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Preface

In planning this brief history of English literature, we had three principal objectives in mind.
First, and most importantly, we wanted to write an account that a reader with a degree of stamina
might wish to read as a whole. It is sometimes the case that histories of literature, aiming for
encyclopaedic inclusiveness, overwhelm the reader with detail; almost inevitably, it becomes
impossible to see the shape or direction of the material being discussed. What we have sought
to present is a clear narrative, with a strong backbone of argument. Not every reader, of course,
will want to read the entire book, but we hope that a sense of clarity, design and focus will be
apparent to a reader dipping into any of the individual chapters.

Our second objective was to produce a history of literature in which poems, plays, novels and
other forms of writing are seen as functioning in history. There was a time when literary critics
regarded history as merely a background against which works of literature operated. In the case
of a writer such as Dickens, for example, it was as if there was a reality of Victorian London and
Dickens’s works were seen as reflecting that tangible world. In recent years, however, literary
critics have begun to emphasise a rather different view of how literary texts play a role in the
society that produced them, and how they intervene in their culture, rather than just passively
reflecting values and ideas. Some histories of literature still continue to provide the reader with
an outline of events that never really connects with the discussion of the literary works produced
in a period or with the texts themselves. We have sought to offer a more dynamic analysis of the
interactions between texts and the era of their production.

In adopting this approach, we have been influenced by ways of thinking that characterise
literary studies in universities at the present time. This leads us on to the third objective that we
had in mind in writing this book. It is sometimes the case that histories of literature, as works
of assessment and reflection, embody the critical views of an earlier generation of scholars; they
contain a great deal of extremely useful information, but in terms of their informing assumptions
they look to the past rather than to the present. In the pages that follow we have endeavoured to
provide an account that reflects current thinking in the subject. It may be, therefore, that students
of literature, at school, college or university, will find this book rather more directly relevant than
some more traditional histories of literature. But we also hope that general readers will have their
interest caught by the critical ideas that inform the volume.

A sense of what one hoped to achieve in a book is, of course, always qualified by an awareness
of the shortcomings of the finished product. The major problem we had to face in every chapter
was a practical one: this is a brief history of English literature. Many authors who might have
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been included were not included, simply because there was no room for them. But that is not
the full explanation. At an early stage in thinking about the book, we decided that it was going
to prove a lot more useful to provide a reasonably full account of a few writers in a period rather
than offering long lists of names, or, at the best, a couple of sentences about dozens of writers.
The authors discussed are those that most people would expect to feature in a history of English
literature, but also some of the lesser-known figures students are likely to encounter on a degree
course. By the end of a chapter in this book we might have failed to mention the particular
writer a reader wants to know about, but the chapter should have provided a framework of
understanding for other authors writing at that time.

We can probably be forgiven for our failure to discuss a large number of writers; our
omission of certain writers, however, may seem to some unforgivable. This takes us on to the
ideological problems involved in writing a history of English literature. We have endeavoured
to write a balanced account, but the account we have produced inevitably reflects our individual
preferences, our cultural backgrounds and the structures of the system in which we work. There
might have been a time when historians of literature felt they were offering a true and complete
story, but today we are all aware of the difficulties involved in such a project. These difficulties
are apparent in the three words ‘history’, ‘English’ and ‘literature’.

‘History’ might be regarded as a narrative that we impose on the past; if, as in the pages that
follow, an attempt is made to construct a clear and coherent narrative, then the story that is being
told is, inevitably, far too simple and often untrue. By ‘English’ we mean, for the purposes of
this book, works written in Britain rather than works written in English; ‘English’ is, therefore,
stretched to include works written in Scotland, Wales and Ireland (as well as a number of texts
from America and the Commonwealth that have been influential in Britain). The inclusion of
Irish authors might suggest colonial arrogance in subsuming the works of another nation into
Britain’s cultural heritage, but that leads us on to a more general problem. There was a time
when historians of literature offered a kind of celebration of Englishness; at its best this was
nostalgic and amiable, but at its worst it could be insular and arrogant, fuelled by an assumption
that everyone shared a common inheritance and that everyone would share a common view of
that inheritance. In writing about English literature today, however, we cannot avoid being aware
of the many minefields involved in writing about concepts such as England, Englishness and the
English tradition.

‘Literature’ is possibly an even more difficult term, and it is certainly in respect of literature
that the practical and ideological difficulties confronted in writing this book have overlapped
most. For many years, ‘literature’ has implied a certain canon of books; these are the books that
people considered worthy of study, whereas there are others that they ignored or dismissed. As
times change, the canon of approved texts changes; in recent years, for example, literary critics
have started to pay far more attention to women writers who have up until now remained unread

viii
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and even unpublished. In writing this book we have endeavoured to embrace such currents of
change without losing sight of or displacing the traditional canon of authors. These are the
writers that continue to be the most frequently taught in schools, colleges and universities; they
are also the writers that students are expected to know about and that more radical accounts of
literary history define themselves against.

Some will judge our approach to be too conventional — a case could be made, for example,
for paying more attention to popular forms of literature, such as crime fiction and children’s
books, as well as scientific, historical and political texts, and far more attention to authors from
Scotland, Wales, Ireland and the Commonwealth — but in order to complete the compact and
useful book we set out to produce we have had to strike a balance between an infinite variety of
texts and possible approaches. We are aware, then, of the problems that lie at the very heart of
the conception and execution of this book. At the same time, because a sense of these issues has
been at the front of our minds while we have been writing, we would like to believe that this has
energised the narrative we have constructed and the choices we have made. In brief, we hope that
this book, both in terms of the range of authors considered and in the way that these authors are
discussed, will strike the reader as a fresh and stimulating new history of English literature.

John Peck and Martin Coyle
Cardiff University
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1 Old English Literature

Beowulf

Sometime between the year 700 and the year 900 the epic poem Beowulf was composed. It tells
the story of Beowulf, a warrior prince from Geatland in Sweden, who goes to Denmark and
kills the monster Grendel that has been attacking the great hall of Heorot, built by Hrothgar,
the Danish king. Grendel’s mother, a water-monster, takes revenge by carrying off one of the
king’s noblemen, but Beowulf dives into the underwater lair in which she lives and kills her too.
Returning home, in due course Beowulf becomes king of the Geats. The poem then moves
forward about fifty years. Beowulf’s kingdom is ravaged by a fire-breathing dragon that burns the
royal hall. Beowulf, aided by a young warrior, Wiglaf, manages to kill the dragon, but is fatally
wounded in the course of the fight. He pronounces Wiglaf his successor. The poem ends with
Beowulf’s burial and a premonition that the kingdom will be overthrown.

When we read a Shakespeare play, a poem by Wordsworth, a novel by Dickens or most other
works of literature, we usually know something about the author, something about the period in
which the text was written, and, perhaps most importantly, a good deal about the conventions
of the genre that the writer has chosen to employ. It is such knowledge that helps us arrive at
conclusions about the meaning and significance of a literary text. In the case of Beowulf and
other Old English texts, however, we have relatively little information to work from. We know
nothing about the author of Beowulf, or who transcribed the poem (which exists in just one fire-
damaged manuscript copy). Nor do we know the exact date of its composition. There are, too,
other problems we face: not only is the text historically remote from us, involving ideas that
seem to bear little resemblance to our own ways of thinking, but it is written in a form of English
(sometimes called Anglo-Saxon) that displays little similarity to English today:

Pa com of more under misthleopum
Grendel gongan. Godes yrre ber.
Mynte se manscada manna cynnes
sumne besyrwan in sele pam hean.

[Then from the moor under the misty slopes
Grendel came advancing. God’s anger he bore.
The evil ravager intended to ensnare one
Of the race of men in that lofty hall.}

(Beowulf, 11. 710-23)
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