(1846), ‘The Seven Lamps of Architecture’ (1849) and ‘The Stones of Venice’ (1849). 

Here it is important to mention that John Ruskin himself was a painter and famous critic 

of arts and his most of the paintings were real life illustrations about the endangered Pre-

Renaissance buildings of Venice, the in-depth love which inspired him to study the art of 

medieval builders and values of their society. Subsequently, his own art of painting was 

polished and then he created an architectural history in his books. Thus ‘The Poetry of 

Architecture’ was written by him, when he was just doing his graduation and it was in his 

youth that he developed a realization of the keen relationship of man and GOD but that 

became possible only through his passionate feelings for landscape. There seems to be a 

connection here between him and the iconic Romantic Poet, William Wordsworth. This 

very passion of him for nature had found expression in his belief that landscape painting 

was, in fact, an alternative of the real nature, which unfortunately got vanished from the 

city life at that time. However, Ruskin had turned to the Gothic Architecture with ‘The 

Seven Lamps of Architecture’, in which the “lamps” were the moral doctrines governing 

good building design. 

 

As we mentioned earlier that John Ruskin’s style was unique of his own example yet it 

had some shortcomings also like it was oblique, moralistic, diffused and complex because 

of the usage of too many Biblical Allusions. His style could be well depicted in G. K. 

Chesterton words, “If there is an age which did not realize that Ruskin wrote great 

English, it would be an age that had ceased to write English at all”.  

 

8.5.2 Victorian Poets  
Victorian poets have their own uniqueness in their poetic literary art on account of their 

yearning for having an association with the past, religious scepticism, incredulity and good 

sense of humour. Among the most popular poets of the era are Alfred Lord Tennyson, Robert 

Browning and his wife, Elizabeth Barrett Browning as well as Mathew Arnold, from them we 

shall mention only the first two poets in the coming section of this unit. 
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8.5.2.1 Alfred Tennyson (1809-1892) 

One of the most popular Victorian poets, Lord Tennyson, was a prolific writer in both 

genres of the English Literature, of novel and poetry. However, he was awarded the title 

of “Baron” (1884) as a Poet Laureate of Britain during Queen Victoria’s rule because of 

his distinctive poetic characteristics, which conveyed a fresh air of sagacity about 

rhythmic variability, gorgeous eloquent images and delicate vocal tunes to the literary art. 

Not only did his literary works reflect the Victorian Era, but they reflected his own 

personality also. And it is where he used the biographical medium to touch human nature 

which was a little deviation from the general Victorian poetry relying just on the Nature.  

 

 
 

Figure 8.3:“Crossing the Bar” as Tennyson’s Poetic  

Signature- Jace Einfeldt/ Medium.com 

 

As far his poetic works are concerned (Note: Tennyson will be described just as a poet in 

this unit) his long elegiac poem, ‘In Memoriam A.H.H.’ (1850) was based on the theme 

of death and life, for which he used various numbers of stanzas but single metre only. It 

voiced his mourning laments on Hallam’s death, one of his Cambridge friends, to 

accompany whom on a journey he left Cambridge even without getting a degree, but his 

friend passed away in 1833.This unfortunate incident had a big impact on Tennyson. This 

poem also used imagery borrowed from Astronomy, Biology and Geology, a reflection of 

the scientific advancements in the era.  

 

But this marvellous poem ‘In Memoriam A. H. H.’ (1850) was preceded by Lord 

Tennyson’s two main and famous poetic volumes published in 1830s. The very first was 

‘Poems, Chiefly Lyrical’ (1830), containing also his famous poem, ‘Mariana’, and the 

second one was ‘Poems’(1833), which was met with mixed response of appreciation and 

criticism. Owing to this Tennyson restrained himself from writing for almost ten years. 

Afterwards he resumed again his writing skills and it was then in 1842, when many of his 

most popular poetic compositions were published as for example, ‘The Lady of Shalott’ 

(Two Versions in 1833 and 1842), ‘Morted’ Arthur’ (1842) and ‘Ulysses’ (1842), the 
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latter two as well as ‘Poems’ are his notable dramatic monologues- a poetic technique 

used to reveal the inner-most feelings and intentions of the central character through 

solitary and self-contained loud thinking. The same technique was employed by Robert 

Browning also exclusively. As far as ‘Ulysses’ is concerned, its theme was borrowed 

from Dante and Tennyson utilized it to expose two types of life-styles via two main 

characters of Ulysses and his son Telemachus. This poem represented Romantic 

adventures and explorations, and Victorian sense of duties and commitments. 

 

Furthermore, Tennyson’s style was typically Victorian one, an amalgam of stability, 

symmetry and consistency. His main stylistic characteristics include onomatopoeia, 

anonymous picturesque portrayals, elongated composite and intricate phrases for the 

purpose of keeping the reader’s attention intact with the pace slowed down, and rich 

imagery in order to incorporate poise, abundance and diversity. His themes mostly 

revolved around compromise between conflicting issues of science and religious beliefs, 

the benefits of persistence and positivity as well as the majesty of England.  

 

8.5.2.2 Robert Browning (1812-1889) 

Robert Browning, born in London in 1812, relished the summit of fame simply because 

of his ability to express his thoughts. His popularity was even recognised quite obviously 

on account of his tomb being adjoined to that of Lord Alfred Tennyson.  

 

 
 

Figure 8.4: Biography of Robert Browning/ The British Library 

 

Browning was well- read and well- equipped with all the literary sources, especially of 

Greek origin, from his very childhood. The real fountain to this upbringing of him was a 

treasure of 6,000 books in his father’s personal library, which ignited his passion for 

becoming a poet and took it up as an occupation. Browning’s initial vocation was, in fact, 

a quest for a fitting poetic practice and thus his very first publication was ‘Pauline: A 

Fragment of a Confession’ (1833) but which could not be proved a poetic success. 
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Browning’s subsequent attempt ‘Paracelsus’ (1835)was more precarious because of its 

hostile reception but this was the turning point for Browning’s move towards Dramatic 

Monologue in order to attain better detachment. It was this poetic development in his 

poetic art, which led him towards the precision and expertise in poetic compositions 

within the years to come. However, during this time period he also attempted his writing 

skills in theatrical drama, but all was in vain. So, he kept his attention focused on 

composing both of the short poems and extended dramatic monologues of massive 

variation in subject matter and themes about art, music, courageous tales and reflection of 

old as well as of the modern life-styles of the age. In poetry, his major influences were 

the great romantic poets, Lord Byron and Shelley. It was in 1845, when he met Elizabeth 

Barrett, a popular Victorian poet, and then married her secretly in 1846. Their love was 

an inspiring source of creating masterpieces of English Poetry. However, despite his 

popularity he remained an ambiguous poet until the death of his wife in 1861, after which 

his fame started to shoot up on the literary scene.  

 

His much applauded poetic publications, still celebrated ones, are ‘My Last Duchess’ 

(1842), ‘The Pied Piper of Hamelin’ (1842), ‘Dramatic Romances and Lyrics’ (An 

Anthology of poems, first published in 1845) and ‘Men and Women’ (1855). The last of 

these was a two volume Anthology containing fifty one poems e.g. ‘Porphyria’s lover’, 

‘Childe Roland to the Dark Tower’, ‘Andrea Del Sarto’, ‘A Grammarian’s Funeral’ and 

‘Fra Lippo Lippi’. 

 

Robert Browning’s poetry is, in fact, categorized into three brands of art, love and 

religious belief, relying on themes of relationship among society, art, love, religion and 

politics. His writing style is matchless, a type of his own, in his utilization of indicative 

images, emblematic forms, dramatic monologues and a combination of gloomy wit and 

mockery.  As far as his poetic technique of Dramatic Monologue is concerned, it is a 

journey into the inner-self of the protagonists of his poems. So Browning’s major concern 

was the inner world of a person, which he reflected through their own spectacles via self-

talking. This was a special technique at his hand to disclose not only conspicuous human 

requirements, longings and ambitions but also treasured measures of moral and political 

coaching. It subsequently contributed in making Browning’s poetry an irresistible vigour 

to be alluded towards.  

 

8.5.3 The Victorian Novelists  
Before moving forward, Dear Students, it is necessary to mention here the date of the 

period and it is that the Victorian Era prolonged for almost sixty-four years from 1837 to 

1901, during the Queen Victoria’s monarchy. This time period was known for its 

opulence, peace, and polished awareness as well as for the national pride of the British 

Empire. And during this flourishing era, novel was the genre of the English Literature 

that enjoyed its development by leaps and bounds. Victorian Novelists were exploring 

new horizons by introducing the novel in fascinating unique directions. The main 

characteristic features of the Victorian novels were the presence of a sagacious narrator, 

usually drawing a strict line between vice and virtuous, the urban settings, emblem of 

industrial progress and loss of identity. Moreover, novels were also characterised by 
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values, extensive and intricate plots, vengeance or retribution at the end and deep 

character delineation. Depending on varied themes of the Victorian novelists, the novel of 

the era can be divided into three categories: Early- (1837- 1847), Mid- (1848- 1870) and 

Late- (1871-1901) Victorian Novels. Early Victorian Novel (also known as social 

problems novel) was based on the themes of humanitarian and societal issues, realism, 

hopefulness and progressive religious belief. The chief novelist of this time period was 

Charles Dickens (1812-1870). The Mid Victorian Novel (or novel of resolution) was a 

balance between Romantic and Gothic Fiction revolving around the psychological 

analysis of the characters. The leading novelists, during this period, were the Bronte 

Sisters, Charlotte Bronte (1816–1855) and Emily Bronte (1818–1848), and Robert Louis 

Stevenson (1850-1894). Last but not the least, the Late Victorian Novel (or the 

Naturalistic Novel) reflected a systematic stance about mortal existence, objective 

observations and discontentment with the prevalent standards of the Victorian Era. The 

main champion novelists of this time were Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) and Oscar Wilde 

(1854-1900). Now Dear Students, we are going to describe all these great literary figures 

of the time, one by one as following: 

 Charles Dickens (1812-1870), the Early Victorian Novelist 

 Charlotte Bronte (1816–1855), the Mid-Victorian Novelist 

 Emily Bronte (1818–1848), the Mid-Victorian Novelist 

 Thomas Hardy (1840-1928), the Late Victorian Novelist 

 Oscar Wilde (1854-1900), the Late Victorian Novelist and Dramatist 

 

8.5.3.1 Charles Dickens (1812-1870) 

As soon as Queen Victoria was crowned, Charles Dickens’ first series of novel ‘Oliver 

Twist’ (1837-1839) was published, which revolved around the contrasting themes of 

prosperity and poverty, put forward through the protagonist as an orphan. With the rise of 

the Industrial Revolution, the gap between traditional nobility and the middle-class got 

steadily narrowed down. With the approval of the Reform Laws, the middle-class was 

privileged for the balloting rights as well as for the political decisions to manage their 

public affairs. Opposite to the upper classes’ attitude about working conditions, the 

middle-class upheld work as an asset. But they had to live in the workhouses, mostly in 

worse conditions, for their residence as well as for earning their livelihood. As result 

families were divided. There was a low-quality food provided to them food and working 

conditions were made antagonistic for reassurance of the poor’s work. Nevertheless, they 

ultimately converted into a network that was difficult to destroy and people preferred 

living in the lanes rather than in workhouses. Being aware of this fact and because of his 

own self experience Dickens mirrored the same conditions in his novel ‘Oliver Twist’ 

(1838), the main theme of which orbited around the open paradoxes between monetary 

affluence and dearth, and between morality and insincerity. Thus, Charles Dickens’ 

novels are a social interpretation of the era. 

 



172 

 

 
 

Figure 8.5: NPG Ax7293; Charles Dickens-Portrait-National  

Portrait Gallery/National Portrait Gallery 

 

But earlier to ‘Oliver Twist’ (1838), his ‘Pickwick Papers’ (1836) was issued in a series, 

which gave him prompt appreciation and reputation. He was the one who commenced the 

regime of the famous Victorian novel series, which administrated the era till the close of 

the nineteenth century. Because of this the novelists had an opportunity to alter their 

works according to the response of the readers, who used to remain passionately waiting 

for the next series to come just like in our age about dramas. Dickens kept intact 

perpetual fame, status and recognition as the most popular novelist of the era on account 

of his intellect, sarcasm, communal interpretation, and deep characters. 

 

‘The Old Curiosity Shop’ (1840), ‘David Copperfield’ (1849), ‘Bleak House’ (1852), 

‘Hard Times’ (1854), ‘Little Dorrit’ (1855), ‘A Tale of Two Cities’ (1859), ‘Great 

Expectations’ (1860), ‘Our Mutual Friend’ (1864) and ‘The Mystery of Edwin Drood’ 

(1870) are some of his widely appreciated novels all over the world and ages but in 

addition to that, some small tales, articles and novellas (short novels) like ‘The Haunted 

Man’ (1848) are also on his credit.  

 

8.5.3.2 Charlotte Bronte (1816–1855) 

Charlotte Bronte was a popular female Mid-Victorian novelist as well as a poet. Her most 

renowned novel, ‘Jane Eyre’ (1847) was published with her penname Currer Bell in order 

to keep her female identity under the covering sheet. ‘Jane Eyre’ is, in fact, an 

autobiographical novel, revolving around the theme of love from a female’s perception 

embodied in the female protagonist, a pure trainer, Jane Eyre. In this novel Charlotte’s 

style is ground-breaking and a mixture of Gothic melo-drama and romanticism. Then 

there was a tragic incident of deaths, in her family, of Branwell and Emily in 1848 

followed by sad demise of Anne in 1849 because of TB (Tuberculosis). The same year 

her second novel ‘Shirley’ (1849) was published but was not successful in gaining as 
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much popularity as her first novel ‘Jane Eyre’ earned.  Though emotionally flat, the novel 

dealt with the important themes of the era about social unrest because of Industrial 

revolution, the developments in different fields and role of the ladies in the society. Her 

third and the last novel was ‘Villette’ (1853), which was developed on theme of isolation 

and unfulfilled love. In this novel again the female protagonist’s vocation was instruction 

like her other female central characters. Charlotte Bronte died in 1855, when she was 

only thirty eight years old. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.6: Charlotte Bronte-Jane Eyre, Books & Quotes-Biography/ Biography 

 

Indisputably, Charlotte Bronte was liberal in her principles and points of view. She raised 

awareness, through her novels, of the real worth of women especially, when they were 

considered not little more than just beautifications and descendant’s donors. Thus, 

Charlotte’s novels became a voice of the distressed women of the era and this very fact 

contributed in making her the first advanced lady of the era. Nevertheless, Charlotte 

Bronte could not be declared as a feminist. Being distinct from George Sand (1804- 

1876), the nineteenth century feminist, submissive Charlotte pulled herself out from a 

repulsive society to give vent to her feelings through her fantastic literary art. Nothing 

else is left to add further about her so dear students just put yourselves in the shoes of 

Charlotte, Emily and Anne Bronte, living in such a fortunate decor, with nothing else to 

do but walk, think and write, and let your imagination run free. 

 

8.5.3.3 Emily Bronte (1818–1848) 

Emily Jane Bronte with the pen-name Ellis Bell, younger to Charlotte Bronte, was also a 

famous Mid-Victorian novelist and a poet. Although her father, an Irish Anglican 

ecclesiastic, was not friendly with Bronte Sisters yet he encouraged them for writing. 

Subsequently her literary status was placed at the zenith of popularity because of her 

classic novel ‘Wuthering Heights’ (1847), a story of love and avenge as well as of swift 

alterations in social status.  
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Figure 87: Emily Bronte’s Hope/Frank Hudson 

 

Moreover, like her sister Charlotte, Emily also took up the profession of teaching in 1838 

at the age of twenty. Both sisters learnt German and French during their stay at Belgium 

in 1842. Emily's nine successful French Essays were published during this time period. 

Constant in Heger, the owner of the academy, where both the sisters learnt the languages, 

was overwhelmed by Emily's strong character, about which he remarked: 

 

She should have been a man – a great navigator. Her powerful reason would have 

deduced new spheres of discovery from the knowledge of the old; and her strong 

imperious will would never have been daunted by opposition or difficulty, never have 

given way but with life. She had a head for logic and a capability of argument unusual in 

a man and rarer indeed in a woman... impairing this gift was her stubborn tenacity of will 

which rendered her obtuse to all reasoning where her own wishes or own sense of right 

was concerned. 

 

As a novelist Emily communicated well her feelings about passionate conditions of life, 

incarceration, disloyalty, massacre, retribution and combats. Emily suffered from TB but 

she never accepted any medical assistance and died of TB in 1848. It was hard luck for 

Bronte Sisters for not being granted longer lives to accomplish whatever they desired in 

writing their masterpieces. Despite all odds their repute was established as expert female 

novelists in the age of men. 

 

As far as Emily’s style is concerned, it can only be observed through her famous novel 

‘Wuthering Heights’ (1847), in which she paired up themes, characters and places. For 

example, Catherine and Heathcliff are alike in numerous conducts but there were 

contradictions within the characters themselves like Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross 

Grange are symbols of inconsistent domains and ideals in the beginning but till the end 

there are so many inter-marriages that there seems to be no contradiction present there. 

Hence the novel is like a circle in which the starting and ending plugs meet at the same 

point with the round characters. They are mostly symbols of culture versus nature like 

Thrushcross Grange, Heathcliff and Catherine, the former one represents culture and the 

latter two symbolize nature respectively whereas in setting soggy moors symbolize 
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danger in the world of love. Another striking feature of her art is usage of ghosts, which 

remind us of Shakespearean apparitions, who used to appear in order to reveal something 

secret, indeed a remarkable flashback technique of Emily to manifest past into the present 

and signify the existence of memories.  

 

8.5.3.4 Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) 

Thomas Hardy, the well-reputed Late-Victorian novelist, used to compose poetic verses 

also but his poetic publication did not appear on the literary scene before 1898. As a 

matter of fact, Hardy’s life, with reference to his literary works, can be distributed into 

three stages. The first one (1840-1870) was with first marriage, early poems as well as 

one unpublished novel. The second one (1871-1897) was marked with fourteen published 

novels along with numerous short stories and the third one (1898-1928) with well-earned 

and much celebrated reputation but then he gave up writing novels and resumed again 

writing poems. In the same vein Thomas Hardy’s novels and short stories are categorised 

into three groups. The first one was having novels of characters and atmosphere, the 

second one consisted of romance and fancies and the third one comprised novel of 

originality and creativity. His novels were the verbal paintings of the pastoral 

environment with its poverty, simplicity, obliviousness and super- natural elements. He 

was mostly considered a pessimist till the twenty first century but then the post-modern 

critics preferred to give him the title of a “Meliorist”, a person who struggles for making 

the world a better place to live in through relentless enthusiastic exertions against the 

hardships and misfortunes of life.  

 

 
 

Figure 8.8: Hardy’s Wessex /The Dorset Guide 

 

The setting of most of Thomas Hardy’s novels, short stories and poems was his fascinated 

dreamland, “Wessex”, a fictional pseudo name for the South and the Southwest areas of 

England. He experimented with such fictional terms for symbolizing the real areas like his 

home-town Dorchester, which was termed as Casterbridge in his novels especially in ‘The 

Mayor of Casterbridge’ (1886). He himself told that Wessex was just a “realistic dream 

country”, in a preface to the novel ‘Far from the Madding Crowd’ (1895). 
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The masterpieces of Thomas Hardy in novels include the first group ‘The Poor Man and The 

Lady’ (1867-1868), dwelling on class distinctions, and ‘Desperate Remedies’ (1871).The 

second group consisted of ‘The Return of the Native’ (1878) and the last group was epitome 

of his career as a novelist with ‘Tess of the D’Urbervilles’ (1891) and ‘Jude the Obscure’ 

(1895).The last two novels met the harsh criticism because of Hardy’s pessimism and 

engrossed with the gender matters. This led him to abandon writing novels for his 

overwhelming interest in poetic compositions. Accordingly, eight poetic publications 

embracing almost more than one thousand poems are on his credit as for example ‘Wessex 

Poems’ (1898) and ‘Satires of Circumstance’ (1912).Forerunner of the Modern Era in poetry, 

Thomas Hardy’s contribution is great and had an everlasting impact on the modern as well as 

on the postmodern poets owing to its capability of surviving the frequent fluctuations of 

literary traditions. His style does flow at ease in assimilating the past and the present, which is 

reflected in his famous doctrine of a poet being Victorian and Modern simultaneously with 

the long-lasting poetic power and creativity.  

 

8.5.3.5 Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) 

We start a description now about Oscar Wilde, another most famous Late-Victorian 

novelist and dramatist, with his famous proclamation, “Everything I write is 

extraordinary. I do not pose as being ordinary, great heavens!” Oscar, by profession, was 

a novelist, lecturer, playwright, short story writer and a journalist. He was also renowned 

for his own unique, rich and witty writing style abounding with literary devices of 

allusive images, irony, symbolic elements, metaphors and personification. His writings 

mocked Victorian conceptions about ethical issues and hypocrisy but for him art was the 

“supreme reality”. Thus, in this way he demonstrated himself as an originator of the 

“aesthetic movement”. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.9: Oscar Wilde-Quotes, Books & Poems-Biography/ Biography 
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Oscar Wilde’s first and the last only one novel was ‘Dorian Gray’ (1895) but 

unfortunately it was criticized badly on account of his own instinctive dishonesty, 

according to the critics of the era. This novel was developed around the themes of sin and 

revitalization, love and wedding, friendship, youth, beauty and art. It is important to 

mention here that Oscar achieved his high literary status because of his plays (total nine, 

from 1879 to 1894) and not just because of his novel (only one). So, to be honest, Oscar 

Wilde was more a Victorian dramatist than a novelist and his most widespread play of 

comedy of manners was ‘The Importance of Being Earnest’ (1895). Some other popular 

dramas written by him are ‘Lady Windermere’s Fan’ (1892), ‘A Woman of No 

Importance’ (performed in 1893) and ‘An Ideal Husband’ (1895). His short story ‘The 

Happy Prince’ (1888) is the hot favorite story of children and adults alike.  

 

8.5.4  A Victorian Dramatist, G. B. Shaw (1856-1950) 
The Victorian Theatre was also flourishing as a popular literary genre, though its progress 

could not beat that of the Victorian Novel. And George Bernard Shaw, the greatest 

Victorian playwright, with his political, social and economic background, appeared on 

the Victorian literary scene as a bright ray of hope for further improvement through his 

widely sung plays. As a reward thus he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 

1925. Shaw’s major motivational factor was the First World War in 1914, which he 

deliberately announced as the failure of the industrial system and a disastrous event for 

the youth of the era. He presented the same point of view in his play ‘Pygmalion’, which 

posed many questions on social roles of both of the genders, human advancement, ethical 

and identity issues, idealism and class distinctions. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.10: George Bernard Shaw-Plays, Works & Education-Biography/Biography 
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Shaw took up criticism of art and theater as a source of earning his livelihood. As a critic 

of the contemporary drama, Bernard Shaw perceived shallowness and dogmatic elements 

of the most popular drama of the era like ‘The Doll’s House’ by his contemporary Henrik 

Ibsen and this was the very reason to instigate him for writing his own plays. In the same 

regard, his drama publication was an anthology, ‘Pleasant and Unpleasant’(1898) 

including his famous plays like ‘Arms and Man’, ‘Candida’, ‘You Can Never Tell’, 

‘Widower's Houses’ and ‘Mrs. Warren's Profession’. This anthology was proceeded 

by ‘Caesar and Cleopatra’ (1901), which was pursued by ‘Man and Superman’ (1923), 

with its third act entitled as ‘Don Juan in Hell’ that epitomized a freshly matured stage in 

Bernard Shaw’s vocation as a dramatist. Here are presented some of his other outstanding 

plays: ‘Major Barbara’ (1905), ‘The Doctor's Dilemma’ (1906),  ‘Heartbreak House’ 

(1917), an anthology of five plays, ‘Back to Methuselah’ (1922), ‘Saint Joan’(1923) and 

‘The Apple Cart’ (1929). As far as Bernard Shaw’s writing style was concerned it was 

quite witty, paradoxical, ironical and satirical through which he got successful in 

achieving his purpose of writing the plays. 

 

8.6 Conclusion  
 

Dear Students, here we have come to conclude our description of a very important era of 

the English Literature History, i.e. the Victorian Era (nineteenth century English 

Literature), which was incorporating the Romanticism, Realism and the Modern elements 

of the literary styles, theme and handling of the subject matters in all of the literary forms 

of the Victorian Era. Dear Students, here we want to make it clear to you that we have 

just presented an introduction of the Victorian prose writers, poets, novelists and 

dramatists in order to equip you with all the important and basic literary facts of the 

Victorian Era in the History of English Literature. Were we to describe them in detail, 

every writer’s description would need a separate chapter to be allocated to that particular 

literary figure, as all of them were iconic giants of their fields. However, you are never 

restricted to only what has been presented here. So please do conduct research on every 

one of them and their literary works as it would polish your reading, writing, social, 

interactive and analytical skills necessary for the progress in life.  To be brief, in this unit 

we have covered all of the important social, historical and literary incidents of the 

Victorian Era as well as the champion writers of the era. Proceeding it, we shall now 

move towards Modern Era in the next Unit 9. 
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Summary Points 
 

Dear Students! Below is provided a brief description of the Victorian Era:  

 The “Victorian” refers to all of the English Literature created and published under 

the Queen Victoria’s rule in all of the literary genres or forms: Prose, poetry, novel 

and drama. 

 The Victorian Era was distinguished because of its disparities or conflicts in social, 

moral, political and ethical issues, which can be described in pairs like prosperity 

and poverty, economic growth and underprivileged working classes, and ethical 

teachings and hypocrisy. All of these conflicts then found their expressions in all of 

the Victorian writers’ works like in Charles Dickens’ ‘David Copperfield’. 

 It is very significant element of the Victorian Era that it was preceded by the 

romantic Era and proceeded by the Modern and Postmodern Eras, which resulted 

into mingling up of the literary writing styles of its adjacent eras. Moreover, all 

types of scientific, social and materialistic developments widened the horizons for 

the human existence, which found an apt place in all the literary works of the 

Victorian Era.  

 Victorian prose was the literary genre which directly and specifically highlighted 

the social issues as well as offered their resolutions also. Thus, Thomas Carlyle and 

John Ruskin treated various subject matters like that of art, economics, education, 

politics and religion. 

 The same was true about Victorian poetry which was developed to a great extent by 

the most popular poets of the age like Lord Tennyson and Robert Browning, both 

of whom used poetic technique of dramatic monologue to give vent to the pent up 

feelings of the central characters of their poems. 

 Lord Tennyson’s poetry specially presented the Victorian social conflicts. Whereas 

Browning’s themes were matrimonial love, art and religious beliefs. 

 Dramatic Monologue is a poetic technique of expressing the inner-most thoughts 

and feelings of the central character, of the poem, at some critical stage of his/her 

life through self-loud thinking without any external interruption. Therefore, it is a 

technique to let the readers flow to and from in the protagonist’s past, present and 

future life circles. 

 As far as the Victorian novelists are concerned, they are categorized into three main 

groups on account of their themes of the novels which are as following:  

 Charles Dickens: The Early-Victorian Novelist (Social problems and issues) 

 Bronte Sisters: The Mid-Victorian Novelists (Resolutions and 

determinations) and 

 Thomas Hardy and Oscar Wilde: The Late -Victorian Novelists (Naturalistic 

Novels). 

 Charlotte and Emily Bronte hid their female identities under their male pen-names, 

presented the female central characters. Their novels used to revolve around themes 

of love, loss of love, marriage and hypocrisy with their perfect art of 

characterization and settings. So, they governed the realm of popularity in the male 

dominated society. Charlotte’s ‘Jane Eyre’ and Emily’s ‘Wuthering Heights’ had 

been the most popular novels till the date. 
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 Another very famous novelist of the era was Thomas Hardy, who was criticized for 

his pessimismuntil the twenty first century but then the postmodern critics negated 

this view about him on basis of his efforts for a better world to live in. His very 

popular novels are ‘Tess of the D’Urbervilles’ and ‘Jude the Obscure’.  

 Although Oscar Wilde was known as a Late Victorian novelist, yet he had only one 

novel ‘Dorian Gray’ at his credit in this regard but nine best plays along with his 

masterpiece of short story ‘The Happy Prince’. So, he was more a Victorian 

dramatist than a Victorian novelist. 

  Victorian Drama also was developed but in comparison to novel and poetry its 

ranking was less than the former genres of the English Literature in the Victorian 

Era. Nonetheless, G. B. Shaw was the most outstanding and the most popular 

literary figure, who was awarded, for his brilliant plays, the Nobel Prize of 

Literature in 1925.Subsequently he had a great inspiring impact on his 

contemporary and modern as well as on postmodern playwrights.  

 In short, the Victorian Era was the illuminating one from every aspect and 

perspective of life.  

 

Assessment  
 

i. The Victorian Era was struggling with clashes of ethics, technical and industrial 

developments, convictions and skepticism, and rights of women, children and 

working classes; discuss. 

ii. Many Victorian Writers voiced the disparities, mentioned in Question 1,in their 

works. Select anyone of your favorite Victorian writers and his or her work to 

present your critical analysis about it with textual examples. 

iii. How would you differentiate between the Romantic and Victorian Literature, with 

special reference to the social setup of the English society during the Queen 

Victoria’s empire in the nineteenth century and its impact on the writings of the 

Victorian writers?  

iv. Evaluate Thomas Carlyle’s style of prose writing and elaborate his craftsmanship, 

in the same context, for making him an inspiration for the twentieth century writers 

also.  

v. To some extent John Ruskin’s creed about beauty and art resembles that of the 

Romantic poet, John Keats. Do you agree? Give your arguments about it 

vi. Elaborate Lord Tennyson’s contribution in progression of the Victorian poetry 

through his specific poetic style and how does it become responsible for making his 

poetic publications a reflection of the Victorian social conflicts?  

vii. Discuss the use of Dramatic Monologue Technique in Victorian poets’ 

compositions. 

viii. Compare and contrast the usage of Dramatic Monologue by Robert Browning and 

by Lord Tennyson. 

ix. Evaluate Charles Dickens’ novel ‘Oliver Twist’ (1838) as an echoed voice of the 

depressed working classes of the Victorian Era.  
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x. Analyze Emily Bronte’s ‘Wuthering Heights’ and depict how themes of loss, death 

and desolation are handled by her in the said novel. Provide at least three textual 

examples to support your arguments.  

xi. Thomas Hardy is more a “Meliorist” than a “Pessimist”, according to the 

postmodern novel critics; discuss. 

xii. Read the play ‘The Importance of Being Earnest’ by Oscar Wilde and present your 

analysis as how does it establish a link with the class system of the Victorian 

Society? Support your arguments about its authenticity in context of the Victorian 

social context.    

xiii. What were the main literary contributions of George Bernard Shaw, for which he 

was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1925?  Explain it with special 

references to his popular plays. 

xiv. Analyze G. B. Shaw’s art of play writing with special emphasis on his themes, 

characters, dialogues and settings with textual illustrations of his selected plays of 

your own choice.  
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Overview 
 

Dear Students! This unit is written to introduce you and explain another main era of 

History of English Literature and that is the Post Victorian/Modern Era (1901- Onwards). 

Queen Victoria’s death was the main incident in the very first year of the twentieth 

century that drew up a definite expedient commencement of a new literary age. This age 

is known as mostly the age of Modern and Postmodern Literature. As a matter of fact, 

however, this age comprises of three main eras of history of twentieth century English 

literature namely: 

 

i. Edwardian Period (Edward VII, 1901-1910) also known as Pre-World War I period, 

ii. Modern Period (between the two world wars 1914- 1945) also known as Post 

World War I and World War II Period, and 

iii. Post-Modern Period (1950-1999) also known as Post World War II period. 

 

Thus this unit is a detailed description of the literary development taking place during this 

period of time, in genres of poetry, drama and novel. Main developments, especially to be 

noted down, were the techniques of Stream of Consciousness and Internal Monologue. 

There were many social, political, historical and moral as well as war influences on the 

literary developments of the twentieth century English Literature, which will be dealt 

with in detail within this unit. So Dear Students, in order to get yourselves familiarize 

with the major leads, developments and influences of the twentieth century literature, you 

must study this unit thoroughly. 

 

Objectives 
 

By the end of this unit you will be able to: 

i. identify the different eras of history of English Literature; 

ii. narrate three phases in the twentieth century English Literature with special focus 

on development in three genres of drama, novel and poetry; 

iii. describe the historical, social, philosophical and literaryfeatures that contributed in 

making of the twentieth century Modern Literature (English Literature); 

iv. recognize and explain the main themes of the Modern Literature; 

v. discuss three phases of Modernist poetry; 

vi. elaborate different characteristics of the Modernist poetry (twentieth century poetry).  

vii. depict the main characteristics of the Modern drama; 

viii. explain the major impacts on twentieth century drama and mention how it 

developed various trends in drama of the era; 

ix. categorize the twentieth century novelists into the Edwardian, the Modern and the 

Post–modern novelists, while discussing their art of novel writing; 

x. depict the employment of technique of the Stream of Consciousness in novels of 

the twentieth century and its utilization especially by D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce 

and Virginia Woolf; and  

xi. explain the main characteristics of the twentieth century novels. 
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9.1 An Overview of History of English Literature 
 

Dear Students, as you have gone through different periods of history of English 

Literature, but without mentioning the modern era of English Literature, it would be 

incomplete, so we are going to present here its scenario in this unit.  Firstly, we are going 

to mention briefly the periods of English Literature earlier to this period and then modern 

era will be described. They are:  

 

The Anglo-Saxon Period (The Starting Period) is marked with the epics of English 

Literature. 

 

The Medieval Period (From the earliest to fifteenth century) is a remarkable 

contribution towards allegory and ballad writings. The prominent writer of the era was 

father of English, Geoffrey Chaucer renowned for his work ‘Canterbury Tales’. 

 

The Renaissance Period (Fifteenth and sixteenth century) is characterized by revival of 

learning. Edmund Spencer and Francis Bacon (Father of English prose) are prominent 

literary figures. Drama was boosted up by the famous playwrights like Shakespeare, 

Christopher Marlowe and Ben Jonson. Sonnet also gained its life through Shakespeare. 

 

The Restoration Period (Seventeenth century): The eminent literary figures were John 

Bunyan, John Dryden (Heroic Couplet) and John Milton. ‘Paradise Lost’ is the epic of 

epics by John Milton. Another remarkable feature of this period was Metaphysical 

School of poetry, popularized especially via John Donne. 

 

The Neo-Classic Period (Eighteenth century) was projected by Sheridan’s Drama, 

Alexander Pope, Defoe, Swift, Richardson, Fielding, Smollett and Sterne. The period was 

also called Pre-Romanticism. 

 

The Romantic Period (Nineteenth century) was marked by two important revolutions: 

The French Revolution and The Industrial Revolution. A shift towards common man and 

the Age of Poetry got its fame through romantic poets like Wordsworth, Coleridge, 

Byron, Shelley and Keats. The prose was popularized through Hazlitt, Leigh Hunt and 

Jane Austen with her novels, ‘Pride and Prejudice’ and ‘Sense and Sensibility’. The mid 

and the late Romantic Period was also known as Victorian Period. The Main features of 

this era were Naturalism, Aestheticism and Dramatic Monologue. The famous literary 

figures, during this time period, were Tennyson and Browning, in poetry, and Charles 

Dickens, Thackeray, Charlotte Bronte, Emily Bronte, George Eliot and Thomas Hardy in 

novel. The popular novels of the era are going to be enlisted here as: 

 

 ‘David Copperfield’, ‘Oliver Twist’ and ‘The Tale of Two Cities’ by Charles 

Dickens; 

 ‘Vanity Fair’ by Thackeray; 

 ‘Jane Eyre’ by Charlotte Bronte; 

 ‘Wuthering Heights’ by Emily Bronte; 
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 ‘Mill on the Floss’ by George Eliot; 

  ‘The Return of the Native’, ‘Mayor of Caster bridge’ and ‘Tess of d’Urbervilles’ 

by Thomas Hardy and  

 ‘The Picture of Dorian Gray’ by Oscar Wilde.  

 

The Modern and Post- Modern Period (Twentieth century) is marked by the rise of all 

kinds of philosophical ideas like Karl Marx’s scientific socialism and Darwin’s Theory of 

Evolution. There is continuation of the Victorian tradition in realistic novels, the 

prominent figures of which are John Galsworthy and Arnold Bennett. The modern fiction 

having Freudian Theory of Psychoanalysis is represented by D. H. Lawrence, who was 

famous for ‘Sons and Lovers’, ‘Women in Love’ and ‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover’. Stream 

of Consciousness, main feature in novel, was known via James Joyce and Virginia Wolf. 

Drama is distinguished with the Irish Movement, the main supporter of which was 

George Bernard Shaw. The Theater of Absurd was progressed by John Osborne with 

‘The Angry Youngman’ and Samuel Beckett with ‘Waiting for Godot’. Modern poetry 

was popularized by T.S. Eliot and Yeats. Before moving towards the details of all what is 

mentioned here, it is much better to have a bird eye view of the characteristics of the 

Modern Literature. 

 

9.1.1 Twentieth Century English Literature 
The twentieth century English Literature, as a matter of fact, is divided into following 

three periods: 

i. Edwardian Period (Edward VII, 1901-1910) an extension of Victorian period, in 

which the British Empire ruled the world. The Edwardian novelists like Joseph 

Conrad and E. M Forster depicted the colonies from the perspective of the 

colonizers in ‘The Heart of Darkness’ and ‘A Passage to India’ respectively. 

Forster and H. G. Wells also talked about the middle-class British people. Bernard 

Shaw continued to write iconoclast plays like ‘Man and Superman’ (1905). 

ii. Modern Period (between the two world wars 1914-1945), in which the British 

Empire began to get weaker and the colonies struggled for independence. Literary 

writers experimented with language and content. In poetry, T. S. Eliot was the most 

significant poet with ‘The Wasteland’ and ‘The Love Song of Alfred Prufrock’. 

James Joyce and D. H. Lawrence also contributed to the development of poetry. 

Wilfred Owen, Rupert Brooke and Siegfried Sassoon also emerged as war poets 

depicting the horrors of World War I. Thomas Hardy’ poems like his novels dealt 

with the themes of love and disappointments in life. The Irishman W. B. Yeats 

depicted the plight of his countrymen as well as pondered on mystical issues. As 

far as drama was concerned the Irishmen J. M Synge and Sean O’ Casey wrote 

realistic plays. And in novel D. H Lawrence employed Freud’s ideas in his novels 

while James Joyce and Virginia Woolf developed the technique of stream of 

consciousness.  

iii. Post-Modern Period (1950-1999) was marked with development in drama and 

novel mostly. In drama, Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter experimented with 

absurd theatre. T.S Eliot, though recognized mainly as a poet, yethe also wrote 

plays. William Golding’s ‘Lord of the Flies’ epitomized the novel of the era. 
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9.2 Characteristics of the Twentieth Century English Literature 
 
The characteristics of the twentieth century English Literature were mainly determined 

by the political, historical, social, philosophical and literary features of the era.  

 

9.2.1 Historical Background 
As far as political element was concerned pre- and post-world wars I and II scenario was 

having a great impact on the literature. There was a profound disillusionment created 

because of incongruities between nineteenth century ideals and bitter realities of the 

world wars. Romanticism of the previous century gave place to the harsh expression of 

virulent actualities of the life. This entire situation raised the issue of identity as well on 

account of victorious nations and their eventual occupation of the weak territories and 

nations, which played the role of a big political upheaval that caused the feeling of 

humanity destruction rather than its growth. Another grim aspect of this era was that 

scientific developments and industrial revolution led towards the utopian ideal which 

resulted into world wars. Edith Wharton’s ‘The House of Mirth’ and ‘The Age of 

Innocence’, and Earnest Hemingway’s ‘In our Time’ are an evident reflection of 

“Terrifying Innocence” of the brutalized and broken people of the era. 

 

9.2.2 Social Background 
The ultimate influence was the prevailing sense among both intellectuals and general 

public that everything had lost its meanings as a result of demoralization of the society. 

Hence, there was more meaningless, corruption, terror, crime, philistinism and injustice, 

which were the famous topics in the novels of the era with the image of “Hell on the 

Earth”. Here are mentioned some of the novelists with their respective novels: Upton 

Sinclair’s ‘The Jungle’, William Faulkner’s ‘Sanctuary’, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s ‘The Great 

Gatsby’. Broken illusions and shattered idealism pervaded the social set up of the era. 

 

9.2.3 Philosophical and Literary Elements 
The most literary figures, as usual, were influenced by the current philosophical and 

artistic or literary schools of thoughts. What were they?Let us see and discuss them now. 

First of all it is important to mention here that all the literary figures whose works were 

created, composed and published in the twentieth century were known as Modernists and 

this era was called Modernism. The main philosophical and literary characteristics of this 

are as following: 

 A rebellious spirit, 

 Nietzsche, 

 Decadence, 

 Romantic legacy, 

 New concept of consciousness like “Stream of Consciousness”, 

 A new notion of time and 

 An attack on Utilitarianism. 
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Now we are going to describe them briefly as following: 

 

9.2.3.1 A Rebellious Spirit 

This era was known because of a rebellious spirit against the values of Victorian Age 

which were exposed as false and hypocritical ones in this period of time. There was a 

new realization to create new humanitarian values. 

 

9.2.3.2 Nietzsche 

Nietzsche discarded the idea of getting at truth. He believed there was no single truth, no 

reality and no absolute rather it was a matter of relevance based on individual’s 

perception of the matter. He believed in “undecidable”, spontaneous thought, belief and 

values, in literature and language, art and life. 

 

9.2.3.3 Decadence 

Decadence is the belief of unstructured and incoherent nature of life, which meant that 

there was no truly workable design in nature or society, and it was the very basics of 

revolutions like Industrial Revolution. It was the concept constituted in the thought of a 

form, might be of life, art or that of civilization had gone as far as it could be and there 

could be not any further way for its progress in any direction. 

 

9.2.3.4 Romantic Legacy 

Romanticism, a hall mark of the nineteenth century, had its slight traces also in the 

twentieth century literature. Romanticism targeted at the common, natural and simple life 

and people on one hand and the idealism on the other hand.Quite contrary to it the 

modernism was directed towards concrete and immediate, yet it also proceeded through 

all this, only in search of idealism. 

 

9.2.3.5 Concept of Consciousness 

The new concept of consciousness was mainly proposed by Freud and Jung who were of 

the view that the consciousness was having multiple facets, but it was focused on man’s 

memories. It was quite evident from the fact that past was always there to determine the 

man’s reaction to present events of life. In literature these ideas were manifested in 

“Stream of Consciousness” of Faulkner and in “Iceberg Principle” of Hemingway. Thus, 

a new kind of subjective reality was developed in this era. Virginia Woolf was the 

pioneer in the use of stream of consciousness in the twentieth century novel. 

 

9.2.3.6 A New Notion of Time 

The novel idea about time, in this era, was that it was a continuous flow of events in the 

consciousness of a man, mingling up with the yet to come sequence of events. This very 

notion was shaped as stream of consciousness and dramatic monologues. 

 

9.2.3.7 An Attack on Utilitarianism 

Modernism attacked utilitarianism, which only focused on happiness as a prime goal and 

seeking it at every cost. Contrary to it modernism emphasized that seeking pleasure was 

not getting it as it could not be pursued. Jeremy Bentham was the father of Utilitarianism, 
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but he was criticized by his student, John Stuart Mill. His basis for criticism on Bentham 

was that pleasure was little more than animal instincts like that of food and drink and one 

person’s pleasure could be another person’s pain. 

 

The other main characteristic of this era was reworking of traditional literary forms like 

sonnets and in language using the disjointed structure to reflect the dysfunctioning of the 

Western Society.  

 

9.2.4 Main Themes of the Modern Literature 

The recurrent themes of the twentieth century literature were the breakdown of ethical 

values, the post-war disillusionment, the dehumanization of the individual, development 

of personal moral values to combat the feelings of rootlessness, emptiness and sterility 

and a collapse in belief in God and religion. Accordingly T. S. Eliot (1923)says about 

modern literature, in his review of ‘Ulysses’ by James Joyce, that it is “… a way of 

controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape, and significance to the immense panorama of 

futility and anarchy which is contemporary history….. Instead of narrative method we 

may now use the mythical method. It is, I seriously believe, a step toward making the 

modern world possible for art” (P. 177-178). 

 

After having described main themes of the Modern literature, now we are going to depict 

only three literary genres of poetry, drama and novel, out of a variety of genres of the 

twentieth century English Literature, with their respective proponents like Ezra Pound 

(1885-1972), Eugene O’ Neill (1888-1953), Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936), Joseph 

Conrad (1857-1924), Virginia Woolf (1882-1941) and James Joyce (1882-1941). All 

these great literary personalities, except Eugene O’ Neill, will be mentioned for their 

works and styles, in 9.6 section of the unit, after the description of poetry, drama and 

novel along with their characteristics of the twentieth century literature. 

 

9.3 Modernist Poetry 
 

The twentieth century poetry, known as Modernist Poetry (Thormahlen, 2019), was 

developed through three phases in the early years of the twentieth century, influenced by 

various schools and styles of thoughts. The phases with their varied schools of thought 

and styles are detailed out in the adjacent section of the unit. 

 

9.3.1 1
st
 Phase 

The term “Modern” denotes to the poets, movements and various styles of the twentieth 

century and the twenty first century (Awan, A,G. & Khalida, Y, 2015). Thus, the first 

phase in Modern Poetry, called as School of Imagism, was influenced by the French 

symbolist poetry and characterized mainly by the poetry of war (1909-16AD). Imagism 

was flourished from 1912-1927 and led by Amy Lowell with ‘Patterns’ and Ezra Pound, 

who rejected the nineteenth century poetic forms and language. They wrote short poems 

in free verse and used simple language to create sharp, concrete and exact pictures. Hilda 

Doolittle, famous for ‘Pear Tree’, was considered as the perfect Imagist Poet. Robert 

Frost was another eminent poet of this era. One of his popular poems is ‘Stopping by 
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Woods on a Snowy Evening’. Another characteristic of this phase poetry was Dramatic 

Monologue, like a soliloquy in a play, in which one character speaks to one or more silent 

listeners at some decisive point of his life. One such dramatic monologue was 

‘Renascence’, which was written in 1912 by Edna St. Vincent Millay.  

 

9.3.2 2
nd

 Phase 
This phase witnessed the flourishing of the Modern Poetry (1917-1929), which just had 

its initial progress during the 1
st
 Phase. So, it shared the same poetic features of the 1

st
 

Phase. The most prominent poets, during this time period of 2
nd

 Phase, were T. S. Eliot, 

Edith Sitwell and Yeats, who earned their fame through their following respective poetic 

compositions as ‘The Waste Land’, ‘Gold Coast Customs’ and ‘The Dances’. 

 

9.3.3 3
rd

 Phase 
The last phase of the Modernist Poetry was marked with the poetic scenario, which was 

cultured with the Muse of the Marxist Poets like W.H. Auden with ‘Funeral Blues’ and 

‘Night Mail’, Louis MacNeice for his ‘House on a Cliff’, Cecil Day Lewis, ‘Two 

Travellers’ and Stephen Spender, whose popular poems were ‘A Childhood’ and 

‘Daybreak’. Karl Marx influenced all of them; his political, economic views and his call 

for revival had a great appeal for all of them. His revolutionary idea was the great 

influence on Auden. Auden’s poetry, in 1930, emphasized action and change which was a 

clear reflection of Marxist philosophy of independent will. Spender like Auden was also 

profoundly inclined towards Karl Marx. His composition mostly focused on the reasons 

behind the corruption, inequality and social inconsistency. Owing to this, he became a 

passionate rebellious voice for the youth of this era, showing a dream of an innovative 

and ideal world. Lewis, like both of these above-mentioned poets, was inspired also by 

the Marx’s philosophy, which constituted in an arrangement of the concepts about 

society, politics, economics and a real elucidation of the social desolation.  

 

This phase not only was known for the Marxist Poets but was also recognized for the 

non-Marxist Poets like Jury Lotman and his wife Zara Mints, the Russian Poets who were 

also founders of the Tartu School of Semiotics (1960s-1980s). Hodgson, K., & Smith, A. 

(2017) point out, in words of Maxim Koupovykh, they and the other Semioticians were: 

 

 …..criticized not so much for their Marxism as for challenging established 

disciplinary borderlines as well as [for] a web of Romantic and Realist 

assumptions in the foundation of both Russian and Soviet ‘Marxist’ 

humanities: the work of art is a unique image or even a ‘reflection’ of reality 

in its ‘typical features’, created by the unique artistic genius, who … ‘great 

personality’ is granted with the ability to sense the Zeitgeist and express it by 

means of unique mastership. (P. 24) 

 

9.3.4 Characteristics of the Modernist Poetry 
9.3.4.1 Diverse Themes 
Modern poets rebelled against the traditional themes by declining the poetic theory of 

great subjects for their compositions. Rather they took up commonplace subjects, 
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reflecting common life of the common people, like trains, telephones and guns even. In 

the other words, the whole universe was their topic of interest. A few of them with their 

respective poetic compositions are: John Davidson, ‘Song of a Train’, Kenneth Herbert 

Ashley, ‘Goods Train at Night’, Richard Aldington, ‘Machine Guns’ and Walter de La 

Mare, ‘The Listeners’. 

 

9.3.4.2 Realism 

The Modernist poetic compositions of the twentieth century embarked on realism, quite 

contrary to the romanticism of the nineteenth century. The modern poets reflected life, in 

their poems, in all its colours and shades. Among these poets, a few eminent were 

Edmund Blunden, Robert Frost and Wilfrid Wilson Gibson. 

  

9.3.4.3 Romanticism 

Besides realism, romanticism also found its place in modernist poetry. W.B. Yeats, E. 

Thomas and John Edward Masefield were an assurance of romanticism in the twentieth 

century. E. Thomas was a great influence on Robert Frost, though he was a realist unlike 

E. Thomas. E. Thomas’ poem ‘Two Roads’ was a prelude to Robert Frost’s ‘The Road 

Not Taken’. Eventually Frost expressed, “He [E. Thomas] gave me standing as a poet … 

he more than anyone else” (‘The Letters of Robert Frost, Volume 2, 1920-1928’, P. 

173).As far as John Masefield was concerned, he got popularity because of his poems 

‘Sea Fever’ and ‘Cargoes’. And his long narrative poem ‘The Everlasting Mercy’s hook 

the literary custom of the twentieth century with its colloquial expressions as they were 

quite unfamiliar in that era. Moreover, the subject of love was also not used as it was in 

the previous century. Quite contrary to that, it got expression on shallowness of love in 

this period just as it was reflected in the poem ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ by 

T. S. Eliot. However, there are also found expressions, which show the determination and 

steadfastness in love as in ‘I Will Not Let Thee Go’ by Robert Seymour Bridges.  

 

9.3.4.4 Pessimism 

The post-world wars I and II scenario of disappointment and disillusion along with the 

devalued confusion of social and moral values found its good expression in the twentieth 

century literature, especially in poetry. Modern poets felt the misery and tragedy of the 

poor circle in particular. Among these poets were the renowned ones Thomas Hardy, 

Aldous Huxley and T. S. Eliot. Their respective poems, an example of pessimism, are 

‘Neutral Tones’, ‘Panic’, and ‘The Waste Land’ as well as ‘The Hollow Men’. 

 

9.3.4.5 Nature 

Nature, in this era just like in the nineteenth century, found its appreciated place in the 

Modernist poetry. However, the handling of the above-mentioned subject was different as 

Nature was not considered a spiritual being like that in William Wordsworth’s ‘The 

Prelude’. Rather every natural object like birds, clouds, countryside and brooks got its 

depiction in their compositions. Edmund Blunden, John Masefield and Robert Bridges 

were some of the famous modern poets of this era. 
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9.3.4.6 Humanitarian Note 

The modern poets like Wilfrid Wilson Gibson, a British Georgian Poet, and John 

Masefield, who focused their attention upon common men as capable of performing their 

task as that of the men of higher ranks in the Classic and Romantic ages. They were more 

interested in working class and its sufferings and reflected it in their poems. The glaring 

examples of this humanitarian note are Gibson’s poems ‘Back’ and ‘The Old Man’ and 

John Masefield’s ‘A Ballad of John Silver’ and ‘A Wanderer’s Song’. 

 

9.3.4.7 Religious Element 

Though the Modernist poetry was written in a time period, when scientific discoveries 

and inventions were focal point of even in literary advancements, yet many poets of this 

era endeavored to keep alive the taste for religion and mysticism also. Among these poets 

were included W. B. Yeats, ‘The Second Coming’, Francis Thompson, ‘In No Strange 

Land’, and Robert Graves, ‘The Affliction of Richard’. 

 

9.3.4.8 Diction and Style 

To understand the diction and style of the Modernist poetry, it is necessary to keep in 

mind that the modern poets were ambitious to experiment with new subjects having 

diversity of themes concerned with the daily life of the common people of the 

disillusioned time period.  In order to give vent, to their feelings about the above-

mentioned elements the modern poets revolted against the traditional verse rhyming 

scheme and experimented with the free verse scheme having rhyming sense. As a matter 

of fact, they desired to not only extract the essence of the  various classic and romantic 

works of the previous centuries but also make the field of poetry more related and handy 

to the common people by making its language simple and verse free of old poetic 

customs, thus creating meaning in innovative ways. The essence of the characteristics of 

the Modernist poetry, which we mentioned thoroughly here under the term 

Characteristics of the Modernist Poetry (9.3.4.), is reflected in one poem ‘Of Modern 

Poetry’ by Wallace Stevens which goes as following: 

 

The poem of the mind in the act of finding 

What will suffice? It has not always had 

To find: the scene was set; it repeated what 

Was in the script. 

Then the theatre was changed 

To something else. Its past was a souvenir. 

 

It has to be living, to learn the speech of the place. 

It has to face the men of the time and to meet 

The women of the time. It has to think about war 

And it has to find what will suffice. It has 

To construct a new stage. ……  
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9.4 Modern Drama  
 

The twentieth century drama is referred here as Modern Drama, in fact, comprising of all 

the three periods of the twentieth century literature, aforementioned in 9.1.1 (Twentieth 

Century English Literature). The early twentieth century drama was breaking the gallops 

of frocks and frills drama to set out for a revolutionary development towards serious 

individual works of the drama writers. This revolutionary step in drama presented the real 

facet of the common people’s everyday life and thus incorporated formal experimentation 

of dramatic techniques with the social critique. Dear students, here it is necessary to 

mention that the term “Drama” includes both of literature (written form) and theatre 

(presentation form on stage), which is “the greatest of all art forms, the most immediate 

way in which a human being can share with another the sense of what it is to be a human 

being” - Oscar Wilde (‘Conversations with Thornton Wilder, 1992, P. 72).The early 

twentieth century commonly observed musical comedies and tragi-comic plays, however, 

the Irish drama turned into defiant form and it was based on political, social and satirical 

themes replicating rebellious movements of the working classes, arising movement of 

women rights, philosophical ideas about nature of survival, and radical notions on 

identity issues or independence of Irish Nation.  

 

9.4.1 Major Influences on the 20
th

 Century Drama 
The main influences for the twentieth century drama were industrialization and World 

Wars I and II. Both of these two important historical elements were reflected in form of 

the human estrangement not only because of mechanical life but also because of the post-

world war scenario, which was a source of emergence of two kinds of theatre. One was 

the famous conventional theatre ruled by George Bernard Shaw and Noel Coward and the 

other one was commercial musical theatre controlled by Ivor Novello and Noel Coward. 

The beginning of twentieth century drama was weak, however, the post-world wars 

drama was becoming powerful because of invaluable contributions of new playwrights, 

actors and directors, who not only broke the traditional proscriptions by questioning the 

validity of hitherto irrefutable social and political dogmas but also produced reality based 

drama (Literature and Theatre) after having eschewed the notion of naturalism. 

Henceforth, the Theatre of Exorcism came into being towards the end of the twentieth 

century owing to the plays nurturing the past for the purpose of confronting and accepting 

it. Among the most popular dramatists of the century were Andrew Lloyd, Brian 

Friel, Caryl Churchill, Harold Pinter, Samuel Beckett, Tom Stoppard and Webber.  

 

9.4.2 History 
It is a common belief that the twentieth century drama was founded in Dublin, Ireland 

through the underpinning of the Irish literary theater founded by J.M. Synge, Lady 

Gregory and W. B. Yeats with the purpose of providing a “stage [for] the deeper 

emotions of Ireland”, thus creating a spirit of nationalism. The dramatists of the Irish 

Literary Society (known as the Abbey Theater) like Edward Martyn, J.M. Synge, Lady 

Gregory, Sean O’Casey and W.B. Yeats revived the literary movement through literal 

reform and new characters in their dramas, which attracted socially-conscious, and 

politically-alert youth and common people. The brilliant examples were the dramas 



195 

 

written by Harley Granville Barker, G. B. Shaw, John Galsworthy and W. Somerset 

Maugham. Some of the more playwrights like Christopher Fry and T. S. Eliot created 

poetic dramas, inspired by the early Elizabethan and Jacobean traditions, which was a big 

attraction to the audience of the time. 

 

9.4.3 Dramatic Tendencies 
There were a few trends which were prominent features of the twentieth century drama. 

They are described in detail as following: 

 

9.4.3.1 Reflection of Reality and Myths  

The twentieth century dramatists were focused on social realism based on moral and 

identity issues on one hand. While on the other hand their philosophical and 

psychological ideas were also mostly inspired by Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, both of 

whom had concentration on myths and dreams. Consequently, the playwrights 

incorporated myths into their dramatic works and this very factor was cause of creating a 

poetic realism in drama. This poetic realism covers all the truths which are prevalent in 

human societies and it was conveyed through symbolic images, myths and fantastical 

dreams. 

 

In the beginning of the twentieth century, the focus of most of the poetic realism was 

descriptions of Irish rustic life. John Synge, Lady Gregory and W.B. Yeats were the main 

playwrights, who used poetic form of realism. Though their depiction of rural life was 

frequently disagreeable and mostly audience responded to them in not so appealing way, 

on account of their nasty themes, for instance Oedipus complex of a son for his step-

mother and/or a mother’s assassination of a child for sake of love. These play wrights 

utilized myths as an alternate of real life for allowing the audience to come up with the 

disagreeable drama plots with a sense of alienation to it.  

 

9.4.3.2 Female Projection 

1918 was the year when the women in western society got their voting right the very first 

time and since then the women started progressing from the subjugated and inadequate 

part of society towards an authorized and liberated identified part of social life. After this 

they started posing rebellious and revolutionary questions about the communal ranking 

system. But even then most of the female characters were portrayed with the dramatist’s 

virile outlooks about ladies as well as about their importance in society. On contrary, 

George Bernard Shaw was one of the first English dramatists, who under influence of 

Ibsen created strong characters of real females like Major Barbara, Mrs. Warren and 

Pygmalion. 

 

9.4.3.3 War Element 

The two World Wars I and II influenced the twentieth century drama to a great deal, 

which thence represented how a social or political sect used its power to repress the 

others coercively. This very fact reflected the supremacy of political circles via 

“demeaning and limiting” partialities about stereotyped classes in society like that of 

women, the poor and that of racial groups. In this way they created a major influence in 
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making the public opinion. One prominent example of such political theater was famous 

Russian originated Agitprop Drama and Theatre. The trepidation before the World War I 

led to the Dada Movement which was the forerunner of Expressionism and of Surrealism. 

 

9.4.4 Characteristics of the Modern Drama 
The Modern drama of the twentieth century was distinguished because of the following 

characteristics:  

 

9.4.4.1 Pragmatism 

The twentieth century drama was an embarkment on the road to Realism, in opposition to 

the traditional drama. This was, in fact, a real reflection of the common man life of the 

twentieth century with the intention of holding up a mirror to the society. Realism is thus 

the most outstanding and significant characteristic of the twentieth century drama, and it 

was Henrik Ibsen, who popularized realism with the employment of contemporary 

characters of the lower classes, the poor, of both of the genders. His plays showed the 

problems of real life in a realistic manner, a striking example of which is ‘A Doll’s 

House’. His footsteps were followed by very famous modern playwright George Bernard 

Shaw, whose plays were also a good portrayal of the harsh reality of rural and poor life as 

a result of depression faced by the world during 1929-1939. Therefore, his dramatic art 

was based on social realism.  

 

9.4.4.2 Absurdism 

Drama of the Post-modern Period (1950 – 1999)was mainly pervaded with Absurdism 

(having its origin in the works of the 19th-century Danish Philosopher Søren 

Kierkegaard). This is a notion about the absurd, inconsistent, incompatible, and illogical 

life, especially after the World War II and this was the very basis for the 

Absurdist Movement (The Existentialist Theatre).Lyrical or poetic dramas having 

symbolism, recognized as Aestheticism, and movements of Dadaism, Surrealism and 

Expressionism wereall the sub-categories of the Absurd Movement. Some of the 

renowned absurd dramas were ‘The Homecoming’ by Harold Pinter, ‘Waiting for 

Godot’ and ‘No Exit’ by Samuel Beckett, ‘The Balcony’ by Jean Genet, and 

‘Rhinoceros’ and ‘The Bald Soprano’ by Ionesco. 

 

9.4.4.3 Historical Biographies 

Another major characteristic of the twentieth century drama was usage of historical 

biographies; therefore, there were several alluring historical and biographical dramas in this 

era. A few brilliant examples of such type of drama were ‘Caesar and Cleopatra’ by George 

Bernard Shaw, as well as ‘Abraham Lincoln’ and ‘Mary Stuart’ by John Drinkwater. 

 

Now dear students after having gone through the process and product of the twentieth 

century poetry and drama, we shall move forward to investigate the development of 

another literary genre, the novel in the following section of the chapter.  

 

 

 



197 

 

9.5 Modern Novel  
 

The twentieth century novel can be termed as Modern novel. This was the time, when the 

novel gained its development to the full extent and became the most popular literary 

form, equally important and fascinating one as that of films or dramas and radio of the 

time. The novel became the fascinated world for the reading circles of the age just like 

that of comedy by Dryden in the Restoration Period as well as that of a new volume of 

poems by Tennyson in the Victorian Period. As a matter of fact, the twentieth century 

observed the break up with the Victorian novel, the main content of which was story 

narration for the purpose of entertainment. During this period of English Literature, the 

novelists’ only attention was focused on individual characters in order to disentangle their 

convoluted thought process and feelings about social and individual issues. Hence, the 

twentieth century novel was replete with the common people as they normally were in 

their routine life with the mixture of the character behaviors. The older characters of 

protagonists and antagonists vanished in this time period of novel development and were 

replaced by the common characters, having moral dilemma, struggling with themselves 

or with the various life situations, but not with a heavenly character of evil 

personification.  

 

In this regard there were novels, which were written in all the three periods of the 

twentieth century, namely Pre- World War I Novels (The Edwardian Period) and Post 

World Wars I & II Novels (The Modern and the Post-modern Periods). Among the 

prominent Edwardian novelists were Henry James and Joseph Conrad. Henry James’s 

popular novels were ‘The Portrait of a Lady’, ‘The Turn of the Screw’ and ‘The 

Ambassadors’. And Joseph Conrad earned his popularity through ‘Heart of Darkness’ 

and ‘Victory: An Island Tale’. Both of the novelists portrayed the individual characters 

with the fine details, but Conrad’s character sketches were patently different from those 

of James.  

 

In addition to that, there were many other Modern and Post-modern novelists like H. G. 

Wells, who experimented in science fiction, the most popular genre of our time. The 

glaring examples of his science fictions are ‘The First Men in the Moon’ and ‘The Shape 

of Things to Come’. Arnold Bennett’s novels like ‘Riceyman Steps’ were thoroughly 

realistic stories about the humdrum events of life. John Galsworthy dealt with the wealthy 

people’s life in his novels, an example of which was ‘Forsyte Saga’. Somerset Maugham, 

famous for ‘Human Bondage’, was one of the novelists who depicted the state of 

disillusionment of the post-world wars scenario. It would be unfair not to mention here 

the leading novelist of the era, E. M. Forster, whose massive hit was ‘A Passage to India’. 

His main focus was exploring the personal relationships in all of his novels but in ‘A 

Passage to India’ he digged at the most complex Anglo-Indian relationships in the early 

1920s because of belonging to two diverse cultures. Among the Modern novelists there 

were three very prominent novelists, who introduced and developed the technique of the 

stream-of-consciousness in novels. They were D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce and Virginia 

Woolf. The most popular novels of D. H. Lawrence are ‘Sons and Lovers’ and ‘Lady 
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Chatterley’s Lover’. James Joyce had earned his fame through ‘Ulysses’ and ‘The Dead’ 

while Virginia Woolf had ‘Mrs. Dalloway’ and ‘To the Lighthouse’ on her credit.  

 

9.5.1 Characteristics of the Modernist Novel 
The Modern novel was illustrious literary form because of the following characteristics:  

 

9.5.1.1 Romanticism  

The early twentieth century (Edwardian) novels emphasized the realistic approach 

towards life, thus turning towards materialism, depicting the conflicting social problems 

of the society of the time. But in order to counteract realism in novel, there was a surge of 

love for romantic and adventurous matters which then found its place in novels also. 

Some of the prominent examples of such critics of modern life were the modern and the 

postmodern novelists like Samuel Butler with ‘Erewhon’, Huxley and Virginia Woolf 

and all these three novelists, mentioned here, criticized severely the Edwardian Realism.   

 

9.5.1.2 The Stream of Consciousness 

The innovative technique of the stream of consciousness was used in the early twentieth 

century novel, which was originally introduced by a French Novelist Edouard Dujardin 

and it brought about a revolutionary change in the modern narrative art. Henry James’ 

brother William James was the first psychologist, who described the stream of 

consciousness in his book, ‘The Principles of Psychology’ (1878-1890). According to 

James, W. (1890) this internal mental state of a person is like, “A river or stream [that] is 

the metaphor by which it (consciousness) is most naturally described. In talking of it 

hereafter, let us call it the stream of thought, of consciousness, [and] or of subjective life” 

(239).It means that the thinking process is in form of a liquid which just flows without 

any restriction of time barriers in order to give vent to the undisturbed feelings, fantasies, 

impressions and imaginations about various life situations and events. As a matter of fact 

it is the time-independent technique utilized successfully by the novelists of the era to 

enliven the past experiences of the people or to form the future experiences and thus it 

was the technique which created the internal monologue technique, used in dramas also. 

The interior or internal monologue technique was efficiently used by William Golding in 

his novel ‘Lord of the Flies’ as well as by George Orwell in ‘Animal Farm’. A few more 

novels, in which the modern and post-modern novelists used the technique of the stream 

of consciousness are ‘Pilgrimage’ by Dorothy Richardson, ‘Mrs. Dalloway’ by Virginia 

Woolf, ‘As I Lay Dying’ by William Faulkner, ‘Molloy’, ‘Malone Dies’ and ‘The 

Unnamable’–a Trilogy by Samuel Beckett and ‘On The Road’ by Jack Kerouac. 

 

9.5.1.3 Societal Portrayal 

The novel of the early twentieth century, the Edwardian Novel, was basically novel of 

ideas, discussing and describing social, scientific, political and industrial issues while 

highlighting the main problem confronted by the people of the time. The Edwardian 

novelists considered it a sin to escape into romanticism by shunning away the real social 

problems to be reformed and treated. Arnold Bennet, H. G. Wells and John Galsworthy 

were some of the Edwardian novelists, who concentrated their attention towards bringing 
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the social problems of the time into limelight and eventually the novel became an 

instrument of social propaganda at their hands. 

 

9.6 Twentieth Century Writers  
 

9.6.1 Ezra Pound (1885-1972) 
Ezra pound, born in Hailey, was an American poet and contributed, to a great extent, in 

the development of poetry of the twentieth century. He was one of the main driving 

forces in the movement of Imagism, an influential movement for precise and concise 

imagery. He was not only admired for his originality in writing poems but also for 

encouraging the other writers, including literary giants Ernest Hemingway, James Joyce 

and T.S. Eliot. He then left for Europe and briefly stayed in Italy, where he composed his 

first collection of poems, ‘A Lume Spento’ (1908). Afterwards he moved to London, met 

James Joyce, Ford Madox Ford, and Wyndham Lewis and published ‘Exultations’ 

(1909). It was he, who used to support and get the works of T.S. Eliot and James Joyce 

published for the very first time.  

 

 
 

Figure 9.1: Ezra Pound / Penny’s poetry pages Wiki-Fandom 

 

At the age of 35, in 1920, Pound moved to Paris. He had already begun his masterpiece of the 

thirty poems known as ‘The Cantos’ (1917-1968). This work was long and complex, so much 

so it was difficult to understand. The reason was that he made lots of references to a wide 

range of characters, events and books from the past. Notably, Pound wanted ‘The Cantos’ to 

be an epic for his time, in a similar fashion to the works of the great writers, Homer and 

Dante. In occasional public exclamations he used to condemn ‘The Cantos’ as a failure, a 

view he did not steadily held but the poem was never completed.  

 

Pound's poetry was referred to Confucio, Dante and Homer. Hetackled mythologies as 

well as economic theories, many historical facts, from Greek, Latin and Chinese 

ideograms, in an effort to shape a kaleidoscopic view of history and culture. His famous 

poetic volumes are ‘Ripostes’(1912), ‘Cathay’(1915), an English translated collection of 

classical Chinese Poems, ‘The Pisan Cantos’ (1948) and ‘If This be Treason…’ (1948). 

He had also one long poem, ‘Hugh Selwyn Mauberley’(1920) and shorter poems 
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published as ‘Personae’ (1926).The remarkable thing about Ezra Pound is that he also 

published his book of literary criticism, ‘The Spirit of Romance’ (1910). 

 

9.6.2 Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936) 
Rudyard Kipling, born in India and educated in England,was the winner of the Nobel 

Prize for Literature (1907) as well as the highest paid English writer, at the age of 32, in 

the world. In fact, he was a poet, short story writer and a novelist.  

 

 
 

Figure 9.2: Rudyard Kipling/ If Rudyard Kipling…/Pinterest 

 

His famous books are ‘The Jungle Book’ (1894) and the ‘Just So Stories’ (1902), both of 

which are welcomed by children and adults alike. India was an amazing place for 

Kipling. Along with his nanny and younger sister, Alice, he rejoiced in discovering the 

local markets. He fell in love with the country’s culture of the lively cities of Anglos, 

Buddhists, Muslims and Hindus. However, Kipling’s life took a turn, when at the age of 

six he was sent to England for acquiring the further education. During this period 

Kipling's comfort lied only in reading of books. He predominantly idolized the works of 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, Wilkie Collins and Daniel Defoe.  

 

Then in 1882 Kipling came back to India, where he worked as a journalist in Lahore for 

the “Civil and Military Gazette” (1882-87) and as an assistant editor and overseas 

correspondent, in Allahabad, for the “Pioneer” (1887-89). In the last two years of his stay 

at India he wrote many short stories, which were published as a collection named ‘The 

Phantom Rickshaw’ (1888).He got success in his short stories and poems in the late 

1880s. During his stay at London from 1889 to 1892, Kipling published ‘Life's Handicap’ 

(1891), a collection of Indian stories, ‘Barrack-Room Ballads’ (1892), a collection of 

poems that also included his famous poem ‘Gunga Din’ and ‘The Naulahka: A Story of 

the West and East’ (1892). 

 

Kipling’s son was killed in the World War I but his body was never recovered. As an 

honour to his son Kipling published ‘The Irish Guards in the Great War’ (1923), a history 

of his son’s regiment. Kipling himself died on January 18, 1936 in London, and was 
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buried, next to Thomas Hardy and Charles Dickens, in Poet’s Corner at Westminster 

Abbey. His autobiography, ‘Something of Myself’, was published posthumously in 1937.  

 

Rudyard Kipling used to write to explore as well as to satisfy the emotions of his 

audience that were common to everyone. He also used some rhymes and line breaks in 

his poems. Kipling used vigorous sounds and repeated words for making the readers 

understand the emotions and feelings. As a matter of fact, he wanted that people should 

feel his feelings, pain, sorrow and happiness. He did so as he considered it his prime duty 

to share his thought with his audience or readers. 

 

9.6.3 Joseph Conrad (1857-1924) 
Joseph Conrad was an Irish writer and though English was not his native language yet he 

earned his fame as an English novelist. He was also one of the eminent promoters of the 

Modernism. When he started writing novels, he was not accustomed to the English 

literary culture. During this phase his first two novels, ‘Almayer’s Folly’ (1895) and ‘An 

Outcast of the Islands’ (1896) were published, and their settings were in the Far East. 

These were the novels that made him reputed for mysterious fiction, which paralleled that 

of Robert Louis Stevenson and Rudyard Kipling. 

 

 
 

Figure 9.3: The Dawn Watch: A look at Joseph Conrad as…/New Statesman 

 

Then in 1897 his novel, ‘The Nigger of the Narcissus’ was published. It improved his 

language usage and till then he established a little affiliation then with the English culture 

also. From 1898 to 1902, Conrad became father of a son and this time period was also the 

most creative one. However, during this period, he sustained his struggle in order to 

negotiate with his English cultural identity. This was quite apparent in his novels, 

‘Youth’ (1902), ‘Lord Jim’ (1900), a glimpse of flaws of mankind, and ‘Heart of 

Darkness’ (1902). Conrad used the character Marlow, in all the aforementioned novels, 

for finding out an English identity. 

 

‘Heart of Darkness’ is Conrad’s most famous novel, which was based primarily on his 

own experiences in Congo. It is a profoundly symbolic text, full of paradoxes, consisted 

of opposite colors. Throughout the novel, he made perpetually referred to white and black 
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and that also of light and dark shades. The title of the novel also makes a reference to the 

dark and gloomy way of life in the heart of Africa. Similarly, it also connotes the 

corruption of Kurtz (an important character) and reflects many other illustrations of moral 

and physical corruption.  

 

His other famous novels are ‘Nostromo’ (1904), ‘The Secret Agent’ (1907), and ‘Under 

Western Eyes’ (1911).He portrays all details, in all these novels, with a sense of 

obligation mixed up with the psychological implications, and this he does without any 

sympathy. Among these novels, ‘Nostromo’ was based on his personal teenage 

experiences in the Caribbean ports and Venezuela. Moreover, he used to employ 

suggestive symbols as that of the silver mine which implies his imperial ambitions.  

 

As far as Conrad’s literary style was concerned, it was reflecting his disconsolate nature 

because of biographical and national factors. Therefore, all of his novels were packed 

within dark irony and slanting symbolism. Another striking narrative feature of his novels 

is tales of the sea, which has an autobiographical element of his marine occupation. This 

setting is also important in reflecting protagonists’ journey of self-discovery; thus, his 

characters are metaphors for expressing human feelings within a complex and 

disillusioned world. To sum up, Conrad utilized the nineteenth century realism but 

adapted it to reflect the twentieth century social set up. 

 

9.6.4 Virginia Woolf (1882-1941) 
Virginia Woolf was born to the social and artistic parents in 1882. This background led 

her on the path of not only a popular Modern novelist but also that of a journalist. Her 

novels were outstanding and revolutionary because of the feminist approach and modern 

style of writing. Her popular novels are as following: ‘Mrs. Dalloway’ (1925) was the 

presentation of the World War I scene. ‘To the Lighthouse’ (1927) is an epitome of the 

modern novel, in which each character’s shifting consciousness is unique. In both 

aforesaid novels, Virginia Woolf developed the technique of Stream of Consciousness 

fully and completely. There is another novel ‘Orlando’ (1928), which was based on 

biographical elements of Woolf’s lover. 

 

 
 

Figure 9.4: Virginia Woolf: From the Roaring Queen to…/New Statesman 
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Some other popular novels by Virginia Woolf are enlisted here. ‘The Voyage Out’ 

(1915),‘Two Stories’ (1917),‘Night and Day’ (1919), ‘Monday or Tuesday’ (1921), 

‘Jacob’s Room’ (1922), ‘Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown’ (1923), ‘The Common Reader’ 

(1925) and ‘A Room of One’s Own’ (1929). This series continued till ‘Moments of 

Being’ (1976). 

 

Her main purpose was to give voice to the inner complex world of feelings and memories 

while focusing on the human personalities with a continuous shift of impressions and 

emotions. Her novels are marked by absence of the sagacious narrators of the Victorian 

Age. It was replaced by the self-revealing technique of Stream of Consciousness, which 

becomes a reliable source to mirror the characters’ points of view through flashbacks, 

associations of ideas and momentary impressions presented as a continuous flux. This 

expert psychological dealing of the characters and related situations earned fame for her 

as a modernist novelist. 

 

9.6.5 James Joyce (1882-1941) 
James Joyce, born in Dublin, was a contemporary modernist of Virginia Woolf. His sole 

purpose was independence of Ireland, so in all of his works he dealt with life conditions 

of his home town Dublin. His article ‘Ibsen’s New Drama’ (1900) was his first 

publication, on which he received a letter of thanks from the Norwegian dramatist 

himself. Joyce also published a collection of thirty six poems known as ‘Chamber Music’ 

in 1907. And then he published, after seven years of it, ‘Dubliners’ (1914), which was a 

collection of short stories about grim life in Dublin. In publication of his semi-

autobiographical novel, ‘A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man’ (1916), Ezra Pound 

was a great help to him. It was then in 1922, when his popular novel ‘Ulysses’ was 

published, in which he experimented with the language. One another popular novel of 

Joyce is ‘Finnegan’s Wake’ (1939), in which his use of vocabulary lends itself to a 

combination of languages, based on his knowledge of French, German, Italian and Latin. 

The novel revolves around the death and rebirth of Finnegan, a builder of cities and a 

Dublin bricklayer. This novel is the best example of not only an amalgamation of various 

languages but also of riddles, allusions, ambiguities and mythological heroes.  

 

The setting of his novels and short stories used to be in Dublin. He exposed realistically 

life of common people of Dublin. And in doing so he reflected the people’s mentality in 

comparison to the reality of the world. Joyce’s narrative work was also free of an 

omniscient narrator just like Virginia Woolf’s novels. So, his openings of the stories were 

based on the analysis of a moment. Characters were revealed through the famous 

technique of Stream of Consciousness. Accordingly, his character’s introspection used to 

be subjective and followed the psychological change in his characters.  Additionally, 

James Joyce’ last short story ‘The Dead’ is unique in its subject matter dealing with death 

(1914). It was long enough to be considered as a novella and was published also in his 

collection of short stories, ‘Dubliners’. In his writing career, James Joyce rejoiced with 

the popularity, yet he also suffered from rejections of publishers, attacks by critics and 

misunderstandings of readers.  
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Figure 9.5: Is James Joyce’s Ulysses the hardest novel…/Books…/The Guardian 

 

As far as Joyce’s style is concerned, it is straightforward, lucid and logical style with 

subtlety, economy and exactness of language. Moreover, he is regarded as the most 

prominent novelist in usage of Stream of Consciousness, which was used by him as a tool 

to reveal the inner psychic world of his characters. But in doing so his style changes, 

which appeared then to be incomplete, rapid, broken wording and fragmentary sentences. 

This was rendered so in order to reflect the shifting, flirting, disorderly flow of thoughts 

in the characters’ mind. Furthermore, his novel ‘Ulysses’ was written by Joyce in mock-

heroic style, the essence of which lied in the application of apparently inappropriate 

styles. This was achieved mainly by molding his style into parody, symbolic fantasy and 

narration. Many critics think that Joyce is a great master of innovation as his radical 

experimentation ranges from Stream of Consciousness to his fantastic engagements with 

rhetoric, sentimental romance, historical stylistics and expressionist drama. In short, his 

mastery of the English language and style is always highly praised. 

 

9.7 Conclusion  
 

That is all about the twentieth century literature, which can be termed as The Modernist 

Literature as it includes the Modern, the Post-modern in addition to the Edwardian 

Literature. To end up our discussion here, we can say that this humble effort is to provide 

you a glimpse of history of English Literature. But it is always appreciated, on part of 

you, to study more and conduct some research work in the same context for the sake of 

better and deep understanding of the English literature. At the end we want you dear 

students to attempt surely all the questions, related with this unit, in order to assess 

yourself for the learning of the twentieth century literature. 
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Summary Points  
 

 The history of English Literature is marked by different iconic eras which are as 

following: 

 The Anglo-Saxon Period (The Starting Period of English Literature),  

 The Medieval Period (From the earliest to 15
th
 century), 

 The Renaissance Period (15
th
 and 16

th
century known as revival of learning), 

 The Restoration Period (17
th
century), 

 The Classic Period (18
th
century),  

 The Romantic and Victorian Periods(19
th
century) and   

 The Modern and Post- Modern Period (20
th
century).  

 The twentieth century English Literature, as a matter of fact, is divided into 

three periods or three phases of development in three genres of poetry, drama and 

novel: 

i. Edwardian Period (Edward VII: 1901-1910) an extension of Victorian 

Period –Edwardian novelists like Joseph Conrad and E. M Forster depicted 

the colonies culture in the ‘Heart of Darkness’ and ‘A Passage to India’. 

Bernard Shaw’s ‘Man and Superman’ (1905) was a remarkable contribution 

in the development of novel. 

ii. Modern Period (between the two world wars 1914-1945) There was an 

experimentation in language and content. Poetry was revolutionized by T. S. 

Eliot with ‘The Wasteland’ and ‘The Love Song of Alfred Prufrock’, James 

Joyce, Thomas Hardy and D. H. Lawrence. Wilfred Owen, Rupert Brooke 

and Siegfried Sassoon depicted the horrors of World War I. The Irishman W. 

B. Yeats contributed a lot in the development of poetical theme and 

composition. As far as drama was concerned, J. M Synge and Sean O’ 

Casey wrote realistic plays. And in novel James Joyce and Virginia Woolf 

established the technique of Stream of Consciousness.  

iii. Post-Modern Period (1950-1999) was mostly manifested with development 

both in drama and novel. Drama: Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter were 

the main contributors towards Absurd Theatre. Novel: William Golding’s 

‘Lord of the Flies’ is one of the famous novels of this period of time.  

 There were many political, social, philosophical and literary elements that 

contributed in making of the twentieth century English Literature (Modern 

Literature). Politically the issue of identity and both of the world wars were the 

main influences on the literature of this era. Social element was having a great deal 

of impact because of demoralization of the society as well as on account of its 

subsequent emergence of corruption, terror, crime, philistinism and injustice. These 

are the famous topics in the following novels: William Faulkner’s ‘Sanctuary’ and 

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s ‘The Great Gatsby’. As far as the main philosophical and 

literary elements are concerned, the following list is a reflection of them: 

 A rebellious spirit, 

 Nietzsche, 

 Decadence, 

 Romantic legacy, 
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 New concept of consciousness like “Stream of Consciousness”, 

 A new notion of time, and 

 An attack on Utilitarianism. 

 The main themes, on which the twentieth century literature was developed and 

published were: 

 The breakdown of ethical values,  

 the post-war disillusionment,  

 the dehumanization of the individual,  

 development of personal moral values, and  

 A collapse of belief in God and religion. 

 The Modernist Poetry was developed in three phases: 1
st
 Phase called as School 

of Imagism was characterized mainly by the poetry of war (1909-16AD). Amy 

Lowell, Ezra Pound, Hilda Doolittle and Robert Frost were eminent poets of this 

era. Another characteristic of this phase poetry was Dramatic Monologue. The 

2
nd

Phasewas continuity in flourishing of the 1
st
Phase of the twentieth century 

poetry (1917-1929). The most prominent poets, during this time period, were T. S. 

Eliot, Edith Sitwell and Yeats. The last phase viz 3
rd

Phase of the Modernist Poetry 

was cultured with the Muse of the Marxist Poets like W.H. Auden, Louis 

MacNeice, Cecil Day Lewis and Stephen Spender. Karl Marx’s political, economic 

views and his call for revival were major influences on all of them. 

 Modern Drama is an umbrella term used for all of the twentieth century dramatic 

developments during all of the three literary periods of the twentieth century: the 

Edwardian, the Modern and the Post –Modern Periods. 

 The twentieth century drama was influenced mostly by industrialization and World 

Wars I and II, which resulted into the human rupture not only because of 

mechanical life but also because of the post-world war scenario of destruction and 

desolation. This was the major root cause of new dramatic characteristics and 

tendencies of Realism, Absurdism, Symbolism, Surrealism and Expressionism. 

 The twentieth century novel observed a break up with the Victorian Tradition of 

narrating just stories as well as the growth of a new tendency to reflect the life of 

common people having moral dilemma, struggling with themselves or with the 

various life situations, but not with a heavenly character of evil personification. 

This was the major trend in the Edwardian (Pre- World War I), the Modern and the 

Post –Modern (Post World Wars I and II respectively) novels. Subsequently, 

science fiction and novel of complex relationships as well as of post-world wars 

disillusionment were developed during this century.    

 In novels the unique employment of innovative technique of the Stream of 

Consciousness (a time- independent technique to reveal past and future 

experiences) was a revolutionary step taken up by the twentieth century novelists 

especially by D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce, William Faulkner and Virginia Woolf. 

As a by-product, the interior or internal monologue technique also emerged, which 

was efficiently used by William Golding in ‘Lord of the Flies’ as well as by George 

Orwell in ‘Animal Farm’.  

 The main characteristics of the twentieth century novel are Romanticism, 

Realism, Stream of Consciousness and Societal Portrayal of the time. 
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Assessment  
 

i. Identify and describe the characteristics of the twentieth century English Literature, 

which make it Modern Literature. 

ii. How does culture relate language with globalization and vice versa?  

iii. What the characteristics of the twentieth century poetry are expressed in two 

stanzas of the poem, ‘Of Modern Poetry’, given under 9.3.4.8 (Diction and Style)?  

iv. Elaborate the main characteristics and tendencies of Modern Drama. 

v. How does the character delineation of Henry James differ from that of Joseph 

Conrad? 

vi. The employment of the technique of the stream of Consciousness by D. H. 

Lawrence, James Joyce and Virginia Woolf in their novels found its epic 

development; discuss it. 

vii. Define Edwardian realism; compare and contrast it with the Modern realism in the 

twentieth century novels. 

viii. Read the novels of the modern and the post-modern novelists to present their 

extracts, which are examples of the stream of consciousness and internal 

monologue.  

ix. Compare and contrast the use of technique of stream of consciousness by Virginia 

Woolf and James Joyce. 

 

  



208 

 

Suggested Readings  
 

‘The Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century English Literature’, Volume 1 by Laura 

Marcus, Professor of English Literature Laura Marcus, Peter Nicholls, Cambridge 

University Press, 2004. 

 

‘Thematic Guide to British Poetry’ by Ruth Glancy, Greenwood Press, 2002. 

 

‘Contemporary British Poetry: Essays in Theory and Criticism’ by James Acheson; 

Romana Huk, State University of New York Press, 1996. 

 

‘Contemporary British Drama’ by David Lane Edinburgh, University Press, 2010. 

 

‘Radical Stages: Alternative History in Modern British Drama’ by D. Keith Peacock, 

Greenwood Press, 1991. 

 

‘Analysis of Virginia Woolf and the Study of Nature’ by Rachel Crosland. Cambridge of 

St. John's College, Oxford. 2011. 

 

‘Nineteen Eighty-Four’ by George Orwell, Penguin Books first published in 1949 by 

Martin Secker and Warburg Ltd. 

 

 


	01.pdf
	1.pdf
	2.pdf
	3.pdf
	4.pdf
	5.pdf
	6.pdf
	7.pdf
	8.pdf
	9.pdf

