05   MAJOR WORKS AND AUTHORS IN BRITISH LITERATURE

THROUGH THE 19TH CENTURY

broader view: gender roles

1. THE ANGLO-SAXON PERIOD

The earliest form of the English language developed after the settlement of the Saxons and other Germanic tribes in England after the withdrawal of the Romans

Beowulf - a traditional heroic epic poem, composed around the 8th century 
It’s about a strong and courageous pagan hero of a Germanic tribe from southern Sweden travels to Denmark to help defeat a terrible monster Grendel (then he also kills his mother and a dragon, he’s wounded and dies) The story is mainly fictitious but it describes a few true historical events and several personalities are real as well. The poem survived in the well-known Cotton Manuscript (from 10th century)

2. THE MIDDLE AGES

After the Norman Conquest in 1066 (the Battle of Hastings), the French language gained a privileged position .
In the later medieval period (14th century) a new form of English now known as Middle English evolved, this is the earliest form which is comprehensible to modern readers and listeners, albeit not easily.
John Wycliffe (1330 – 1384) 

philosopher, theologian, and religious reformer, professor of Oxford University, with his disciples, they translated the whole Bible into English, Wycliffe's writings strongly influenced the Bohemian religious reformer John Huss in his revolt against the Church

Geoffrey Chaucer (1345 – 1400)

a poet, diplomat, soldier and scholar, well-educated man, familiar with Latin, French and Italian literature

The Canterbury Tales – a collection of stories set within a framing story 

of a pilgrimage to Canterbury Cathedral, the shrine of St Thomas  Becket

The poet joins a band of 30 pilgrims, vividly described in the General Prologue, who assemble at the Tabard Inn, Southwark (in London)  for the journey to Canterbury. Unfinished, contains only 24 out of intended 120 tales (two are in prose, the rest is in verse).

Sir Thomas Malory (1408 – 1471)

is famous for his prose novel – the first in English lliterature
Le Morte d’Arthur – composed in prison, finished in 1470, it’s a compilation of some French (that he translated into English) and English Arthurian romances - It contains stories of Arthur, Lancelot, Holy Grail, Tristan and Isolde,… 

3. THE RENAISSANCE

the golden age of English literature

started after the wars of 15th century were over (1453 – the Hundred Years’ War, 1485 – the Wars of the Roses)

Henry VII and his son, Henry VIII, were turning the lords into courtiers in order to break their power as potential political rivals

 Sir Thomas More (1478 – 1535)

an outstanding scientist, statesman and philosopher – showed us his vision of anindeal state in his
Utopia – a Latin work describing an imaginary island where gold is used for children’s toys, wars are banned, both men and women are educated... 
Christopher Marlowe (1564 – 1593)

playwright and poet, although his entire activity as a playwright lasted only six years, educated at the University of Cambridge 

The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus – his masterpiece, a man sells his soul to the devil for power and knowledge - it shows the decay of a person who chooses material gains (by commanding the devils to suit his desires) over spiritual belief and in so doing loses his soul

Tamburlaine the Great – a heroic dramatic epic play in two parts about a man who defeats the king of Persia, the emperor of Turkey

The Jew of Malta - considered to have been a major influence of William Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice

William Shakespeare (1564 – 1616)

an English poet and playwright, recognized in the world as the greatest of all dramatists; he was born in Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire as the eldest son of John Shakespeare, a locally prominent merchant, and Mary Arden, daughter of a Roman Catholic member of the landed gentry

he married Anne Hathaway, the daughter of a farmer in 1582 and they had three children

in 1588 he arrived to London and soon attained success as an actor, playwright, poet and a dramatist

he shared profits of his acting company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Company, later called the King’s Men, and its two theatres, the Globe Theatre and the Blackfriars
Poetry: Sonnets – 126 of 154 sonnets are apparently addressed by a 
male poet to another man, it has caused some critical discomfort over the years
Comedies: The Comedy of Errors, A Midsummer Night’s Dream,

The Taming of the Shrew, As You Like It, Twelfth Night
Tragedies: Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth
Histories: Henry VI. , Henry VIII., Richard III., Julius Caesar

4. THE BAROQUE
John Donne (1572-1631)
leading English poet of the Metaphysical school and dean of St. Paul's Cathedral, London. Donne is often considered the greatest love poet in the English language.

John Milton (1608-74)
English poet, pamphleteer, and historian, considered the most significant English author after William Shakespeare. Milton is best known for Paradise Lost, widely regarded as the greatest epic poem in English.
5. THE AGE OF REASON (18th century)
this movement advocated rationality as a means to establish an authoritative system of ethics, aesthetics, and knowledge

Daniel Defoe (1660-1731)

an English writer, journalist and spy

Robinson Crusoe – a fictional autobiography of the title character, an English castaway who spends 28 years on a remote island, encountering savages, captives, and mutineers before being rescued

the positive reception was immediate and universal, before the end of the year, it had run through four editions

Jonathan Swift (1667-1745)

an Anglo-Irish writer, foremost prose satirist although he is also well known for his essays and poems

The Gulliver’s Travels - both a satire on human nature and a parody of the "travellers' tales" literary sub-genre - his masterpiece and one of the indisputable classics of the English language - tremendously popular immediately after it was published

Henry Fielding (1707-1754)

an English novelist and dramatist known for his rich earthy humor and satirical prowess - some of his work being savagely critical of the contemporary government

Tom Jones – a comic novel about a handsome, brave, generous young man of uncertain parentage and hearty appetites, remains faithful to his beloved in spirit, if not in flesh

6. THE PREROMANTICISM
Laurence Sterne (1713-1768)

an Anglo-Irish novelist and clergyman, who also wrote sermons and memoirs, and who was involved in local politics

The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman – published in nine volumes, text is filled with allusions and references to the leading thinkers and writers of the 17th and 18th centuries

A Sentimental Journey Through France and Italy – Sterne travelled through France and Italy as far south as Naples, and after returning determined to describe his travels from a sentimental point of view
Samuel Richardson (1689-1761)
English novelist who expanded the dramatic possibilities of the novel by his invention and use of the letter form (“epistolary novel”). His major novels were Pamela and Clarissa.
Oliver Goldsmith (1730-1774)

an Irish writer and physician

The Vicar of Wakefield

7. ROMANTICISM
secular and intellectual movement in the history of ideas that originated in late 18th century Western Europe

George Gordon Byron (1788-1824)

an Anglo-Scottish poet

Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage – a lengthy narrative poem with some autobiographical features that describes the travels and reflections of a world-weary young man who, disillusioned with a life of pleasure and revelry, looks for distraction in foreign lands

in a wider sense, it is an expression of the melancholy and disillusionment felt by a generation weary of the wars of the post-Revolutionary and Napoleonic eras

Walter Scott (1771-1832)

a prolific Scottish historical novelist and poet popular throughout Europe during his time. In some ways Scott was the first author to have a truly international career in his lifetime

Ivanhoe – a novel set in 12th century England, an example of historical fiction; Waverley -  Scott's first venture into prose fiction, anonymously published in 1814, and is often regarded as the first historical novel

Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822)
English Romantic poet whose passionate search for personal love and social justice was gradually channeled from overt actions into poems that rank with the greatest in the English language.

Prometheus Unbound
8. VICTORIAN WRITERS

Jane Austen (1775-1817)

her insights into women's lives and her mastery of form and irony have made her the most noted and influential novelist from her era

Sense and Sensibility

Pride and Prejudice - its opening is one of the most famous lines in English literature - "It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife."

it deals with issues surrounding courtship and marriage among the 

Emily Brontë (1818-1848)

a British novelist and poet, the younger sister of Charlotte Brontë

Wuthering heights – her only novel

Charles Dickens (1812-1870)

an English novelist -the popularity of his novels and short stories during his lifetime and to the present is demonstrated by the fact that none have ever gone out of print
Nicholas Nickleby, Great Expectations, David Copperfield,
The Pickwick Papers, Oliver Twist
Thomas Hardy (1840-1928)

a novelist, short story writer, and poet of the naturalist movement, who delineated characters struggling against their passions and circumstances
the bulk of his work, set mainly in the semi-imaginary county of Wessex, is marked by poetic descriptions, and fatalism
Far from the Madding Crowd - the title is apt, as the life of the book's heroine, Bathsheba Everdene, living in the quiet rural village of Weatherbury is indeed disrupted by the "madding crowd"

the role of fate is clearly established, with each twist and turn in the book being more luck than the choice of one of the characters
The Mayor of Casterbridge - a tragic novel, set in the fictional town of Casterbridge

Jude the Obscure – his last novel, received so harsh a reception from scandalized critics that Hardy stopped writing fiction altogether, producing only poetry and drama for the rest of his life
Lewis Carroll  (1832-1898)

a British author, mathematician, logician, Anglican clergyman and photographer

Alice's Adventures in Wonderland

Oscar Wilde (1854-1900)

an Anglo-Irish playwright, novelist, poet, and short story writer

one of the most successful playwrights of late Victorian London, and one of the greatest celebrities of his day, known for his barbed and clever wit, he suffered a dramatic downfall and was imprisoned after being convicted in a famous trial of "gross indecency" for homosexual acts
The Picture of Dorian Gray – his only novel

The Importance of Being Earnest

