
English Literature in Context

Comprehensive and accessible, this textbook supports the study of English literature

from the Middle Ages to the present, and is designed as a main resource for all

English Literature students. The book is carefully structured for undergraduate use,

with a rich range of illustrations and textboxes that enhance and summarise vital

background material. The seven chronological chapters are written by a team of

expert contributors who are also highly experienced teachers with a clear sense of

the requirements of the undergraduate English curriculum. Each analyses a major

historical period, surveying and documenting the cultural contexts that have shaped

English literature, and focusing on key texts. In addition to the narrative survey, each

chapter includes a detailed chronology, providing a quick-reference guide to the

period; contextual readings of select literary texts; and annotated suggestions for

further reading. This is an invaluable reference for students and teachers alike.

P A U L P O P L A W S K I is Senior Lecturer in English at the University of Leicester. He has

taught widely in nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature, and also has teaching

interests in post-colonial literature and creative writing. He has published several

books and articles on D. H. Lawrence, including the revised third edition of

A Bibliography of D. H. Lawrence (Cambridge, 2001), and is also Series Adviser for the

current Penguin Classics series of D. H. Lawrence’s texts. His other publications

include A Jane Austen Encyclopedia (1998) and, as editor, Encyclopedia of Literary

Modernism (2003).

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-54928-8 - English Literature in Context
Edited by Paul Poplawski
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521549280
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


English Literature in Context
PAUL POPLAWSKI

General Editor

VALERIE ALLEN, Medieval English, 500–1500

ANDREW HISCOCK, The Renaissance, 1485–1660

LEE MORRISSEY, The Restoration and Eighteenth Century, 1660–1780

PETER J . KITSON, The Romantic Period, 1780–1832

MARIA FRAWLEY, The Victorian Age, 1832–1901

PAUL POPLAWSKI , The Twentieth Century, 1901–1939

JOHN BRANNIGAN, The Twentieth Century, 1939–2004

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-54928-8 - English Literature in Context
Edited by Paul Poplawski
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521549280
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


C A M B R I D G E U N I V E R S I T Y P R E S S

Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, São Paulo, Delhi

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 8RU, UK

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521549288

# Cambridge University Press 2008

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2008

Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

ISBN 978-0-521-83992-1 hardback
ISBN 978-0-521-54928-8 paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to
in this book, and does not guarantee that any content on such
websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-54928-8 - English Literature in Context
Edited by Paul Poplawski
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521549280
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

List of illustrations page vii

Notes on contributors xiii

Preface xv

Acknowledgements xix

1 Medieval English, 500–1500
VALERIE ALLEN 1

Chronology 2
Historical overview 12
Literary overview 33
Texts and issues 50
Readings 72
Reference 97

2 The Renaissance, 1485–1660
ANDREW HISCOCK 110

Chronology 110
Historical overview 117
Literary overview 145
Texts and issues 170
Readings 183
Reference 207

3 The Restoration and eighteenth century, 1660–1780
LEE MORRISSEY 211

Chronology 212
Historical overview 216
Literary overview 243
Texts and issues 264
Readings 281
Reference 301

4 The Romantic period, 1780–1832
PETER J. KITSON 306

Chronology 306
Historical overview 311

v

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-54928-8 - English Literature in Context
Edited by Paul Poplawski
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521549280
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Literary overview 327
Texts and issues 349
Readings 372
Reference 393

5 The Victorian age, 1832–1901
MARIA FRAWLEY 403

Chronology 404
Historical overview 408
Literary overview 429
Texts and issues 458
Readings 488
Reference 507

6 The twentieth century, 1901–1939
PAUL POPLAWSKI 519

Chronology 520
Historical overview 527
Literary overview 546
Texts and issues 559
Readings 572
Reference 586

7 The twentieth century, 1939–2004
JOHN BRANNIGAN 593

Chronology 593
Historical overview 601
Literary overview 618
Texts and issues 632
Readings 643
Reference 656

Index 664

vi Contents

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-54928-8 - English Literature in Context
Edited by Paul Poplawski
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521549280
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Illustrations

1 Medieval English, 500–1500
1 Anglo-Saxon England. Based on the map reproduced in The

Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, ed. Malcolm
Godden and Michael Lapidge. Features added by
Gary Zaragovitch page 15

2 ‘The sign of King William’ and ‘the sign of Queen Matilda’,
marked by crosses. Detail from the Accord of Winchester 1072.
Reproduced with permission from the Dean and Chapter of
Canterbury 20

3 Wat Tyler killed by Lord Mayor Walworth in front of Richard II.
Chroniques de France et d’Angleterre. S. Netherlands, c. 1460–80. Art
Resource, NY. British Library Royal 18 E, f.175 24

4 Henry II argues with Thomas Becket. From Peter of Langtoft’s
Chronicle of England. c. 1300–25. Art Resource, NY. British Library 31

5 The West-Saxon Gospel. 1000–50. Translation of Matthew 3.13.
CCC MS. 140, f. 4v. By courtesy of the Master and Fellows of
Corpus Christi College, Cambridge 37

6 Heaþosteapa Helm (The High Battle-Helmet) (Beowulf, 1245 [A]).
Reconstructed from actual helmet in Sutton Hoo, early C.7th.
Art Resource, NY. The British Museum, London 41

7 Harold swears an oath to William. Detail from the Bayeux
Tapestry. C.11th. By Special Permission of the City of Bayeux 44

8 Map of York pageant stations. By permission of Meg Twycross 49
9 Mary bares her breast before Christ on behalf of sinners. Hereford

Mappa Mundi. c. 1285. With the Permission of the Dean and
Chapter of Hereford and the Hereford Mappa Mundi Trust 53

10 The Desborough necklace. C.7th. Gold and garnet. The cross indicates it
belonged to a convert. # The Trustees of the British Museum 56

11 The Cuerdale hoard. c. 905. Art Resource, NY. The British Museum,
London 58

12 Gossiping women surrounded by demons. c. 1325–40. Window
n.11. By permission of the Parochial Church Council of
St Nicholas Parish Church, Stanford on Avon 63

13 Man defecates before praying nun. Romance of Alexander. French
and English, C.14th–15th MS. Bodl. 264, fol. 56r. By courtesy of
the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford 67

vii

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-54928-8 - English Literature in Context
Edited by Paul Poplawski
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521549280
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


14 Baboons reading. Romance of Alexander. French and English,
C.14th–15th MS. Bodl. 264, fol. 94v. By courtesy of the Bodleian
Library, University of Oxford 71

15 Map of Maldon, Essex. By courtesy of Humphrey Berridge
www.battleofmaldon.org.uk/index. 73

16 Norman cavalry and English shieldwall. Detail from the Bayeux
Tapestry. C.11th. By special permission of the City of Bayeux 76

17 The enclosing of a recluse. CCC MS. 79, f. 72r. c. 1397–1435. By
courtesy of the Master and Fellows of Corpus Christi College,
Cambridge 80

18 Map of Arthurian Britain. Copyright 1996 from The New Arthurian
Encyclopedia (p. 2), ed. Norris J. Lacy. Reproduced by Permission of
Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, LLC 85

19 Arming scene. Pierpont Morgan Library. Manuscript. M.775
[Ordonances of Chivalry], fol. 122v. With permission of the Pierpont
Morgan Library, New York 87

20 Annunciation to the shepherds. Holkham Picture Bible. London,
British Library, Add. MS. 47682, f. 13. By permission of the British
Library 93

2 The Renaissance, 1485–1660
1 Isaac Oliver, A Miniature Depicting an Allegory of Virtue Confronting Vice,

c. 1590 (Detail). SMK Foto, Statens Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen 118
2 Lucas De Heere, (1534–84), The Family of Henry VIII: an Allegory of the

Tudor Succession. National Museums and Galleries of Wales 118
3 Van Dyck c. 1632, Charles I and Queen Henrietta Maria with Their Two Eldest

Children. The Royal Collection # 2005, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 122
4 The Execution of Charles I, c. 1649–50. On loan to the Scottish National

Portrait Gallery, reproduced by permission of Lord Dalmeny 123
5 Title page from John Fitzherbert’s Here Begynneth a Newe Tract or

Treatyse Moost Profitable for All Husbandmen (1532). By permission of the
British Library 128

6 Woodcut from 1611 Edition of George Gascoigne’s The Noble Arte of
Venerie or Hunting. The first edition was published in 1575. In this later
edition the image of Elizabeth is replaced with that of James.
Reproduced by permission of the Huntington Library, San Marino,
California 151

7 A detail from Wenceslas Hollar’s engraving ‘Long View of London’
(1644). The attributions of ‘The Globe’ And ‘Beere Bayting’ are not
accurate and should be reversed 152

8 Detail from a painting of a Public Sermon at St Paul’s Cross, 1620 153
9 Robert Greene’s The Third and Last Part of Conny-Catching, 1592

Reproduced by permission of the Huntington Library, San Marino,
California 155

10 Woodcut displaying an early modern print workshop from the title
page of Edmund Reeve’s Twelve Rules Introducting to the Art of Latine
(1620). By permission of the Folger Shakespeare Library 159

viii List of illustrations

www.cambridge.org© Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-54928-8 - English Literature in Context
Edited by Paul Poplawski
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521549280
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


11 Title page from the 1623 ‘First Folio’ of Shakespeare’s dramatic works.
By permission of the Folger Shakespeare Library 167

12 Woodcut from Foxe’s Acts And Monuments illustrating the martyrdom
of William Tyndale. Reproduced by permission of the Huntington
Library, San Marino, California 169

13 Elizabeth I Receiving Dutch Emissaries, c. 1585. Staatliche Museen Kassel 172
14 Miniature by Nicholas Hilliard, Young Man against a Flame

Background. V & A Images 178
15 Engraving recalling Francis Drake’s arrival in the Moluccan Islands.

Published by Gottfried (1655) # National Maritime Museum, London 182
16 Illustration depicting the Moghul emperor Jahangir preferring a Sufi

sheikh to kings (which include James I), c. 1615–18. Freer Gallery of
Art and the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institute,
Washington, DC 184

17 Woodcut image of the island of Utopia from the 1518 Basle edition
of More’s Utopia. Bielefeld University Library 186

18 Copy of a drawing of the Swan Theatre originally made in 1596 by
Johannes De Witt. University Library, Utrecht 194

19 Nicholas Hilliard’s famous miniature of an Elizabethan lover, entitled
Young Man among the Roses. V & A Images 201

3 The Restoration and eighteenth century, 1660–1780
1 Hogarth, The South Sea Scheme (1721). Guildhall Library, City of London 226
2 Platte Grondt der Verbrande Stadt London (1666). By permission of the

British Library 230
3 Canaletto, view of St Paul’s Cathedral, façade (c. 1747). Guildhall
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Preface

Don’t want your drum and trumpet history – no fear . . . Don’t want to know who was

who’s mistress, and why so-and-so devastated such a province; that’s bound to be all lies

and upsy-down anyhow. Not my affair. Nobody’s affair now. Chaps who did it didn’t

clearly know . . . What I want to know is, in the middle ages Did they Do Anything for

Housemaid’s Knee? What did they put in their hot baths after jousting, and was the

Black Prince – you know the Black Prince – was he enamelled or painted, or what? I think

myself, black-leaded – very likely – like pipe-clay – but did they use blacking so early?

(H. G. Wells, Tono-Bungay (1909), p. 214)

As Edward Ponderevo’s rambling comments from Wells’s novel humorously

illustrate, literature regularly asks questions about history and about the

processes by which historical knowledge and understanding are shaped.

What is somewhat less common is to see historical questions asked of litera-

ture – questions, for example, such as how and why particular types of litera-

ture should emerge from particular sets of historical circumstances. The

academic study of literature usually takes for granted the idea that literature

should function as a critical reflection on people and society in history, and on

the ways in which people make historical sense of their lives, but it often

glosses over the fact that literature (in both its material and symbolic aspects)

is itself always actively part of the historical process and inextricably bound up

with its surrounding historical contexts.

There has certainly been a growing trend among critics and scholars in recent

years to place increased emphasis on the precise historical contextualisation

of literature, and this trend has to some extent been reflected within degree

programmes in English. However, it remains the case that undergraduate

literature students often have only a fairly limited sense of relevant historical

contexts, and this is partly because of the relative dearth of appropriate and

accessible study materials within this field. By its very nature, relevant histor-

ical information for the whole sweep of English literature tends to be widely

scattered in a number of different sources, and, in any case, historical informa-

tion of itself does not necessarily illuminate literary study without further

interpretation and contextualisation of its own – and students often need

guidance with this. There are many helpful general histories of English litera-

ture, of course, and these can go some way towards providing such guidance,

but they usually deal mainly with the ‘internal’ development of literature

through the ages and only briefly, if at all, with the broader historical contexts

xv
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which have helped to shape that development. At the other end of the spec-

trum, there are also many useful books of specialised historical literary criti-

cism which deal in close detail with specific periods, and these are certainly

valuable resources for a focused historical understanding of literature.

However, broad-based books dedicated to introducing students to the systema-

tic study of literature in context, with historical and literary material relevant

to all periods of literature, are very few and far between, and it is this particular

gap in provision for students that the present book seeks to address.

English Literature in Context has been written and designed specifically for

undergraduates to provide a detailed and accessible source of contextual

reference material to support the study of English literature from the Middle

Ages to the present. The book offers a wide-ranging introduction to the key

historical and cultural contexts in which literature has been produced through

the ages and it explores the complex interactions between literature and its

contexts through focused discussions of particular literary trends, move-

ments, texts and issues within each period. Each chapter of the book provides

a comprehensive overview of one broad period of English literature, outlining

important historical and literary events and examining the ways in which the

diverse social, economic, political and cultural aspects of the period have

informed its literary activity. To consolidate and enhance the reader’s under-

standing of the period and its literature, a range of illustrations and ‘break-out’

textboxes also feature in each chapter.

As indicated above, the book has been written as an introductory text for

undergraduates and, in particular, the authors have tried to maintain a clear,

lively and accessible style of writing without any assumption of prior specialist

knowledge on the part of the reader. At the same time, however, we hope that

the book’s detailed treatment of particular trends, texts and contexts within

each period will make it suitable as a source of reference and stimulus for more

advanced study too. It should perhaps be noted that the authors are all experi-

enced teachers of literature with a clear grasp of the learning needs of students

as they progress through degree programmes in English, and the book has

been designed to cater flexibly for those needs.

Using this book

Each chapter of the book has a common structure of five main sections which

move the focus gradually from the general to the particular as they each

develop the dialogue between history and literature, contexts and texts.

These five sections are as follows:

i. Historical overview

ii. Literary overview

iii. Texts and issues

iv. Readings

v. Reference
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In each chapter, the ‘Historical overview’ is preceded by a brief introductory

paragraph and a chronology which covers the period in question, listing all

major historical and cultural events alongside key literary developments.

Among other things, the chronologies are intended to provide a quick refer-

ence guide to the literature and history of each period and to enable readers to

make some critical observations of their own about the period, both before

and after reading the main part of the related chapter. The first two sections

then lay narrative foundations for each chapter by broadly surveying the

historical and literary trends of the relevant period and by drawing attention

to key points of conjunction between the two. The third section, ‘Texts and

issues’, looks more closely at such points of conjunction and expands on the

inter-relations between texts and contexts by considering some of the domi-

nant issues or themes which can be seen to permeate the period, both in its

literature and in its broader social and cultural contexts. The ‘Readings’ section

then narrows the focus further by providing short contextualised readings of a

small group of representative texts from the period. In their attention to

textual and contextual detail, these critical readings are intended to draw

together specific elements of the preceding historical, literary and thematic

overviews while also serving as practical examples of how to discuss individual

texts in close relation to their historical contexts. The final ‘Reference’ section

in each chapter provides readers with structured and annotated suggestions

for further reading and research, as well as full references for all works cited in

the main text.

Within the common broad structure outlined above, there are different

types of emphasis from chapter to chapter and many individual variations in

how material is organised within each of the five main sections. These varia-

tions reflect the different characteristics of each particular period (including

their differences in length) as well as the different interests of individual

authors – for, while we have aimed at a certain degree of standardisation of

style and structure across chapters, we have wanted to avoid a narrow uni-

formity and have done our best to retain a clear sense of our own individual

voices, along with a lively feel for the distinctiveness of our periods.

It should be made clear that the focus of the book is on British literature

primarily and that American literature and other literatures in English are not

dealt with in any detail here. Having said that, variable historical circum-

stances over the centuries inevitably mean that authors have had to make

their own critical judgements for their specific periods as to how narrowly or

broadly to interpret the concept of ‘British literature’ and how far to trace

literary developments and influences beyond Britain at any particular point.

Similarly, although several chapters touch on critical questions about how

we define and delimit literary periods in the first place, and also about

how we decide on what constitutes a relevant historical context, we have not

felt it appropriate in a practically oriented book like this to dwell too much on

such matters. We certainly want readers to reflect on these things for
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themselves, and we have tried in our discussions to retain a degree of flex-

ibility and open-endedness to encourage this, but, equally, in organising our

material we have each had to make some clear-cut decisions and selections –

and in the main these have been guided by a pragmatic sense of the broad

requirements of undergraduate studies in English and of the sorts of literary

traditions, periods and texts that are widely taught and studied in universities

and colleges around the world. We are aware, of course, that there is no neat

consensus on such matters and that English degrees are as many and various as

the institutions which offer them, but we hope our coverage is sufficiently

broad and balanced to meet the requirements of at least some parts of most

degree programmes. It should be stressed, moreover, that much of the discus-

sion in the book (especially in the ‘Texts and issues’ and ‘Readings’ sections) is

only intended to be illustrative of a general approach to the study of literature in

its historical contexts. We are by no means trying to prescribe particular

programmes of study of our own, or indeed to narrow the possibilities of

analysis and interpretation to the ones presented here. Our hope is simply

that we can provide a firm foundation for historically contextualised literary

study, along with sufficiently stimulating examples of such study to encourage

readers to make their own critical explorations in this field according to their

own circumstances and interests.

Sources for all quotations and references are cited in abbreviated form in the

main text and full details of such citations can be found in the relevant

‘Reference’ section at the end of each chapter. For ease of orientation within

that section, citations are always keyed to its various sub-sections (A, Bi, Cii,

etc.) – for example:

Stephen Constantine, Unemployment in Britain between the Wars, pp. 1–2 [Bi]
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