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I) A Time-based approach 

 

The history of English literature can hardly be dissociated from the history of the literary texts 

composed in the language that is called English. As the English language (or English dialects) is thought to 

have undergone three main stages (Old English, Middle English, Modern English), English literature should 

likewise be considered to consist of Old English Literature (I.1), Middle English Literature (I.2), Modern 

English Literature (I.3). 

 

I.1) Old English Literature (450-1150) [] 

 

§1. Historical context: Groups of people speaking a 

Germanic language settled in Britain from the 5
th

 century 

onwards. Their culture was expressed by the practice of 

their specific traditions, the compliance with their own 

customs and the likely recitation of tales or stories. Not 

until some elite had learned the Latin alphabet from 

Roman missionaries did any Old English Literature ever 

exist as such. The earliest works were very probably the 

transcription of oral compositions. The presence of the 

Celtic language and culture in Britain did have an 

influence on Old English Literature. 

 

§2. Form: Old English literature refers to a body of texts that essentially comprises chronicles and poetry, 

which comes as no surprise: poems and the accounts of past or imaginary struggles are the ordinary basis of 

all “oral literature”. They are chiefly lyric, descriptive narratives: epics, annals, chronicles, historical records 

of battles. The texts, whether they are anonymous or ascribed to distinctive authors, have been known to us 

either as a result of the conservation of originals or, even more often, due to the circulation of copies. 

 

§3. Main authors:(i) Caedmon (657-680) is considered the very first “English” poet. Illiterate 

though he was, he reworked and versified the lessons that his fellow monks read. His verse 

form is thought to be the traditional oral verse form of Anglo-Saxons. Of all his works, only 

his Hymn has survived thanks to copies. 

(ii) King Alfred the Great (849-899) insisted on the necessity of education 

and literacy, as had his counterpart Charles the Great a century earlier. He 

endeavoured to gather and write the legal code, translate some Latin-writing 

authors and also to compose a few works of his own (e.g. Blotsman). 

(iii) Aelfric Grammaticus (955-1020) wrote an array of biblical 

commentaries, homilies, and hagiographic works. 

 (iii) Beowulf is known to us thanks to copies from the 10
th

 century. That 

heroic epic poem, probably dating back from the 8
th

 century, tells of the acts of bravery of the 

eponymous hero who offers to fight (and eventually defeats) a monster, which has been 

attacking the mead hall of the King of the Danes, then to slay the monster’s revengeful 

mother, and later still to combat a dragon, which eventually puts a tragic end to the hero’s 

long journey. 

 

§4. Influence: The Old English literary texts are admittedly not best-selling books nowadays.  

They are mostly studied by scholars and students in the faculties of arts and 

humanities, rather than frantically celebrated by a large readership. However, 

outside the small circle of specialists, they have recently found a second life with 

Heroic Fantasy Literature and Fantastic movies.  

Half a century after Gerard Manley Hopkins had re-introduced the Old English rhythmic 

structure to English poetry (cf. infra), J. R. R. Tolkien did find the material of some of his 

stories in the most ancient corpus of English Literature. The author of The Lord of the Rings, 

who incidentally lectured on Beowulf as a scholar in 1936, has gained even more popularity 

with Peter Jackson’s series of movies (2001, 2002, 2003). Beowulf has been adapted for the 

screen twice in the last 15 years: Graham Baker’s adaptation was released in 1999 and Robert 

Zemeckis appropriated the story for his film in 2007. One may wonder whether cinema 

restores the memory of old stories or alters it for ever. 
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§5. Europeanness: Both the Christian motives (cf. Caedmon) and the pagan background of heroic accounts 

(cf. Beowulf) characterise other literatures in Europe during the period. Beowulf is all the more European 

because the narrative of the anonymous Anglo-Saxon author is supposed to take place in Scandinavia and 

Danemark. 

 

I.2) Middle English Literature (1150-1500) [] 

 

§1. Historical context: After the Battle of Hastings (1066) William the Conqueror established 

a strict feudal system in which people were held in subjection to a liege lord, each lord 

possibly being the vassal of another lord. Not only did William introduce the feudal system 

from continental Europe (and in particular from France) into Britain, but he also let French 

words and expressions be introduced into the English language. The English literature 

consequently incorporated new terms and turns. 

 

§2. Form: The two main forms of Middle English literature are the religious literature (based on religion-

related topics or concerns) and the secular literature (based on profane topics). Such dichotomy was also 

prevailing in intersubjective relations at a time when both the Church and the King had separate (though not 

incompatible) claims and rights on the people’s obedience. 

 

§3. Main authors:  (i) John Wycliffe (1326-1384), who was a philosopher, a theologian, a 

preacher and a scholar, translated the Holy Bible into the vernacular. It takes not only a good 

command of Latin, but also a acute sense of one’s own mother language to achieve such a work 

that could be considered as original literature from former literary patterns. 

(ii) Geoffrey Chaucer (1343-1400) is unquestionably the most noticeable author from 

that period. He introduced the iambic pentameter line, the rhyming couplet and other 

rhymes used in Italian poetry. His work consists of lyric prose and narrative poetry. His 

Troilus and Criseyde, the tragic story of the eponymous characters in the siege of Troy, 

is often considered as Chaucer’s finest poem. However, the Father of English poetry is 

more widely known to the public for his Canterbury Tales, some 24 poems in verse or 

prose published around 1387. The tales, which are supposed to be told by pilgrim on the 

occasion of a story-telling contest, are imbued with humour and filled with details on 

medieval life 

(iii) Other remarkable works are the late 14
th

 century alliterative romance Sir Gawain 

and the green Knight and Pearl. The former tells of the strange challenge Sir Gawain 

takes up from the Green Knight who claims to strike back anyone who would behead 

him some 366 days later; the latter, which is often ascribed to the same unknown author, 

is an allegorical dream-vision that opens with a narrator grieving over the loss of his 

singular pearl for which he will search. 

 

§4. Influence: As the Bible is the Book of Books, John Wycliffe’s work has had a 

decisive influence on numerous cohorts of learned clerks and lays. No less 

decisive has Chaucer’s influence been on a large number of authors, let alone 

generations of readers up to this day. The city of Canterbury, whose must-see is a 

site dedicated to the tales, still abounds in reference to Chaucer: street signs, pubs’ 

names, statues, etc. 

 

§5. Europeanness:  (i) One should notice that the most celebrated English author from that time, whose 

tales are still read today (albeit in a modern English form), is indebted towards other European authors, 

namely Italian poets, and thus an original form of literature partly stems from a well-established foreign 

literature. Incidentally Chaucer’s The Pardoner’s tale gives evidence of the narrow links between Britain 

and continental Europe insofar as the story is supposed to take place in Flanders. 

(ii) The Arthurian Sir Gawain and the green Knight is as much English as Welsh and 

Irish when it comes to the traditional and typical emphasis on honour, chivalry and prowess that 

characterises the Celtic literature from that time. The very genre is common in other parts of Europe (cf. La 

chanson de Roland some 3 centuries earlier).  
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I.3) Modern English Literature (from 1500 onwards) [] 

 

§0. The number of works, and even that of genres, has been rising ever since the 16
th

 century. A satisfying 

overview should encompass the following movements or periods: the Tudor lyric poetry (I.3a), the 

Renaissance drama (I.3b), the metaphysical poetry (I.3.c), epic poetry and Restoration comedy (I.3.d), prose 

fiction and the novel (I.3.e), Romanticism and Victorian literature (I.3.f), modern writers (I.3.g). 

 

I.3.a) The Tudor lyric poetry [] 

 

§1. Context: The genre is named after the royal dynasty ruling over Britain. Such naming is 

unmistakably telling: there is strong bond between the political elite and the few learned 

people (and particularly writers). It is under the reign Queen Elizabeth 1 (1558-1603), of all 

the Tudor monarchs, that English literature flourished noticeably, hence the expression 

“Elizabethan literature”. 

 

§2. Main authors:  (i) Sir Thomas Wyatt (1503-1542), who was deeply influenced by the 

Italian poet Francesco Petrarca, introduced the sonnet form into English poetry. His models 

Seneca and Horace were also those of many poets in Europe at that time. 

(ii) Henry Howard (1517-1547), Earl of Surrey, who is duly regarded 

as one of the founders of English poetry, was befriended with Sir Thomas 

Wyatt, with whom he developed and codified the English sonnet as the 

form Shakespeare was later to impose on English poets. What is more, he 

was the first English poet to use blank verse (unrhymed iambic 

pentamers), which met a renewed success at the very end of the 18
th

 

century with Cowpers, and in the 19
th

 century with Tennyson and Robert 

Browning. 

(iii) Sir Philip Sidney (1554-1586) was made famous and one of the 

most prominent figures of the Elizabethan poets with works such as 

Astrophel and Stella and The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia 

(iv) Sir Walter Raleigh (1554-1618), Christopher Marlowe (1564-

1593), Edmund Spenser (1552-1599, The Faërie Queene), and William 

Shakespeare (1564-1616, cf. his sonnets) are the other main Elizabethan 

poets.  

 

 

§3. Europeanness: The original English sonnet (abab cdcd efef gg) is often called Elizabethan sonnet, after 

the monarch’s name, or even Shakespearean sonnet, after the world-famous playwright, was codified after 

an Enflish poet, namely Sir Thomas Wyatt, had introduced sonnet from Italy into England. The invention of 

this poetic form is supposed to be due to the Sicilian Giacomo da Lentini (13
th

 century); its spreading into 

Europe, in particularly in France, dates back from the 16
th

 century. As a matter of fact drama was renewed 

and furthered in 16
th

 century in England, as well as in other parts of Europe, shortly after the Italian 

Renaissance had rediscovered the ancient Greek and Roman theatre. 

 

I.3.b) The Renaissance drama [] : Marlowe, Shakespeare, Webster & Tourneur 

 

§1. Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593): He was not only a major 

poet, the master of blank verse as some hold, but also a wonderful 

dramatist. His Tamburlaine (1587: part I; 1588: part II) recounts 

the rise of a shepherd into a warrior. His play The tragical history 

of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus (ca. 1589) is the first 

dramatised version of what was to evolve into the German 

Faustbuch (1587), that is the traditional narrative of a scholar’s pact 

with the Devil. The Jew of Malta (ca. 1589), which tells of the revenge of a Maltese Jew on the city’s 

authorities, starts with a prologue delivered by a character purported to be the Italian author of The 

Prince, Nicholas Machiavelli, which hints at the playwright’s European readings. 
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§2. William Shakespeare (1564-1616): He is now cited as the most illustrious English  

author. He gained a worldwide success only after his plays 

were translated into French and German in the last quarter of 

the 18
th

 century. In addition to a large number of poems, the 

Swan of Avon is credited with some 37 plays (36 published in 

the First Folio, plus Pericles, later attributed to the Bard). They 

range from comedies (by far the majority of his plays) to 

tragedies and histories. One should note that the scenes of 

several plays take place in Europe, especially in Italy: Romeo 

and Juliet (Verona), Othello, The Two Gentlemen of Verona 

(Verona & Milan), The Merchant of Venice, The tempest, the 

plays starring Roman celebrities such as Coriolanus, Titus 

Andronicus, Julius Caesar. The ancient Greece, which is the 

cradle of drama, comes second with plays such as Troilus and 

Cressida, Pericles, Timon of Athens.  

Although England had historically very little in common with the Roman Empire and 

ancient Greece, some personalities and settings from both civilisations inspired 

Shakespeare, who infused stereotypical figures and personalised sentiments with the 

circumstantial details of characters from the common past of what is called the 

Western civilisation. The indebtedness of English drama towards the Italian Renaissance 

is also acknowledged by Shakespeare (whose Othello is incidentally based on Cinthio’s short story Un 

capitano moro). Unsurprisingly, the European Shakespeare also found in Germanic and Celtic cultures 

the material for some of other plays. Macbeth, Cymberline and King Lear are based, if only partly, on the 

tales compiled in Raphael Holinshed’s chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland. Hamlet is the Prince 

of Denmark, while Measure for Measure is a part of the sententious final reflection of the Duke of Vienna 

Given the worldwide distribution of English as a mother language or as the main 

language of education, the Europeanness of the English “classical” playwright has 

pervaded a large number of national cultures throughout the world where Shakespeare 

is dutifully studied in English classes. A couple of blockbusters such as Kenneth 

Branagh’s Much ado about nothing (1993) and Baz Luhrmann’s Romeo + Juliet 

(1996) contributed to make Shakespeare’s drama known to a larger public beyond 

students, scholars and educated people from the English-speaking countries. Kenneth 

Branagh has even specialised in directing and/or playing in TV or cinema adaptations 

from Shakespeare’s plays.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

§3 Other main playwrights: The two main 17
th

-century dramatists are John Webster (1580-

1625) et Cyril Tourneur (1575-1626). The former is especially known for his two tragedies 

The white devil (1612), which is based on the actual story of murder in Padua, and The 

Duchess of Malfi (1612-1613), which stages the tragic consequences of the eponymous 

character’s mismarriage in Italy. The latter, whom Seneca deeply influenced, echoed Hamlet 

with his The Revenger’s tragedy (1607), though the emphasis of the play was on the 

awfulness of castigation in an Italian court rather than on the philosophical reflection on 

vengeance.  
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The Merchant of Venice  
As You Like It 
The Taming of the Shrew 
All's Well That Ends Well 
Twelfth Night 
The Winter's Tale  
Pericles, Prince of Tyre  
The Two Noble Kinsmen  

Shak.’s Histories 
King John 
Richard II 
Henry IV, Parts 1-2 
Henry V 
Henry VI, Parts 1-2-3 
Richard III 
Henry VIII 

 

Shak.’s Tragedies 
Troilus and Cressida  
Coriolanus 
Titus Andronicus 
Romeo and Juliet  
Timon of Athens 
Julius Caesar 
Macbeth 
Hamlet 
King Lear 
Othello 
Antony and Cleopatra 
Cymbeline  
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I.3.c) The metaphysical poetry [] : J. Donne, G. Herbert, A. Marvell, Henry Vaughan 

 

§1. Context: In contrast to, if not in reaction against, the usually smooth tone of their 16
th

-century 

predecessors, some poets engaged in a rather energetic, rigorous style to deal with metaphysical concerns 

such as the questions of love and death or even the religious faith. To the traditional intuitive and mystical 

approaches they preferred the intellectual stimulation, thus regarded as a poetic emulation, offered by the 

rational discussion. 

 

§2. Main authors:  (i) John Donne (1572-1631) is the leading figure of metaphysical poets 

with a work intensely focused on divinity and mortality, especially in his Holy Sonnets. 

(ii) There ran the same vein of wit and irony in George Herbert’s (1593-

1633) and Andrew Marvell’s (1621-1678) works. The former wrote poets that 

were to be published, at his own request, only after his death under the condition 

that they were deemed as likely to help “any dejected poor soul”. The latter kept 

his lyric and satirical poems secret, lest they might lead him either to jail or to 

the grave, so they were known first to close circles only after his death.  

(iii) Henry Vaughan (1621-1695), whose spiritual and literary debt 

towards Herbert is great, is also worth being cited among the most influential 

metaphysical poets (e.g. Silex Scintillans). 

 

§3. Europeanness: The poetic mode of the writers is often called meditation after the name of the basic 

principle in the core of the Jesuit Ignatian spirituality, that is the union of both thought and feeling. 

Ignatius de Loyola’s The spiritual exercises (1544) was the Spanish influence on metaphysical poets, 

while, a century later, the French philosopher René Descartes’s Méditations (1641) confirmed their poetic 

stance. 

 

I.3.d) Epic poetry and Restoration comedy [] 

 

§1. Context: In the late 17
th

 century and in the early 18
th

 century, some authors turned back to the ancient 

genre of epic. Cromwell’s death in 1658 put an end to the prohibition of plays, which allowed authors to 

re-introduce some forbidden topics (e.g. sexual politics among the bourgeois and the wealthy people) and 

literary strategies (i.e. derision) into drama. 

  

§2. Main authors: (i) John Milton (1608-1674), who eventually opted for English instead of 

Latin as the language for his verses, is still celebrated today for his Paradise lost (1667), a 

great biblical epic, with many references to The Odyssey and The Aeneid.  

John Dryden (1631-1700) also wrote epic poetry on classical and biblical 

subjects, albeit in a mock-heroic fashion. It is precisely to his mock-heroic 

narratives Alexander Pope (1688-1744) that owed his fame as the best-regarded 

comic writer and satirist of English poetry. The theft of a hairlock is no less than 

the ironically revised version of the abduction of Helen of Troy in The Rape of the 

lock (1717). 

(ii) William Wycherley’s (1640-1715) The Country Wife (1675) is a good example 

of the Restoration comedy plays in which authors seek to use the Restoration conventions 

for a serious examination of contemporary morality, although such examination requires 

outrageous jokes or puns. 

 

§3. Europeanness: The very genre of epic involves per se an element of ‘diachronical 

transnationalism’, inappropriate though the expression may be when applied to literary 

phenomena prior to the 19
th

 century. The works of epic poets are teeming with both the 

biblical motives and the references to the ancient Greece, that is the common intellectual and 

cultural heritage of Europe. Noticeable is some authors’ playful resort to those motives with a 

view to derision and amusement. As for Restoration comedy, many plays took the form of 

farces, which may account for the somewhat large number of mediocre plays, among which 

Molière’s (e.g. The Country wife). 
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I.3.e) Prose fiction and the novel [] 

 

§1. Context: In the middle of the 18
th

 century, drama became little by little superseded by the novel as the 

dominant kind of imaginative entertainment. Of drama the novel retained the sense of plot construction, 

of effective situations, and of the interplay of characters and actions. 

 

§2. Main authors:  (i) Samuel Richardson’s (1689-1761) Pamela is sometimes 

considered as the first English novel. This series of letters, arranged into a self-

consistent novel, tells of a housemaid who resists the advances of her rich 

employer and who eventually marries him; it inaugurated the epistolary novels 

that were to become very popular in the 18
th

 century. 

 (ii) Daniel Defoe (1661-1731) tackled the issues of politics and economics in his most 

illustrious works: Moll Flanders and Robinson Crusoe. In the latter, which recounts the story of a 

castaway, he offered his readers the opportunity of meditating over the most basic elements of 

civilization, that is: what remains of one’s policed education, civilised manners, rational thinking patterns, 

and even humanity when one’s survival is at jeopardy on a hostile island  

 (iii) Jonathan Swift (1667-1745) ranks high in the list of the classical authors whom 

generations of English speakers have read. Even more than his other satires and prose 

works, his Gulliver’s travels is remarkable for its mirthful criticisms of the English 

institutions (religions, politics, law) that any sharp-witted reader can guess behind the 

screen of the fictional account of the fantastic travels of the main character. Hardly more 

contemptuously and hilariously could Swift belittle the actual government than in the 

scene in which Gulliver extinguishes the fire in the Empress’s rooms by emptying his 

bladder on the Palace. 

(iv) Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832) typified the new regional, historical romanticism 

_(cf. Ivanhoe, The Lady of the Lake, The bride of Lammermoor), whilst Jane Austen  

_(1775-1817) typified the established, urbane classical views in such novels as Sense and 

_Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice (1813) or Emma (1816). 

(v) The English novel also partly consists of novels in which extreme behaviours, 

madness and cruelty are depicted in geographically exotic or historically remote settings. The 

opening scene of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), which starts as an epistolary novel, 

takes place in Petersburgh during a stopover from England to the pole where the narrator would 

soon have a glimpse of a humanlike beast (or a beastlike man) and subsequently an encounter 

with a supposedly half-crazed physician from Switzerland. The whole story then takes place in 

that part of continental Europe where his scientific pursuits had led him to sinfully impersonate 

God in creating a living creature from originally lifeless body parts, which could barely happen 

in the civilized, God-fearing England.  

 

§3. Europeanness: (i) Both Gulliver’s travels and Robinson Crusoe have found a 

readership far beyond the English-speaking world. Defoe’s adventure story has fertilised 

the imagination of scores of authors, not to mention that of generations of schoolboys and 

girls. It has been spun off in many ways: Michel Tournier’s Vendredi ou la vie sauvage 

(1971) refers explicitly to_Defoe’s book ; the very idea of Robert Zemeckis’s Castaway 

(2000) wasborrowed from Defoe. American film director Rob Letterman’s adaptation of 

Gulliver’s travels (2011) has familiarised even the least educated public with the classic 

of the English literature. Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe and several of Jane Austen’s works have 

been successfully adapted for the screen, either as films or as series and cartoons. 

 (ii) It ill behoves to linger over the cultural productivity of 

Frankenstein as the original material for an ever-increasing number of spinoffs all over 

the world. All attempts to imitate God’s gift of life by technologic contrivances are still 

now described by opponents and dubitative authors with implicit or explicit references 

to Mary Shelley’s work; the living creature or monster persists in people’s mind as a 

modern myth. Actually Mary Shelley’s myth stems from a very ancient European myth, 

that of Promotheus, as suggests the subtitle The modern Promotheus, and the 

profoundly pagan motive of the barbaric act disguised in a civilised surgery seems to be 

inherent to the old continental Europe where Barbarians had once settled (cf. the 

German name of the main character from the multilingual Switzerland).   
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I.3.f) Romanticism & Victorian literature [] 

 

§1. Context:  (i) The artistic and literary movement that originated in Europe at the end of the 18
th

 

century gained England where the Industrial Revolution and the scientific rationalization of nature had 

fuelled the resentment of some authors at odds with the prevailing aristocratic social and political norms. 

 (ii) Besides, Victorian literature is all the richer since the Victorian era (1837-1901) 

is marked by critical phenomena: a considerable increase in adult literacy, the State’s repeated attempts to 

provide education, the publication of works ever more affordable to people (cf. the usual serialisation of 

novels in magazines before their actual publication as books), the change in the subjects made to better 

meet the readership’s expectations and fit in their own background (cf. the shift from Austenian high 

bourgeois to characters of humble origins). 

 

 

 

 

 

§2. Main authors: (i) The rise of romanticism was made possible in England with the works of some 

remarkable authors. William Blake (1757-1827) illustrated in his drawings and writings revolt of the 

senses and passions against the intellect and the individual’s resistance to the consensus (Poetical 

sketches, Songs of Innocence, The Book of Thel). William Woodsworth (1770-1850), who is now 

deemed as a national monument, and Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) entered the history of English 

literature thanks to their Lyrical ballads (1798). Robert Burns (1759-1796), who is the most quoted 

author after Shakespeare in English literature, used Lowland Scots (i.e. a variety of English) for his lyric 

verse (cf. Auld Lang Syne, published in 1788). 

   (ii) The most significant representatives of later romanticism are John Keats (1795-

1821) and Percy Byssche Shelley (1792-1822), who took a particular interest in remote history and 

exotic places so as to enhance the very beauty of the language they used to write. In the case of Lord 

Byron’s work (1788-1824), the romantic themes serve to give an explanatory account of 

contemporaneous events.  

(iii) A handful of authors stand out in Victorian poetry : Alfred 

Tennyson (1809-1892), Robert Browning (1812-1889), whose interest in real 

people led him to write on individuals (cf. Fra Lippo Lippi, 1855, and Andrea 

del Sarto, 1855) or to caricature people (e.g. Mr Sludge the Medium, 1864), her 

poetess of a wife Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806-1861), Christina 

Rossetti (1830-1894), Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1889), who was 

inspired by Old English literature (cf. supra) and who inspired Heroic Fantasy 

literature authors (cf. infra). 

   (iv) Of all Victorian novelists Charles Dickens (1812-1870) and the Brontë sisters 

(Charlotte: 1816-1859; Emily: 1818-1848; Anne: 1820-1849) have met an unprecedentedly enduring 

success throughout the decades up to now and among readers from all walks of life. The former, whose 

irony and sense of caricature are legitimately praised, gave English literature the classical books that all 

students are expected to have read: The Adventures of Oliver Twist (1837-1839), A Christmas Carol 

(1843), David Copperfield (1849-1850), Bleak House (1852-1853), Great Expectations (1860-1861). 

Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) is a good example of a possible happiness after much adversity, 

while Emily Brontë’s Wurthering Heights (1847) focused on obsessive love and self-destructive passion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   (v) The most noticeable later Victorian novelists are: Mrs Henry Wood (East Lynne, 

1861), Anthony Trollope (1815-1882), Wilkie Collins (1824-1889, The moonstone, 1868), William 

Makepeace Thackeray (1811-1863; Vanity fair, 1846-1847), George Eliot (1819-1880; The Mill on the 

Floss, 1860), and Thomas Hardy (1846-1928; Tess of the D’Urbervilles, 1891; Jude the Obscure, 1895). 
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§3. Europeanness:  (i) That the English romantic writers are indebted to European authors such as the 

Swiss philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the German playwright Schiller and the German poet Goethe 

is beyond doubts. Unquestionable is also the indebtedness of some English Victorian novelists towards 

the (sometimes unknown) authors of a common European literary legacy: Tennyson made an extensive 

use of classical myths and the Arthurian legends; Gerard Manley Hopkins refreshed old English literature 

and, so doing, the Scandinavian epic. 

   (ii) Moreover a work such a Burns’ is very symptomatic of a decisive principle in 

romanticism that caused many authors to regress to (or, relapse into ?) a stage of civilisation prior to the 

era of Enlightenment and its consequent evidence, be it linguistic (English Vs original languages) or 

topical (contemporaneous social conventions Vs epic virtues). The epic poems published under the title 

Ossian (1760), which James Macpherson actually composed rather than collected, were purported to be 

translated from the original Scots Gaelic (i.e. a non-English language); the literary initiative or counterfeit 

was echoed manifoldly in Europe as a reaction to the official, dominant linguistic and literary standards 

related to a monolingual ruling elite in a multicultural/multinational state (cf. the Finnish Lönnrot’s 

Kalevala in 1835 or even the French de la Villemarqué’s Barzaz Breiz in 1839). Incidentally one should 

note that Goethe used some literary material from Ossian for a part of The Sorrows of Young Werther 

(1774). 

   (iii) Incidentally the Italian anthroponyms that Robert Browning used to entitle some 

of his works make it dispensable to comment on their Europeannness. Reversely, the characters from 

some Dickens’s or the Brontës’ works have been nearly eponymous or stereotypical due to the large 

audience such works have gained beyond the strictly English-speaking world; the latest adaptations have 

provided a good acquaintance with the narratives to an even larger public. 

 

I.3.g) modern writers [] 

 

§1. Context: Since the very end of the nineteenth century, the number of valuable writers has been 

increasing, as has that of genres and mainstreams. In addition, the decolonisation process and the 

subsequent decentralisation of the seats of knowledge and legitimate culture make new distinctions 

operative. Not only does the distinction between English literature, literature in English, Commonwealth 

literature now make sense, but it also greatly, inevitably matters.  

 

§2. Main authors: (i) James Joyce (1882-1941; Ulysses, 1818-1820) and Virginia Woolf 

(1882-1941; Mrs Dalloway, 1925) challenged the narrative methods of viewpoints and 

structure. David Herbert Lawrence (1885-1930; Lady Chatterley’s lover, 1928) allied 

psychology and his own observation to explore human relationships in his works. 

(ii) Georges Bernard Shaw (1856-1924; Pygmalion, 1912-1913), who 

_was awarded both a Nobel Prize in Literature and an Oscar, the Polish-born 

Joseph Conrad (1857-1924; Heart of Darkness, 1899), Herbert George 

Wells (1866-1946; The war of the worlds, 1898; The Time machine, 1895 ; The 

invisible man, 1897 ; The island of Doctor Moreau, 1896), Edward Morgan 

_____Forster (1879-1970; A room with a view, 1908 ; A passage to India, 

____1924), George Orwell (1903-1950; 1984, 1949; Animal farm, 1945), 

____Evelyn Waugh (1903-1966, Sword of honour, 1952-1961), Graham 

____Greene (1904-1991; Stamboul train, 1932; The ministry of fear, 1943; 

____The power and the glory, 1940), William Golding (1911-1993; Lord of 

the flies, 1954) are considered the most influential English writers of the first half of the 20
th

 century 

 

3. Europeanness: Contemporaneousness and prospectiveness seem to be the key drivers in the works of 

the above-mentioned authors. However the references to the European common heritage are many, as 

some titles suggest (Ulysses; Pygmalion); some narrative methods remain common with the traditional 

European literature (e.g. the reasonable, talking animals in Animal farm echo the reasonable, talking 

animals of La Fontaine’s fables and, thus, Aesop’s). The interest in what happens in continental Europe is 

obvious, though obverted for the sake of the narrative, in George Orwell’s works. The case of Joseph 

Conrad, who learned English in his twenties and still considered himself a Pole despite his later British 

nationality, is exceptionally material to the question as to what should be called English literature or 

literature in English.  
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