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Historical Background Of English Literature

Introduction to the Historical Background of
English Literature

The Historical Background of English Literature is a rich and
layered  narrative  that  spans  over  a  millennium,  reflecting  the
political,  social,  and cultural  transformations of England and the
broader English-speaking world. Understanding this background is
essential for anyone seeking to appreciate the evolution of literary
forms, themes, and ideas. From the epic poetry of the Anglo-Saxons
to  the  digital  narratives  of  the  twenty-first  century,  English
literature has continuously adapted to the changing circumstances
of history. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the
major  periods,  movements,  and  influences  that  have  shaped  the
Historical Background of English Literature, offering readers a
clear and engaging pathway through this vast subject.

The story of English literature is not merely a chronicle of authors
and books; it is a mirror held up to society, reflecting the anxieties,
aspirations,  and  achievements  of  each  era.  By  exploring  the
Historical Background of English Literature,  we gain insight
into  how  writers  responded  to  events  such  as  wars,  religious
upheavals,  scientific  discoveries,  and  shifts  in  political  power.
Moreover,  this  background  illuminates  the  development  of  the

English language itself, from its Germanic roots to its emergence as
a global lingua franca. In the sections that follow, we will journey
through time, examining the key periods that define the Historical
Background of English Literature and the seminal works that
continue to resonate with readers today.

The Old English Period (c. 450–1066)

The  earliest  phase  in  the  Historical  Background  of  English
Literature  is  the Old English period,  also known as the Anglo-
Saxon  era.  This  period  began  with  the  migration  of  Germanic
tribes—the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes—to the British Isles in the fifth
century. The literature of this time was predominantly oral, with
poets known as scops composing and reciting verses in mead halls.
The language was Old English, a Germanic tongue that is barely
recognizable to modern speakers.

The most famous surviving work from this period is the epic poem
Beowulf,  composed sometime between the eighth and eleventh
centuries. This heroic narrative recounts the exploits of its titular
hero as he battles the monster Grendel, Grendel's mother, and a
dragon. Beowulf offers modern readers a window into the values of
Anglo-Saxon society, including loyalty, bravery, and the pursuit of
glory.  Other notable texts include religious poems by the monk



Cædmon  and  the  elegies  The Wanderer  and  The Seafarer,
which explore themes of exile and the transience of life.

The Historical Background of English Literature  during this
period was profoundly  shaped by the conversion of  England to
Christianity,  which began in  the late  sixth  century.  Monasteries
became centers of learning and manuscript production, preserving
both religious and secular texts. The poetic tradition of the Anglo-
Saxons,  characterized  by  alliteration,  kennings  (compound
metaphors), and a somber tone, laid the foundation for later English
verse.

The Middle English Period (1066–1500)

The Norman Conquest of 1066 marks a decisive turning point in the
Historical  Background  of  English  Literature.  William  the
Conqueror and his Norman nobles brought the French language and
culture  to  England,  resulting  in  a  linguistic  and  literary
transformation. For several centuries, French was the language of
the court and aristocracy, while Latin remained the language of the
church and scholarship. English, though spoken by the majority,
was relegated to the status of a vernacular tongue. This trilingual
environment  profoundly  influenced  the  literature  of  the  Middle
English  period.

Over  time,  English  reasserted  itself  as  a  literary  language,
absorbing a vast number of French and Latin loanwords. The most
towering  figure  of  this  era  is  Geoffrey  Chaucer  (c.  1343–1400),
often called the father of English literature. His masterpiece, The

Canterbury Tales,  is  a collection of stories told by a group of
pilgrims on their way to the shrine of Thomas Becket in Canterbury.
Chaucer's work is remarkable for its vivid characterizations, its use
of  the  East  Midlands  dialect  of  English,  and  its  keen  social
observation.  The  tales  range  from  courtly  romance  to  bawdy
comedy, reflecting the diversity of medieval life.

Other significant Middle English texts include Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight,  an Arthurian romance written by an anonymous
poet known as the Pearl  Poet,  and Piers Plowman  by William
Langland,  a  visionary  allegory  critiquing  social  and  religious
corruption. The Historical Background of English Literature in
this period also witnessed the flowering of mystery plays, morality
plays, and cycle dramas, which were performed in towns and cities
to  teach  biblical  stories  to  a  largely  illiterate  population.  The
invention  of  the  printing  press  by  William  Caxton  in  the  late
fifteenth  century  revolutionized  the  dissemination  of  literature,
paving  the  way  for  the  early  modern  period.

The Renaissance and Early Modern Period
(1500–1660)

The Renaissance, which means "rebirth," swept across Europe in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, bringing a renewed interest in
classical learning, humanism, and the arts. In England, this period
corresponds with the Tudor dynasty, particularly the reign of Queen
Elizabeth  I  (1558–1603),  a  golden  age  in  the  Historical
Background of English Literature. The English Renaissance saw
an explosion of literary creativity, driven by the influence of Italian
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and French humanists, the expansion of print culture, and the rise
of a prosperous merchant class.

Poetry  flourished  during  the  Elizabethan  era,  with  writers  such  as
Edmund  Spenser,  whose  epic  allegory  The  Faerie  Queene
celebrates  Elizabethan  England  and  Protestant  virtue,  and  Sir
Philip Sidney,  author of Astrophil and Stella  and the critical
work The Defence of Poesy. However, the undisputed giant of
this  period—and  arguably  of  all  English  literature—is  William
Shakespeare  (1564–1616).  His  plays,  including  Hamlet,  King
Lear, Macbeth, and A Midsummer Night's Dream, explore the
depths  of  human  nature  with  unparalleled  linguistic  mastery.
Shakespeare's contemporaries, such as Christopher Marlowe and
Ben  Jonson,  also  made  significant  contributions  to  the
development  of  English  drama.

Beyond the stage,  the Renaissance was a period of  intellectual
ferment. The King James Bible, published in 1611, had an immense
influence  on  the  English  language  and  on  subsequent  literature.
The Historical Background of English Literature in this period
also includes the metaphysical poets, such as John Donne  and
George Herbert, whose work is characterized by intellectual wit,
elaborate conceits, and a blending of the spiritual and the sensual.
The English Civil War (1642–1651) and the subsequent Interregnum
profoundly  affected  literary  production,  with  writers  like  John
Milton  producing  his  great  epic  Paradise  Lost  (1667)  in  the
shadow of political turmoil.

The Transition to the Restoration and the 18th
Century

The Restoration of  the monarchy in  1660,  following the Puritan
Commonwealth,  ushered  in  a  new  era  in  the  Historical
Background of English Literature. The reign of Charles II saw a
revival of the theatre, which had been suppressed under Puritan
rule. Restoration comedies, such as those by William Congreve
and Aphra Behn,  were known for their witty dialogue, complex
plots, and often risqué subject matter. This period also saw the rise
of  neoclassicism,  an  artistic  movement  that  emphasized  order,
reason, and the imitation of classical Greek and Roman models.

The  eighteenth  century,  often  called  the  Augustan  Age,  was
dominated  by  the  satirical  works  of  Alexander  Pope,  whose
poems such as The Rape of the Lock and The Dunciad mocked
the follies of society and literary pretension. Meanwhile, the novel
emerged as a major literary form, with writers like Daniel Defoe
(Robinson Crusoe), Samuel Richardson (Pamela), and Henry
Fielding (Tom Jones) pioneering new techniques of realism and
psychological  depth.  The  Historical  Background  of  English
Literature  of  this period is inseparable from the growth of the
middle  class,  the  expansion  of  the  British  Empire,  and  the
intellectual currents of the Enlightenment. The journalistic essays of
Joseph  Addison  and  Richard  Steele  in  The  Spectator  also
played a vital role in shaping public taste and literary culture.



The Romantic Period (1798–1837)

The  Romantic  Period  marks  a  profound  shift  in  the  Historical
Background  of  English  Literature,  reacting  against  the
rationalism and formality of the Neoclassical era. The publication of
Lyrical  Ballads  (1798)  by  William Wordsworth  and  Samuel
Taylor  Coleridge  is  often  cited  as  the  beginning  of  English
Romanticism.  The  movement  emphasized  emotion,  imagination,
individualism,  and  the  sublime  beauty  of  nature.  Romantics
celebrated the ordinary person and the power of the human spirit,
often looking to the past for inspiration.

Wordsworth's  poems,  such  as  Lines  Composed a  Few Miles
Above Tintern Abbey and The Prelude, explore the relationship
between the mind and nature, while Coleridge's The Rime of the
Ancient  Mariner  plunges  into  the  supernatural  and  the
psychological. The second generation of Romantic poets includes
Lord  Byron,  whose  flamboyant  life  and  satirical  epic  Don  Juan
captivated the public; Percy Bysshe Shelley, a visionary poet of
political  and  personal  liberation;  and  John  Keats,  whose
odes—such  as  Ode  on  a  Grecian  Urn  and  Ode  to  a
Nightingale—are among the most sensuous and profound in the
English language.

In  addition  to  poetry,  the  Romantic  period  fostered  the
development  of  the  historical  novel,  pioneered  by  Sir  Walter
Scott,  and  the  personal  essay,  as  exemplified  by  Charles  Lamb
and  William Hazlitt.  The  Historical  Background of  English
Literature of this era was shaped by the French Revolution, the

Industrial Revolution, and the rise of democratic ideals. Romantics
were both inspired and troubled by these changes, and their works
often reflect a tension between hope for a better world and anxiety
about the loss of traditional values.

The Victorian Period (1837–1901)

The Victorian era, named after Queen Victoria's long reign, is one of
the  most  diverse  and  productive  periods  in  the  Historical
Background of English Literature. This was an age of immense
social  change,  driven  by  industrialization,  urbanization,  scientific
discovery,  and  imperial  expansion.  Victorian  literature  grappled
with  the  challenges  of  modernity,  including  poverty,  class  conflict,
gender  roles,  and  the  crisis  of  faith  triggered  by  evolutionary
theory.

The novel dominated the Victorian literary landscape. The works of
Charles Dickens, such as Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, and
Great  Expectations,  combined  social  critique  with  memorable
characters  and  intricate  plots.  George Eliot  (Mary  Ann  Evans)
brought psychological depth and moral seriousness to novels like
Middlemarch,  while  the  Brontë  sisters—Charlotte,  Emily,  and
Anne—produced passionate and innovative works such as Jane
Eyre  and  Wuthering Heights.  Other  major  Victorian  novelists
include  William Makepeace Thackeray,  Thomas Hardy,  and
Anthony Trollope.

Victorian  poetry  also  flourished,  with  Alfred,  Lord  Tennyson
serving as Poet Laureate for much of the era. His poems, such as In
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Memoriam A.H.H. and The Charge of the Light Brigade


