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‘Studying English Literature in Context will undoubtedly advance the
theory and practice of cultural materialist pedagogy in higher edu-
cation. I recommend this lively and enjoyable volume as a valuable
resource for teachers and students of English literature, and as an
excellent anthology of scholarly essays in its own right.

Caroline Franklin, Swansea University

‘Studying English Literature in Context helps to ease students’ tran-
sition from second- to third-level study by offering scholarly essays
that are written specifically for students. This makes academic writing
and argument more accessible to students coming to such material
for the first time, with the further resources offering the additional
benefit of helping students to think more critically about what they
are reading. Studying English Literature in Context offers new univer-
sity students much-needed support as they work towards the broader/
deeper critical inquiry in which they will engage at later stages of
their programme. It is likely to be widely assigned in undergraduate
survey courses, and much used.

Naomi McAreavey, University College Dublin

‘Driven by the conviction that texts are fruitfully understood within
the context of their time, this enormously adaptable book man-
ages, without strain, to appeal both to scholars and to students, to
bookworms and to neophytes. It covers the entire history of English
literature and drama with an ease and dexterity matched only by
ambition and range. Critical reflections accompanying each essay
inform students, without dryness, of the scholarly tradition to which
they contribute. This collection deserves a place on reading lists wher-
ever English literature is nurtured and cherished.

Ronan McDonald, The University of Melbourne

‘Studying English Literature in Context is a superb collection of
essays by leading scholars that will foster stimulating response,
reignite debate, and demand intellectual engagement by readers of
representative texts from the long history of English. The authors
recognise that, from The Dream of the Rood’s multivalence to Aphra
Behn’s colonial novel Oroonoko and Grace Nichols’ feminist poetry,
literature both contributes to, and reflects, sociocultural critique,
linking past modes of creative expression with current conversations
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about form, textual ambiguity, literary resistance, and periodisation.
In addition to this impressive set of critical interpretations, generous
resources are provided to situate the student in the long chronology
and complex range of generic, stylistic, material, and performative
possibilities offered by literature. The whole volume works to ensure
enhanced understanding of the significance of poetry, prose, and
drama, both to authors and creators and to audiences globally; as
Poplawski anticipates, this book offers contextured readings, encour-
aging connections between eras, affect, and modalities to amplify the
power of the written and spoken word.

Elaine Treharne, Stanford University

‘An impeccable selection of wide-ranging but sharply focused texts in
their historical and cultural contexts by seasoned scholars with a keen
sense of the past as well as a sharp eye for essential contemporary
issues such as feminism, environmentalism, immigration, and politics.
The crisp and succinct essays are packed with engaging questions
that suggest lively classroom discussion as well as thoughtful critical
examination!

Stephen Kern, Ohio State University
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Ranging from early medieval times to the present, this diverse
collection explores the myriad ways in which literary texts are
informed by their historical contexts. The thirty-one essays draw
on varied themes and perspectives to present stimulating new
readings of both canonical and non-canonical texts and authors.
Written in a lively and engaging style by an international team of
experts, these specially commissioned essays collectively represent
an incisive contribution to literary studies; they will appeal to
scholars, teachers and graduate and undergraduate students. The
book is intended to complement Paul Poplawski’s previous volume,
English Literature in Context, and incorporates additional study
elements designed specifically with undergraduates in mind. With an
extensive chronology, a glossary of critical terms and a study guide
suggesting how students might learn from the essays in their own
writing practices, this volume provides a rich and flexible resource
for teaching and learning.

Paul Poplawski taught at the University of Wales and the University
of Leicester, where he was Director of Studies at Vaughan College
and Senior Lecturer in English. He was the general editor of the two
editions of English Literature in Context (2008, 2017), to which he
also contributed the chapters ‘The Twentieth Century, 1901-39’ and
‘Postcolonial Literature in English’ He is a member of the editorial
board of the Cambridge Edition of the Works of D. H. Lawrence and
co-author of the third edition of A Bibliography of D. H. Lawrence
(2001). In addition to several other books and essays on Lawrence,
he has published a book on Jane Austen (1998) and was the editor
of Encyclopedia of Literary Modernism (2003). Most recently, he was
guest editor for the MHRA Yearbook of English Studies for 2020,
entitled Back to the Twenties: Modernism Then and Now.
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and its reception in Germany (2000) and bilingual editions of Shakespeare’s
Sonnets (1992), A Lover’s Complaint and the narrative poems (1993). She is
editor of German Shakespeare Studies at the Turn of the Twenty-first Century
(2006); together with Richard Fortheringham and Robert White of Shakespeare’s
World/World Shakespeares (2006); with Lena Cowen Orlin and Stanley Wells of
Shakespeare without Boundaries (2011); and with Dieter Mehl of Shakespeare
Jubilees: 1769-2014 (2015).

RICHARD J. JONES is Senior Lecturer in English Literature at the Open University,
UK. He is the author of Tobias Smollett in the Enlightenment: Travels through
France, Italy and Scotland (2011) and recent articles on Smollett’s work in the
Journal of Eighteenth-Century Studies (2018), Literature Compass (2018) and The
Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation (2019).

JORDAN KISTLER is Lecturer in Victorian Literature at the University of Strathclyde,
Scotland. Her work explores the intersections between science and literature in the
nineteenth century, and she has published on a range of topics in this area, includ-
ing blindness, mesmerism and museum display.

FILIP KRAJNIK is a lecturer in English literature at the Department of English and
American Studies, Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University in Brno, Czech Republic.
His main research interests are late medieval English poetry and early modern
English theatre. He is currently co-editing a volume on medieval female piety
entitled Women across Borders (forthcoming). With his research team, he is also
working on a project focusing on the transnational and multi-genre aspects of the
English theatre of the Restoration period. An edited volume, tentatively entitled
Restoration Reshaping, is expected in 2022.

JOEL KUORTTI is Professor of English at the University of Turku, Finland. His
major research interests are postcolonial theory, Indian literature in English,
transnational identity, transculturation and translocality, gender and cultural
studies, and ordinariness. His books include Fictions to Live In: Narration
as an Argument for Fiction in Salman Rushdie’s Novels (1998), Tense Past,
Tense Present: Women Writing in English (2003), Writing Imagined Diasporas:
South Asian Women Reshaping North American Identity (2007), Reconstructing
Hybridity (co-edited with J. Nyman; 2007), Changing Worlds/Changing Nations:
The Concept of Nation in the Transnational Era (co-edited with O. P. Dwivedi;
2012), Critical Insights: Midnight’s Children (2014), Transculturation and
Aesthetics (2015) and Thinking with the Familiar in Contemporary Literature
and Culture ‘Out of the Ordinary’ (co-edited with K. Ilmonen, E. Valovirta and J.
Korkka; 2019).
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STEFANIA MICHELUCCI is Professor of English Studies at the University of
Genoa, Italy. As a visiting scholar, she has also taught in many other universi-
ties around the world, including the University of California, Berkeley, USA, and
Kyoto Tachibana University, Japan. Her publications include Space and Place in
the Works of D. H. Lawrence (2002), The Poetry of Thom Gunn: A Critical Study
(2009) and many essays on writers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
with particular attention on the relationship between literature and the visual
arts. With Ian Duncan and Luisa Villa she has recently co-edited a volume of
essays entitled The British Aristocracy in Popular Culture, Essays on 200 years
of Representations (2020). She is now working on a new book on Thom Gunn.

F. FIONA MOOLLA is a lecturer in the English Department at the University of the
Western Cape, South Africa. Among other academic and non-academic publica-
tions, her works include, as author, Reading Nuruddin Farah: The Individual, the
Novel & the Idea of Home (2014), and, as editor, Natures of Africa: Ecocriticism
and Animal Studies in Contemporary Cultural Forms (2016). Her current consum-
ing passion is the study of the literary and social significance of eros in African
and other cultures.

BEN MOORE is Assistant Professor in English Literature at the University of
Amsterdam, Netherlands, where he teaches a range of undergraduate and post-
graduate courses. His research focuses mainly on cities, architecture and money in
the nineteenth-century novel. He has published in journals including Modernism/
modernity, Journal of Victorian Culture, Gaskell Journal, Modern Language Review,
Victorian Literature and Culture and Dickens Quarterly. He is presently working
on a monograph entitled Invisible Architecture in Nineteenth-Century Literature:
Rethinking Urban Modernity.

LEE MORRISSEY, Professor and Alumni Distinguished Professor of English at
Clemson University, USA, is the author of From the Temple to the Castle: An
Architectural History of British Literature, 1660-1760 (1999) and The Constitution
of Literature: Literacy, Democracy, and Early English Literary Criticism (2007).
He is the editor of Debating the Canon: A Reader from Addison to Nafisi (2005)
and associate editor of the Encyclopedia of British Literature, 1660-1789 (2015).
He has been a Fulbright Scholar at the National University of Ireland Galway and a
McCarthy Fellow at Marsh’s Library, Dublin, and is currently writing a monograph
on John Milton.

JUDITH PALTIN is an associate professor in the Department of English Language
and Literatures at the University of British Columbia, Canada. She has published
Modernism and the Idea of the Crowd with Cambridge University Press (2020),
articles in the James Joyce Quarterly, The Conradian, Conradiana, The Wildean and
Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment, and a chapter in Affective
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Materialities: Reorienting the Body in Modernist Literature (2019; edited by Kara
Watts, Molly Volanth Hall and Robin Hackett).

ALESSANDRA PETRINA is Professor of English Literature at the University of
Padua, Italy. Her research focuses primarily on late medieval and early modern
intellectual history, and on Anglo-Italian cultural relations. Her publications
include The Kingis Quair (1997), Cultural Politics in Fifteenth-Century England:
The Case of Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester (2004) and Machiavelli in the British
Isles: Two Early Modern Translations of the Prince (2009). She has edited and
co-edited a number of volumes, including (with Clara Calvo) Shakespeare and
Popular Culture (2018), and (with Ian Johnson) The Impact of Latin Culture on
Medieval and Early Modern Scottish Writing (2018). Her latest book is Petrarch’s
Triumphi in the British Isles (MHRA Tudor and Stuart Translation Series, 2020).

FIONA PRICE is author of Reinventing Liberty: Nation, Commerce and the Historical
Novel from Walpole to Scott (2016) and Revolutions in Taste 1773-1818: Women
Writers and the Aesthetics of Romanticism (2009), and editor, with Benjamin Dew,
of Historical Writing in Britain, 1688-1830: Visions of History (2014). She has
edited two historical novels, Jane Porter’s The Scottish Chiefs (1810; 2007) and
Sarah Green'’s Private History of the Court of England (1808; 2011). She is currently
working on a monograph on the idea of the ‘real’ in the Romantic period novel.
She is Professor in English Literature at the University of Chichester, UK.

ULLA RAHBEK is Associate Professor of Postcolonial Literatures at Copenhagen
University, Denmark. Her most recent publications are Refugee Talk: Propositions on
Ethics and Aesthetics, with Eva Rask Knudsen (Pluto, 2022), British Multicultural
Literature and Superdiversity (2019), In Search of the Afropolitan, with Eva Rask
Knudsen (2016), and Global Voices (Gyldendal, 2016).

CATHERINE RILEY is a writer and the director of Primadonna Festival, the first
literary festival in the UK to give prominence specifically to work by women, as
well as to writers of all genders, economic statuses and ethnicities whose voices
are not usually heard. She is an expert on contemporary feminist publishing in
the UK. She has published Feminism and Women’s Writing: An Introduction (with
Lynne Pearce) (2018) and The Virago Story: Assessing the Impact of a Feminist
Publishing Phenomenon (2018), as well as numerous journal articles and chap-
ters. She has taught English Literature and Gender Studies at Lancaster and
Northumbria Universities and Birkbeck College, London.

DANIEL SANJIV ROBERTS studied English at Chennai, Hyderabad and Cambridge,
and teaches at Queen’s University Belfast, Northern Ireland. He is the author of De
Quincey, Coleridge and the High Romantic Argument (2000) and has edited texts
by Thomas De Quincey, Robert Southey and Charles Johnston for major critical
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editions. His edited collections (with Robert Morrison) include Thomas De Quincey:
New Theoretical and Critical Directions (2007), Romanticism and Blackwood’s
Magazine: ‘An Unprecedented Phenomenon’ (2013), and (with Jonathan Wright)
Ireland’s Imperial Connections, 1775-1947 (2019).

LORETTA STEC is Professor of English at San Francisco State University, USA,
where she teaches twentieth-century literatures in English with an emphasis on
women writers, as well as animal studies. She has published on, among others,
Virginia Woolf, Rebecca West, Djuna Barnes, D. H. Lawrence, Gertrude Stein,
Naomi Mitchison and Bessie Head. She is currently at work on a project on con-
templative pedagogy, linking meditation practices with modernist representations
of consciousness.

EMILY V. THORNBURY is currently Associate Professor of English at Yale
University, USA, specialising in Old English and Anglo-Latin poetry and poetics.
Her first book, Becoming a Poet in Anglo-Saxon England (2014), explored pre-
Conquest poetry as a fundamentally social practice; her second monograph, The
Virtue of Ornament, will consider theories of labour and value in early medieval
literature and art. Before moving to Yale, she taught at the University of California
at Berkeley.

CLARE WALLACE is Associate Professor at the Department of Anglophone
Literatures and Cultures at Charles University in Prague, Czech Republic. Her
teaching is mainly focused on Irish studies and theatre studies. She is author of
The Theatre of David Greig (2013) and Suspect Cultures: Narrative, Identity and
Citation in 1990s New Drama (2006). She has edited a number of books, including
Monologues: Theatre, Performance, Subjectivity (2008), Stewart Parker: Television
Plays (2008) and (with Anja Miiller) Cosmotopia: Transnational Identities in David
Greig’s Theatre (2011). She is a member of research group British Theatre in the
Twenty-First Century: Crisis, Affect, Community, funded by the Spanish Ministry
of Economy and Competitiveness and FEDER (European Union). She is also Key
Researcher in the European Regional Development Fund project Creativity and
Adaptability as Conditions of the Success of Europe in an Interrelated World,
which has supported this work.

K. S. WHETTER is Professor of Medieval English at Acadia University, Nova Scotia,
Canada, and Past President of the North American Branch of the International
Arthurian Society. His principal teaching and research interests are the romance
and epic-heroic genres and the medieval Arthurian legend, particularly Malory’s
Morte Darthur. His Arthurian publications include articles in Arthuriana, Arthurian
Literature and Speculum as well as the books The Manuscript and Meaning of
Malory’s Morte Darthur: Rubrication, Commemoration, Memorialization (2017),
Understanding Genre and Medieval Romance (2008), Re-Viewing Le Morte Darthur:
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Texts and Contexts, Characters and Themes (co-edited with Raluca L. Radulescu;
2005) and The Arthurian Way of Death: The English Tradition (co-edited with
Karen Cherewatuk; 2009).

ROBERT WILCHER retired as Reader in Early Modern Studies in the English
Department at the University of Birmingham, UK, in 2007. In addition to The
Writing of Royalism 1628-1660 (2001), he has published many articles on early
modern literature and twentieth-century drama, and books on Andrew Marvell,
Arnold Wesker and Sir John Suckling. He is a joint editor of The Works of Henry
Vaughan (Oxford University Press, 2018) and the author of Keeping the Ancient
Way: Aspects of the Life and Work of Henry Vaughan (2021). He is an honorary
fellow of the Shakespeare Institute.

PAUL WRIGHT is a former assistant dean of the University of Wales Trinity Saint
David and now a part-time lecturer in English and creative writing and a book-
seller. He has researched and published on British Romanticism and contemporary
poetry, and particularly on the connections between science and poetry.
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What do you get if you take the text out of context? A con? Well, perhaps not a
confidence trick exactly, but surely some kind of sleight of hand which creates the
illusion of something entirely self-contained, whose meanings and significance
are magically self-generated without any apparent connection to history and the
complex swirling networks of language, culture and society that shape and inform
all our lives.

It may be true that, as long as we can understand the language it is written in,
a text can appear to be perfectly comprehensible without our knowing too much
about the particular historical circumstances out of which it grew and without
thinking too much about how our own contexts as active readers might influ-
ence the meanings we derive from it. But this apparent autonomy of signification
obscures the fact that individual texts in themselves would have no meaning at
all without the historically evolved frameworks of language, culture and society
that have brought them into being as signifying entities in the first place. It also
obscures the individual’s crucial ‘activation’ of meaning in the very process of
reading, a process that inevitably has its own contexts and associated frameworks
of interpretation.

Whether or not we are consciously aware of it, we are constantly drawing on
‘contextual’ information to make sense of the many material and symbolic ‘texts’
around us. In decoding and processing symbolic written texts in particular, we
draw from our internalised store of information, knowledge, beliefs, assumptions
and understanding about the world. And even if that store of ‘ready-made’ con-
textual resources is lacking in some way, we will still, as meaning-making crea-
tures, automatically smooth over any gaps or anomalies to try to make sense
of things as best we can - or as best suits us - even if this is based on a sort of
creative guesswork. In this way most of us can make reasonably good sense of
most of the texts we read, even if they were written at some distance from us,
chronologically, geographically or culturally, in times, places or cultures where
our grasp of relevant contexts must be largely uncertain. It is here that the sleight
of hand I mentioned comes into play most obviously - that is, when we take the
text out of context and simply assimilate what we read to our own inner and often
unexamined ‘map’ of the world. And it is here, therefore, where critically contex-
tualised readings of texts such as are presented in this collection can help not only
to provide us with richer, fuller contextual understanding of particular texts, but
also to sensitise us to all the things we don’t know we don’t know about many of
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the texts we read and believe we understand. Imagine, for instance, what a reader
in thirty years’ time might make of these final words from a recent poem by Grace
Nichols: ‘I can’t breathe’ (‘Breath’, 2020). Most of us today, in 2022, will immedi-
ately understand the connotations of these words because of the contexts of the
continuing coronavirus pandemic and the brutal police murder of George Floyd
in 2020. Detached from these contexts, however, readers in 2052 will probably
miss the full significance of the line on first reading (even if, unfortunately, they
are still likely to recognise its echoing of the climate emergency). Nichols’s poem
was written to commemorate the 1977 Battle of Lewisham and would therefore
have another specific historical context to be retrieved and explored as well (see
www.explore.gold/breath).

There are, in fact, myriad complex ways in which texts depend for their mean-
ings on ‘contextual’ factors, and this volume’s richly diverse collection of essays,
spanning the whole of English literary history, seeks to explore and elucidate
some of these ways by setting a wide range of texts and contexts in illuminating
dialogue with one another. ‘Context’ may seem to be a simple concept, but this
is far from the case, as will be seen, and one aim of this volume is to refine our
understanding of how texts and contexts feed off each other by considering some
of the many material, institutional and symbolic contexts that have dialogically
informed English literature from its beginnings in Anglo-Saxon times through to
the globalised present.

Taking in all the main literary genres and considering a balanced mixture of both
well-known and lesser-known texts and authors, the essays range variously across
social, political, economic, religious, scientific and literary-critical contexts. They
engage with many topics and issues of contemporary relevance — such as social
crisis and precarity, migration, racial and gender inequalities, and the threat to our
environment - and draw on a number of critical fields and perspectives, includ-
ing anthropology, cultural materialism, ecocriticism, everyday life studies, feminism,
genre studies, life writing, New Historicism, postcolonialism and print culture studies.

The volume’s emphasis on texts and contexts should be seen as an equal empha-
sis on both elements; in turn, its overall approach presupposes a view of literature
as a form of active social critique where literary texts are seen as shaping contexts
as much as they are shaped by them. The dialogue between the two is not always
neatly balanced and generally not directly synchronous in time, but one of the
most highly valued qualities of literature has always been its ability to hold up a
critical mirror to society, and the analysis of this function of texts naturally plays a
major role here. Moreover, as already suggested, in looking into the mirror of texts
in their own historical periods, many of the essays also refract critical light on
facets of our own contemporary society — and this in turn reflects an overarching
aspiration of this volume to convey a compelling sense of the always immediate
relevance of studying English literature in context.
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Volume Outline and Rationale

As will become clear, there is an important distinction to be noted between the
essays and the book’s supplementary study support elements. The essays, that is,
have been conceived as contributions to critical scholarship within literary studies
and have been written, accordingly, at the levels of sophistication that one would
normally expect to find in scholarly journals and other essay anthologies (such as
the well-known series of Cambridge Companion volumes, for example). The study
support elements, on the other hand, have been conceived and written especially
with students (and their teachers) in mind, with the intention of helping students
to make the most of the essays and to draw lessons from them in terms of devel-
oping their own critical practice. There is no reason why serious students should
not find most of the essays in this volume readily accessible - especially if they are
read in conjunction with the book’s study support elements and, where relevant,
with advice and guidance from teachers - but the key point here is that, unlike
those study support elements, the essays are not written solely for students, but are
intended as mainstream scholarly essays for a broad academic audience. The sense
in which the essays are particularly intended for students, when seen together as
an integral part of the whole book, is in the sense of offering students a varied
range of models of how criticism is generally conducted within English studies
which they can then draw upon in their own evolving essay writing practice.

Following a general introduction, the volume presents thirty-one essays organ-
ised, as follows, into seven broad chronological parts and an eighth part on post-
colonial literature (whose period span has conventionally been seen as similar to
that of the immediately preceding section, though it has roots going back much
further in time, as several of the essays in earlier sections here testify):

I  Medieval English, 500-1500
I The Renaissance, 1485-1660
III The Restoration and Eighteenth Century, 1660-1780
IV The Romantic Period, 1780-1832

The Victorian Age, 1832-1901

The Twentieth Century, 1901-1939
I The Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries, 1939-2020
VIII Postcolonial Literature in English

S S <

The grouping of the essays into these traditional literary periods, along with a final
part on postcolonial literature, is partly a matter of convenience as it mirrors the
structure of my earlier Cambridge volume, English Literature in Context (2nd edn,
2017), and will facilitate cross-referencing between the two books for those who
wish to use the two together (for example, to set the focused readings here against
the general historical contexts there). However, as suggested above, many of the
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essays address issues which cut across chronological lines, and it is part of the
purpose of the book positively to suggest thematic continuities between the essays
and links across the periods they represent. This is not to suggest that there are
continuous lines of argument from essay to essay, or any narrowly prescribed set
of themes for the book. The essays are unified first and foremost by their common
critical concern to explore texts in relation to their contexts — but, as far as subject
matter goes, each individual essay can be approached entirely on its own terms, if
the reader so wishes. In that respect, the volume should be seen more as a ‘miscel-
lany’ of critical readings rather than as a strongly themed anthology. Nevertheless,
for readers who do want to pursue thematic links, there is plenty of scope to do so.
To aid in this, each of the eight parts is preceded by an introductory note section
which, in addition to introducing the individual essays within that part of the
book, specifically draws attention to such links and continuities throughout the
volume and suggests some ways in which readers might set essays from different
periods in fruitful dialogue with one another.

Beginning students in particular will find it helpful to refer to English Literature
in Context if they would like to consolidate their knowledge and understanding
of the broad historical and cultural backgrounds to English literature which the
essays here generally take for granted. I do, however, also signal clearly in my
introductory notes where there are especially useful links in the former volume to
specific parts or individual essays in the present book.

Each essay is immediately preceded by a short abstract summarising the main
focus and argument of the essay. Among other things, it is hoped that this will be
a helpful browsing feature for readers who wish to read selectively within what
is clearly a large collection. Notes and references are found at the end of each
individual essay. After these endnotes, each essay then has its own short supple-
mentary section entitled ‘Critical Reflections and Further Study’ in which con-
tributors reflect on the development of their essays and offer some questions and
suggestions for further thought, research and reading. These sections have been
designed with undergraduate students (and their teachers) particularly in mind,
and one anticipated use of them is as a stimulus for classroom or seminar discus-
sion following a careful independent reading of the related essay. An additional
aim here has been to add a personal dimension to the essays in which contribu-
tors can share something of their own development as critical practitioners and
thus perhaps ‘demystify’ the process of academic writing for students a little. It is
for this reason that these sections vary somewhat according to the contributor’s
preferred style of engagement with the reader, although there are some standard
features common to them all. For example, no endnotes have been used in these
sections and all references are given fully either within the running text or in a
further reading list at the end of the piece (although occasionally cross-references
to a relevant endnote in the essay itself are given).
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