
17th and 18th century literature
17th and 18th Century Literature reflects a rich tapestry of cultural, social, and political changes
that shaped Europe and beyond. This period, often referred to as the Early Modern period, spans
from the late Renaissance to the dawn of the Enlightenment. It is marked by significant
advancements in literary forms, the rise of individualism, and the exploration of new ideas that
would ultimately influence modern thought. The literature of this era encompasses a diverse range
of genres, including poetry, drama, essays, and novels, revealing the complexities of human
experience and societal transformation.

Historical Context

The 17th and 18th centuries were characterized by profound transformations in Europe. The
aftermath of the Reformation, the rise of absolute monarchies, and the burgeoning of the scientific
revolution all played pivotal roles in shaping the literary landscape.

Political and Social Changes

1. The Rise of Absolute Monarchies: This period saw the consolidation of power in the hands of
monarchs, particularly in France under Louis XIV. This centralization influenced literature, fostering
themes of authority and rebellion.
2. The Scientific Revolution: The shift towards rationalism and empirical inquiry affected literary
themes, leading to works that questioned traditional beliefs and embraced new philosophies.
3. Colonial Expansion: European powers expanded their empires, leading to encounters with
different cultures. This contact introduced new ideas and narratives into European literature.

The Role of Religion

Religion remained a critical topic during this period, influencing both the content and form of
literary works. The tension between Catholicism and Protestantism, the emergence of secularism,
and the questioning of religious doctrines produced a rich array of literary responses.

Key Literary Movements

The literature of the 17th and 18th centuries can be categorized into several key movements, each
with its distinct characteristics and notable authors.

Baroque Literature (17th Century)



Baroque literature is characterized by its complexity, emotional intensity, and elaborate style. It
often explored themes of mortality, faith, and the human condition.

- Notable Authors:
- John Milton: His epic poem "Paradise Lost" (1667) is a seminal work that delves into the themes of
free will, redemption, and the nature of evil.
- Luis de Góngora: A Spanish poet known for his intricate metaphors and stylistic innovations.
- Molière: A French playwright whose comedies, such as "Tartuffe" and "The Misanthrope," critique
societal norms and human behavior.

Neoclassicism (Late 17th to 18th Century)

Neoclassicism emerged as a reaction against the emotional excesses of the Baroque period. It
emphasized reason, order, and adherence to classical ideals derived from ancient Greece and Rome.

- Key Features:
- Emphasis on Reason: Writers sought to reflect rational thought and moral clarity.
- Unity of Form: Adherence to established conventions in poetry and drama.
- Themes of Morality: Focused on ethical questions and societal critique.

- Notable Authors:
- Alexander Pope: His satirical verse, including "The Rape of the Lock," exemplifies the wit and
moral reflection characteristic of the period.
- Jonathan Swift: Author of "Gulliver's Travels," Swift's work combines satire with social
commentary, reflecting the complexities of human nature and society.

Romanticism (Late 18th Century)

Though technically starting at the end of the 18th century, the
seeds of Romanticism began to emerge as a reaction against
Neoclassicism. Romanticism emphasized emotion, nature, and
individualism.

- Key Features:
- Celebration of Emotion: A focus on personal feelings and
intuition over reason.
- Nature as a Theme: Nature was often depicted as a source of
inspiration and spiritual renewal.
- Interest in the Individual: Emphasis on personal experience
and the exploration of the self.



- Notable Authors:
- William Wordsworth: His poetry, particularly "Lyrical
Ballads," emphasizes the beauty of nature and the importance
of personal experience.
- Samuel Taylor Coleridge: Known for his imaginative and
mystical themes, particularly in "The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner."

Genres of 17th and 18th Century Literature

The period witnessed the development and popularization of
various literary genres, each contributing to the richness of
the literary landscape.

Poetry

Poetry flourished during this era, with a wide range of styles
and themes. The sonnet, elegy, and ode were particularly
popular.

- Metaphysical Poetry: Characterized by its intellectual
playfulness and complex imagery, exemplified by poets like
John Donne and George Herbert.

- Lyric Poetry: Focused on personal emotions and experiences,
poets such as Robert Herrick and Andrew Marvell explored
themes of love, nature, and mortality.



Drama

The drama of the 17th and 18th centuries reflects the societal
changes and tensions of the time.

- Tragedy and Comedy: The period saw the rise of both tragic
and comedic forms, with playwrights like Molière and Racine
in France and Shakespeare's continued influence in England.

- Restoration Comedy: Following the English Civil War, the
Restoration period brought a resurgence of comedic plays that
explored themes of love, marriage, and social mores.

Essays and Prose

Essays became a popular form for intellectual exploration and
social critique.

- Notable Figures:
- Michel de Montaigne: His "Essays" laid the groundwork for
the genre, exploring personal reflections on life and
philosophy.
- Joseph Addison and Richard Steele: Founders of "The
Spectator," they popularized essay writing in England and
examined contemporary society and manners.

The Novel



The novel began to emerge as a dominant literary form during
this period, reflecting the complexities of human experience
and societal changes.

- Key Works:
- "Don Quixote" by Miguel de Cervantes: Often considered the
first modern novel, it satirizes chivalric ideals and explores
themes of reality and illusion.
- "Robinson Crusoe" by Daniel Defoe: A tale of survival and
self-reliance that reflects the individualism of the period.
- "Pamela" by Samuel Richardson: A significant early example
of the novel, focusing on themes of virtue and social class.

Conclusion

The literature of the 17th and 18th centuries encapsulates a
period of remarkable change and development in thought,
style, and form. It reflects the complexities of a world in
transition, grappling with questions of identity, morality, and
the human experience. The rich literary heritage established
during this time laid the groundwork for the subsequent
movements of Romanticism and Realism, influencing
countless writers and thinkers in the centuries that followed.
As we study the works from this era, we gain insight not only
into the literary innovations of the time but also into the
evolving nature of society and the enduring quest for
understanding the human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are the defining characteristics of 17th century
literature?

17th century literature is marked by the rise of metaphysical
poetry, the exploration of human emotions and experiences,
and the emergence of the novel as a literary form. Key themes
include love, religion, and the conflict between reason and
faith.

Who are some notable authors from the 18th century, and
what are their contributions?

Notable 18th century authors include Jonathan Swift, known
for his satirical work 'Gulliver's Travels'; Alexander Pope,
famous for his poetic form and use of heroic couplets; and
Samuel Johnson, who contributed significantly to English
dictionaries and essay writing.

How did the Enlightenment influence 18th century literature?

The Enlightenment emphasized reason, individualism, and
skepticism of traditional authority, which greatly influenced
18th century literature. Writers began to explore themes of
rationality, human rights, and the role of government,
reflecting the shift towards modernity.

What role did women play in 17th and 18th century literature?

Women began to gain visibility in 17th and 18th century
literature, with authors like Aphra Behn and Mary



Wollstonecraft emerging as prominent figures. They
challenged societal norms and contributed to discussions on
gender, class, and the rights of women.

What is the significance of John Milton's 'Paradise Lost' in
17th century literature?

'Paradise Lost' is significant for its epic style, exploration of
themes such as free will, redemption, and the nature of good
and evil. Milton's work set a precedent for the use of blank
verse and influenced many later poets and writers.

What are some key themes found in 18th century novels?

Key themes in 18th century novels include social criticism, the
exploration of identity and morality, and the critique of class
structures. The rise of the novel allowed for deeper character
development and complex plots that reflected societal
changes.

How did the rise of the printing press impact 17th and 18th
century literature?

The rise of the printing press made literature more accessible
to the public, fostering literacy and the spread of ideas. It
enabled the publication of pamphlets, novels, and newspapers,
which facilitated the exchange of Enlightenment ideas and
increased readership.
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