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General Preface

Among the most important developments in contemporary global cul-
ture is the arrival of Western literary criticism and literary theory in China.
FLTRP is to be congratulated for its imagination and foresight in making
these crucial texts available to teachers and students of literature through-
out China. There is arguably no greater force in producing understand-
ing between peoples than the transmission of literary traditions—the
great heritage of narrative, lyric, and prose forms that give cultures their
distinctive character. Literary criticism and theory stand at the cross-
roads of these transmissions. It is the body of writing that reflects on
what a literature has meant to a culture. It investigates the moral, political,
and experiential dimensions of literary traditions, linking form to content,
literature to history, the sensuous love of literature to analytic
understanding.

The availability of these important texts will greatly help students and
teachers to become acquainted with recent criticism and major critical
theories and movements. I am convinced that the series will make an
important contribution to the literary education of China, increasing lit-
eracy in new fields and international understanding at the same time. It
is an extraordinarily timely venture, at a time when comparative literary
study in a global context has become increasingly important for
professionals, and beyond that, for a general readership that seeks a deeper
understanding of literature.

W. J. T. Mitchell

Gaylord Donnelley Distinguished Service Professor
English and Art History

University of Chicago

Editor, Critical Inquiry
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General Editor’s Preface

The Oxford English Literary History is the twenty-first-century
successor to the Oxford History of English Literature, which
appeared in fifteen volumes between 1945 and 1997. As in the pre-
vious series, each volume offers an individual scholar’s vision of a
discrete period of literary history.! Each has a distinctive emphasis
and structure, determined by its author’s considered view of the
principal contours of the period. But all the volumes are written in
the belief that literary history is a discipline necessary for the revela-
tion of the power of imaginative writing to serve as a means of
human understanding, past, present, and future.

Our primary aim is to explore the diverse purposes of literary
activity and the varied mental worlds of writers and readers in the
past. Particular attention is given to the institutions in which literary
acts take place (educated communities, publishing networks and so
forth), the forms in which literary works are presented (traditions,
genres, structural conventions), and the relationship between litera-
ture and broader historical continuities and transformations.
Literary history is distinct from political history, but a historical
understanding of literature cannot be divorced from cultural and
intellectual revolutions or the effects of social change and the
upheaval of war.

We do not seek to offer a comprehensive survey of the works of all
‘major’, let alone ‘minor’, writers of the last thousand years. All
literary histories are inevitably incomplete—as was seen from the
rediscovery in the late twentieth century of many long-forgotten
women writers of earlier eras. Every literary history has to select; in
so doing, it reconfigures the ‘canon’. We cast our nets very widely
and make claims for many works not previously regarded as canoni-
cal, but we are fully conscious of our partiality. Detailed case studies
are preferred to summary listings.

! Since Volume 1, to 13 50, covers many centuries, it is co-written by two scholars.
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A further aim is to undertake a critical investigation of the very
notion of a national literary heritage. The word ‘literature’ is often
taken to refer to poems, plays, and novels, but historically a much
wider range of writing may properly be considered as ‘literary’ or as
belonging within the realm of what used to be called ‘letters’. The
boundaries of the literary in general and of English literary history in
particular have changed through the centuries. Each volume maps
those boundaries in the terms of its own period.

For the sake of consistency and feasibility, however, two broad
definitions of ‘English Literary History’ have been applied. First,
save in the polyglot culture of the earliest era, we have confined
ourselves to the English language—a body of important work
written in Latin between the fourteenth and the seventeenth
centuries has been excluded. And secondly, we have concentrated on
works that come from, or bear upon, England. Most of the writing
of other English-speaking countries, notably the United States of
America, is excluded. We are not offering a world history of writing
in the English language. Those Americans who lived and worked in
England are, however, included.

So too with Scottish, Irish, Welsh writers, and those from countries
that were once part of the British Empire: where their work was
produced or significantly disseminated in England, they are included.
Indeed, such figures are of special importance in many volumes,
exactly because their non-English origins often placed them in an
ambivalent relationship with England. Throughout the series, par-
ticular attention is paid to encounters between English and other
traditions. But we have also recognized that Scottish, Welsh, Irish,
African, Asian, Australasian, Canadian, and Caribbean literatures
all have their own histories, which we have not sought to colonize.

It would be possible to argue endlessly about periodization. The
arrangement of the Oxford English Literary History is both
traditional and innovative. For instance, the period around the
beginning of the nineteenth century has long been thought of as the
‘Romantic’ one; however we may wish to modify the nomenclature,
people will go on reading and studying the Lake Poets and the
‘Shelley circle’ in relation to each other, so it would have been
factitious to introduce a volume division at, say, 1810. On the
other hand, it is still too soon for there to be broad agreement on the
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literary-historical shape of the twentieth century: to propose a single
break at, say, 194 5 would be to fall in with the false assumption that
literature moves strictly in tandem with events. Each volume argues
the case for its own period as a period, but at the same time beginning
and ending dates are treated flexibly, and in many cases—especially
with respect to the twentieth century—there is deliberate and
considerable overlap between the temporal boundaries of adjacent
volumes.

The voices of the last millennium are so various and vital that
English literary history is always in the process of being rewritten.
We seek both to chart and to contribute to that rewriting, for the
benefit not just of students and scholars but of all serious readers.

Jonathan Bate



