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Compiling a ranking of the most influential literary artists of all time is not a
task for the faint of heart. Although I have heeded the caution that fools rush
in where scholars fear to tread, I also have been energized by an undertaking
that seems a rarity nowadays, as the study of literature has been given over
largely to specialists who seldom venture beyond their chosen, narrow terri-
tory into a tremendously rich and diverse field of study. The attempt to look
at literature as a whole, comparatively, across cultural and historical divisions,
certainly invites charges of superficiality and bias, but the effort remains a
worthy one if it serves to stimulate thinking about literature from the broad-
est possible perspective. What makes a literary artist great? How can we mea-
sure and compare that greatness? What follows is one possible set of answers
to these questions. In this ranking, I have tried to determine which novelists,
playwrights, and poets have asserted the greatest influence, and which writers
opened up the boundaries of the imagination in the most significant ways.

If my choices invite criticism and different conclusions, so much the bet-
ter, because controversy should lead to further thought and discussion of lit-
erary values. I hope that my perspective will stimulate your own. Although I
have taught the works of many of the writers in this ranking for more than 20
years, I make no special claims to comprehensive expertise in the full range of
world literature over the centuries. Rather, I have approached the task in the
spirit of a general reader who is forced to choose, based on literary tradition,
critical history, and personal preference, the best that has been written. I have
tried not to let any one of these elements assert too much weight in the pro-
cess. Nor have I ignored a subjective component in this ranking. I have, as best
as I could, made choices that reflect some consensus beyond personal taste or
a narrow cultural bias.

Influence, in particular, is a tricky concept, and popularity alone is an in-
sufficient measure for literary greatness. There are numerous examples in lit-
erary history of authors ignored by their contemporaries but revered by later
generations, as well as enormously popular writers whom posterity has for-
gotten. Should a literary work, therefore, be evaluated for its impact on its
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xiv. THE LITERARY 100

own time or on ours, and particularly in non-Western literature, on its own
culture or through translation within Western culture? My ranking of the best
novelists, playwrights, and poets of all time tries to balance these issues while
recognizing that another writer, from a different time or culture as well as my
own, determined to attempt an elusive level of objectivity, would have pro-
vided a different list.

In a sense, this book is a variant on the perennially fascinating question
of what one should take to a desert island, with a limit of 100 of the best pos-
sible expressions of literary imagination. I posed this problem to a number of
my academic colleagues and students to test my own choices and to learn from
theirs, with revealing results. Among scholars it was not surprising that the
writers in whom each specialized ranked highly; in many cases, the figures on
one scholar’s list were left off another’ list entirely. Many scholars also were
reluctant even to state an opinion on the relative merits of authors beyond
their area of study. My students were the least intimidated by the question of
literary greatness and were often far more willing to challenge conventional
wisdom for the pleasure principle that many scholars resisted. Perhaps the
best advice I received, from one of my students in Wesleyan University’s
Graduate Liberal Studies Program, was the sensible suggestion that the great-
est writer of all time must be Anonymous—the highly eclectic and prodi-
gious author of the Bible, the Icelandic sagas, Beowunlf, The Thousand and One
Arabian Nights, The Tale of Heike, and more—but I had to reject this advice in
favor of known authors for the purpose of my ranking. Consensus among all
whom I queried was impossible, but the majority of the authors in the final se-
lection consistently appeared on everyone’s list. After I learned a great deal
from the choices of both scholars and students, the final selection was mine
alone.

At various points, I would have liked to have had either a much shorter list
or a much longer one in order to include more of the writers consigned here
to the honorable mention list. To make the final cut, I have been guided by my
sense of which authors have exerted the greatest influence over time in fun-
damentally establishing or altering the way we see the world through litera-
ture. The degree to which each writer shaped his or her literary tradition
through the imagination and genius helped determine the ranking. As the lit-
erary critic Barbara Hardy has observed, “Good artists work within their
chosen genre, great artists transform it.” Innovation seems indispensable to
literary influence over the centuries, and I confess a bias in favor of authors
whose daring conceptions broke with the past and radically reconceptualized
the world. To a greater or lesser degree, all of the writers in this ranking
helped redefine literature, establishing a standard with which succeeding gen-
erations of writers and readers have had to contend.

Once the list was assembled, I considered each writer’s merits and impact
relatively, in a mental exercise akin to lining up the 100 greatest literary fig-
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ures of all time to receive an honorary degree. The thrill derived from the jux-
taposition of such diverse talents is, I hope, the appeal of this book. I have al-
ways taken a secret delight in the randomness of my book collection, in which
I have resisted the practicality of alphabetization for the pleasure of acciden-
tal proximity. Hardy stands next to Woolf, Wilde next to Beckett, Fielding
next to Blake, and so on. Each pairing suggests a dialogue of intentions and
achievement that this ranking also attempts.

In each profile I have tried to distill the essence of each writer’s career and
character to help prompt the reader’s consideration of literary merit and rela-
tionships. I hope my efforts will encourage readers to greater appreciation of
the achievement each writer so richly demonstrates, and to stimulate their
own valuation of literary excellence—in Matthew Arnold’s phrase, “to learn
and propagate the best that is known and thought in the world.”
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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

1564-1616

The striking feature of Shakespeare’s mind was its generic quality, its power of commu-
nication with all other minds,—so that it contained a universe of thought and feeling
within itself, and bad no one particular bias, or exclusive excellence more than another.
He was just like any other man, but that be was like all other men. He was the least of
an egotist that it was possible to be. He was nothing in bimself, but be was all that oth-
ers were, or that they could become.

—William Hazlitt, On Shakespeare and Milton

It should come as no surprise to see William Shakespeare placed at the head of
a ranking of the most influential literary artists of all time. At literature’s most
basic and elemental level of language, form, and vision, Shakespeare’s power is
unequaled. If the mark of a writer’s greatness is the creation of the largest imag-
inary universe populated by believable characters and the reflection of the
widest human experience, surely Shakespeare is alone in the magnitude of his
achievement. Acknowledged as the greatest English writer, unrivaled in popu-
lar and critical acclaim, Shakespeare is also the recognized international master
whose universality communicates across cultural divides. Shortly after Shake-
speare’s death, Ben Jonson wrote in tribute to Shakespeare’s greatness:

Thou art a Moniment, without a tombe,
An art alive still, while thy Booke doth live,
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And we have wits to read, and praise to give . . .
Triumph, my Britaine, thou has one to showe,
To whom all Scenes of Europe homage owe.

He was not of an age, but for all time!

Jonson’s sentiment has held sway as each generation since Shakespeare’s
has discovered new relevance and significance in his plays and poems. No
other writer has so completely established literature’s boundaries and excel-
lence in the creation of fully realized characters, in the genius of his dramatic
storytelling, and, most magnificently, in his supreme mastery of language as
an expressive, poetic medium.

The little we know about Shakespeare’s life and artistic development has
contributed both to the myth of the playwright as a natural, instinctual artist
rather than a conscious craftsman, and also to the search for alternative
sources of his creations in other authors, such as Francis Bacon or Edward de
Vere, whose education and experiences seem a better fit to explain the genius
of the playwright. The essence of the man who produced such a glittering
array of masterpieces has eluded and confounded his critics. “Shakespeare is
in the singularly fortunate position,” W. H. Auden once remarked, “of being
to all intents and purposes, anonymous.” Ralph Waldo Emerson rightly
argued that “Shakespeare is the only biographer of Shakespeare.” What con-
tinually perplexes us is Shakespeare’s defiance of customary artistic limita-
tions, his unmatched objectivity, and his freedom from the personal bias that
confines most artists. Shakespeare’s art is one of remarkable inclusiveness that
captures the full range of human experience, in which most traces of inspira-
tion and the personality of its creator have been fully absorbed in the works
themselves.

What we know for sure of Shakespeare’s life comes from a few scanty
records that fix his birth, marriage, the baptism of his three children, and his
later theatrical successes as an actor and playwright. Shakespeare was born in
Stratford-upon-Avon in the geographical center of England, a rural commu-
nity of fewer than 2,000. His father was a prosperous and prominent trades-
man, bailiff, and alderman, who suffered a decline in fortune and prestige. It
is likely that Shakespeare was educated at the local grammar school, where he
was exposed to the Latin classics, of which OVID [26] was a particular favorite.
At the age of 18 he married a farmer’s daughter, Anne Hathaway, who bore
him three children: Susanna in 1583 and the twins Hamnet and Judith in
1585. What Shakespeare did or experienced in the next seven years, before
records locate him in London as a successful playwright and actor, remains a
mystery. By 1594 records show that he was a shareholder in London’s most
celebrated stage company under the patronage of the Lord Chamberlain.
Besides his early plays—the comedies, Comedy of Errors (1592), Two Gentlemen
of Verona (1594), Love’s Labour’s Lost (1594), and A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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(1595); historical chronicles, Henry VI (1590), Richard III (1592), and Richard
I1 (1595); and the early tragedies, Titus Andronicus (1593) and Romeo and Fuliet
(1594)—Shakespeare achieved literary distinction as a poet with Venus and
Adonis (1593) and The Rape of Lucrece (1594). He would continue his nondra-
matic writing with a masterful sonnet cycle that circulated among his friends
and was published in 1609. The achievement evident in the sonnets alone
would have secured Shakespeare a significant place in English literary history.

By the late 1590s, Shakespeare’s prominence and success allowed him to
purchase a large home, New Place, in Stratford, and to secure the rank of a
gentleman with the recognition of his family’s coat of arms in 1596. He
shared in the expenses for the construction of the Globe in 1598, a large play-
house south of the Thames, where his masterpieces were performed. They
include the great comedies, As You Like It (1599) and Tuwelfth Night (1599); the
historical cycle of Herry IV (1597) and Henry V (1598); the great tragedies,
Hamlet (1600), Otbello (1604), King Lear (1605), and Macbeth (1605); and the
Roman plays, Fulius Caesar (1599) and Antony and Cleopatra (1606). Around
1610 Shakespeare retired to Stratford, although he continued to write a series
of romances or tragicomedies that include Cymbeline (1609), The Winter’s Tile
(1610), and The Tempest (1611) before his death in 1616 at the age of 52.

It is impossible to write briefly of Shakespeare’ achievement in a literary
canon that includes more than 30 plays, the majority of which are crucial to
an understanding of literary history and resist reduction even to the conven-
tional categories of comedies, tragedies, and histories. It is possible here only
to point to some of the central qualities that define Shakespeare’s genius. One
place to start is with the dramatic tradition that Shakespeare inherited and
revolutionized. As with all of literature’s greatest figures, Shakespeare’s work
is derived from a complex blend of time, place, and particular genius.

Shakespeare is fundamentally a great assimilator of the popular dramatic
tradition, joined with the humanist energies released by the Renaissance and
the expansive freedom of expression and form that the Elizabethan stage
allowed. Prior to the Elizabethan dramatists, the English theater offered
mainly religious and allegorical themes. Shakespeare, preeminently, instead
used drama to explore secular human experience and reflect the actual life of
English and world history, shaped by a remarkable grasp of the commonplace
and the subtlety of behavior and psychology. He established the link with
AESCHYLUS [29], SOPHOCLES [13), and EURIPIDES [22] in reviving drama as
a medium for the most profound exploration of human existence. Extending
the rules of classical drama, he created an expressive dramatic form that
would serve as a romantic alternative to the classical norm of order and bal-
ance, and helped establish the tension between classicism and romanticism
that defines modernism.

Shakespeare divided his efforts fairly equally among the four major cate-
gories available to him in drama—tragedies, comedies, histories, and
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romances—and turned the potential limitations of the Elizabethan theater,
with its bare, open stage, into a great strength, as his expressive language
compensated for limited stage effects. From king to clown, Shakespeare is
able to capture the high heroism of a character like Hotspur in Henry IV and
his opposite in Falstaff; the tortured melancholy of youth in Hamlet and the
anguish of age in King Lear; and the delightful follies of love in his comedies,
as well as love’s corruption in Othello and Macbeth. Expressed in his remark-
able expressive language, as Thomas Carlyle observed, “woven all of sheet-
lightning and sunbeams,” Shakespeare exploited the widest vocabulary of any
English creative writer and fashioned an unsurpassed pattern of dazzling and
functional imagery. Yet Shakespeare’s greatness rests not principally on either
his daunting range or virtuosity, but instead in his power to communicate, to
reveal our selves in the mirror of his art.



DANTE ALIGHIERI

1265-1321

. . . And she delivered of a son, whom by common consent with his fatber, they called by
the name Dante [the Giver]; and rightly so, because, as will be seen in the sequel, the issue
was most perfectly consonant with this name. This was that Dante of whom is the present
discourse. This was that Dante granted by the special grace of God to our age. This was
the Dante, who was first to open the way for the return of the Miuses, banished from Italy.
*Twas be that brought under the rule of due numbers every beauty of the vernacular
speech. "Tiwas he who may be truly said to have brought back dead poesy to life. The which
things, when duly considered, will show that be could nat rightly have borne any name
but Dante.

—Giovanni Boccaccio, The Early Lives of Dante

The greatest artists dominate and define their age, even as they are defined
by it. Dante is such an artist. He towers over the Middle Ages as its consum-
mate literary figure, creating out of medieval beliefs poetry that has claimed
our attention ever since. Even as Dante’ faith and theology may fail the mod-
ern reader, the sheer majesty of Dante’s vision and the coalescence of human
thought and experience into visionary poetry continues to delight and
inspire. With Dante, hyperbole is inevitable. He remains a touchstone for
Western civilization, and The Divine Comedy is one of the most revered and
influential literary works in history, perhaps the greatest single poem that has



