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Introduction

JOHN RICHETTI

In these early years of the new century, there is an urgent need to rewrite the
literary histories of Britain that are now nearly a hundred years old and showing
their age for contemporary students and scholars. The last Cambridge Literary
History of the period — volumes v to x of a twenty-volume set, The Cambridge
History of English Literature — appeared between 1906 and 1917, at its end right in
the thick of the Great War. Devoted mainly to essays on the great male writers
of the period - for example, volume 1x is subtitled ‘From Steele and Addison to
Pope and Swift’ and volume x is called “The Age of Johnson’ — these volumes
remain an impressive achievement, full of essential information and deep as
well as gracefully worn learning that modern scholars might well envy and
seek to emulate. The old Cambridge History of English Literature is still very useful
and well worth reading. But there is a serenity in its essays by predominantly
male Oxbridge dons that at the beginning of another new century we no longer
possess; there is in those volumes an untroubled confidence in their enterprise
and in the value of literary history that has been eroded if not destroyed by
nearly a century of intellectual upheaval as well as by profound social and
moral transformations in Anglo-American culture and in the world at large.
Since that first Cambridge history appeared, literary studies have changed
as radically as the political and social world we live in, and in the last forty
years or so, since the early 1960s, there has been a disorienting succession of
intellectual revolutions (the word is not too strong) whereby the notion that
literature is a privileged artistic and cultural institution has been challenged
by many critics. In their traditional effort to find moral value and aesthetic
structure and coherence in the great works from the past, literary studies are
for many contemporary observers in crisis. For the most part, the academic
study of literature has sought to develop other methods and perspectives that
respond to what some critics and scholars feel has been overlooked or at least
not appreciated fully — the inescapable involvement of literary works in the
historical and cultural world of which they are a part. The history ofliterature is



JOHN RICHETTI

now inseparable from the history of just about everything else, and all students
of literature now possess a heightened and even obsessive awareness of the
deep, inescapable interpenetration of the literary and the socio-cultural.

Butperhaps more than in other chronologically considered “fields’ of English
literature, criticism and scholarship on the Restoration and the eighteenth cen-
tury have tended to resist new approaches, as scholars often enough in the
past have sympathised with the (apparent but not always simple or straight-
forward) socially conservative attitudes of some of the most powerful writers
such as Dryden, Pope, Swift, Johnson and Burke of this century and a half
we call for a traditional but quite arbitrary convenience the long eighteenth
century’. And yet in spite of such lingering nostalgia in some quarters, schol-
arly and literary-historical understanding of this long eighteenth century has,
I think, clearly altered in various significant and even dramatic ways. Thanks
in large measure to a series of intellectual revisions or one might even say
reconceptions in the larger field of literary study and in related fields such as
social and political history and, most recently, the newly invigorated history of
publishing and printing or the ‘history of the book’, the literary canon for the
long eighteenth century, from 1660 to about 1780, has been expanded substan-
tially and the number of authors and works that a new history of this period
will need to consider is much larger and more diverse than it was forty years
ago. (Or, in the most radical formulation of new approaches, the notion of a
canon of great works and writers serving a cultural and moral elite has been
vigorously challenged and in some cases effectively abandoned in favour of a
comprehensive ambition to understand all writing as part of the larger field of
ideological production.) In addition to contention about which authors and
works need to be considered by literary history, attention and emphasis in lit-
erary study of the Restoration and eighteenth century have shifted decidedly
away from those formal genres encompassing poetry and drama, moral essays
and prose satire to more demotic and journalistic writing, to the emerging
popular novel and under the impetus of feminist criticism to women writers,
both novelists and poets.

Now sharing the stage with the almost exclusively male intellectual elite,
whose writings in the past constituted our idea of eighteenth-century British
literary culture, is a varied cast of writers, including some (male and female)
from the working classes, and a motley supporting crew of hack writers, jour-
nalistsand pamphleteers, as well as enterprising or often enough unscrupulous
printers and booksellers (publishers) who provided the entrepreneurial energy
and capital behind much of this writing. Scholars in the field now appreciate
as never before the unprecedented growth, especially in London, of a new



