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UNIT 1: ROMANTIC MOVEMENT 

  

STRUCTURE 

1.1 Objectives 

1.2 Introduction 

1.3 Characteristics of Romantic Movement 

1.4 Major Figures of the Romantic Movement 

1.5 Influence of Romanticism on Art and Literature 

1.6 Romantic Legacy 

1.7 Summary 

1.8 Key Terms 

1.9 Review Questions 

1.10 References 

 

 

     1.1 Objectives 

 

Studying the Romantic Movement serves several important objectives, providing insights into both 

historical and cultural contexts, as well as fostering a deeper appreciation of artistic expression and 

philosophical thought. Here are key objectives of studying the Romantic Movement: 

1. Historical Understanding: By studying Romanticism, one gains a deeper understanding of 

the socio-political, economic, and cultural contexts of late 18th and early 19th-century Europe. 

It sheds light on the intellectual climate that emerged in response to the Enlightenment and 

Industrial Revolution, highlighting shifts in values, beliefs, and societal norms. 

 

     1.2 Introduction 

 

The Romantic Movement, which emerged in Europe towards the end of the 18th century and flourished 

throughout the 19th century, stands as a transformative cultural and artistic rebellion against the 

rationalism and industrialization that characterized the Enlightenment era. Rooted in a profound shift 

towards emotion, imagination, and individualism, Romanticism celebrated the power of nature, the 

depths of human experience, and the complexities of the human psyche. Artists, writers, and musicians 

of the Romantic era sought to evoke intense emotional responses, challenge societal norms, and 

explore themes of love, nature, and the supernatural. This movement not only redefined artistic 

expression with its emphasis on personal freedom and creative intuition but also laid the groundwork 

for subsequent movements that continued to explore the depths of human emotion and existential 

inquiry. 

 

     1.3 Characteristics of Romantic Movement 

 

The Romantic Movement refers to a cultural, artistic, and intellectual movement that originated in 

Europe in the late 18th century and reached its peak in the early to mid-19th century. It was a reaction 
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against the rationalism and orderliness of the Enlightenment and Industrial Revolution, emphasizing 

emotion, individualism, nature, and the sublime. 

Key characteristics of the Romantic Movement include: 

1. Emotion and Subjectivity: Romanticism placed a strong emphasis on intense emotions, 

intuition, and feelings as sources of aesthetic experience and truth. 

2. Nature: Romantic artists and writers celebrated nature as a source of beauty, awe, and spiritual 

inspiration. They often portrayed it as powerful and untamed, contrasting it with the 

industrialization and urbanization of the time. 

3. Imagination and Fantasy: There was a fascination with the power of the imagination to 

transcend reality and explore fantastical realms. This is evident in literature, art, and music of 

the period. 

4. Individualism and Heroism: Romanticism exalted the individual, seeing the artist as a 

visionary creator and often depicting heroic figures who rebelled against societal norms or 

struggled against oppressive forces. 

5. Spirituality and Mysticism: Many Romantics were interested in the supernatural, the 

mystical, and the spiritual dimensions of existence. They explored themes of transcendence 

and the ineffable. 

6. Revolution and Idealism: Romantics often sympathized with revolutionary movements, 

seeing them as opportunities to bring about social and political change, as well as to realize 

utopian ideals. 

7. Exoticism and Nationalism: There was a fascination with exotic cultures and landscapes, as 

well as a burgeoning sense of nationalism as various European countries sought to assert their 

cultural identities. 

Major figures associated with Romanticism include poets such as William Wordsworth, Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge, Lord Byron, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and John Keats; artists like J.M.W. Turner and 

Caspar David Friedrich; composers such as Ludwig van Beethoven and Franz Schubert; and 

philosophers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. 

Overall, the Romantic Movement was a diverse and influential period that had a profound impact on 

literature, art, music, and thought throughout Europe and beyond. Its legacy continues to resonate in 

modern culture, influencing how we perceive and understand creativity, individuality, and our 

relationship with the natural world. 

 

     1.4 Major Figures of the Romantic Movement 

 

The Romantic Movement produced a wealth of influential figures across various fields including 

literature, art, music, and philosophy. Here are some of the major figures associated with the Romantic 

Movement: 

Literature 

1. William Wordsworth (1770-1850): English poet known for his lyrical poems celebrating 

nature and the inner emotional experience. His collaboration with Samuel Taylor Coleridge on 

"Lyrical Ballads" is considered a landmark in English Romantic literature. 
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2. Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834): English poet, critic, and philosopher. Known for 

poems such as "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" and "Kubla Khan," and for his contributions 

to literary theory and criticism. 

3. Lord Byron (1788-1824): British poet known for his passionate and rebellious persona, as 

well as for works such as "Childe Harold's Pilgrimage" and "Don Juan." He became a symbol 

of the Romantic hero. 

4. Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822): English poet known for his radical politics and lyrical 

poetry, including works like "Ode to the West Wind" and "Adonais." He was married to Mary 

Shelley, author of "Frankenstein." 

5. John Keats (1795-1821): English poet known for his odes and sonnets, including "Ode to a 

Nightingale" and "Ode on a Grecian Urn." He is celebrated for his sensual imagery and 

exploration of beauty and mortality. 

Art 

1. Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840): German painter known for his landscapes that convey 

a sense of the sublime and the spiritual, often featuring contemplative figures in awe-inspiring 

natural settings. 

2. J.M.W. Turner (1775-1851): English painter known for his atmospheric landscapes and 

seascapes, characterized by expressive use of light and color. He bridged the transition from 

Romanticism to Impressionism. 

3. Eugène Delacroix (1798-1863): French painter known for his dramatic, emotionally intense 

works that often depicted historical and exotic subjects. His use of color and expressive 

brushwork influenced later artists. 

Music 

1. Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827): German composer whose work straddled the Classical 

and Romantic periods. Known for his symphonies, piano sonatas, and other compositions that 

express deep emotion and innovation. 

2. Franz Schubert (1797-1828): Austrian composer known for his Lieder (songs) and 

symphonies. His music is characterized by its lyricism, emotional depth, and intimate 

expression of human feelings. 

Philosophy 

1. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778): Swiss-French philosopher whose ideas on nature, 

society, and the social contract influenced Romantic thought. He emphasized the importance 

of individual freedom and authenticity. 

2. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832): German writer, poet, and philosopher. His novel 

"The Sorrows of Young Werther" epitomized Romantic themes of unrequited love and 

emotional turmoil. His later works, such as "Faust," explored deeper existential and 

philosophical questions. 

These figures, among others, contributed to shaping the Romantic Movement with their innovative 

ideas, emotional intensity, and exploration of themes such as nature, individualism, and the sublime. 

Their works continue to inspire and influence artists and thinkers to this day. 
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     1.5 Influence of Romanticism on Art and Literature 

 

Romanticism had a profound influence on both art and literature, leaving a lasting impact that shaped 

the course of Western culture. Here's how Romanticism influenced these two fields: 

Art 

1. Subject Matter and Themes: 

o Nature: Romantic artists often depicted nature as powerful, awe-inspiring, and 

sublime. They explored landscapes, storms, and untamed wilderness to evoke emotions 

and contemplation. 

o Emotion and Expression: Art became a vehicle for expressing intense emotions and 

personal experiences. Artists sought to evoke a sense of wonder, nostalgia, or even fear 

through their works. 

o Individualism and the Heroic: Romantic art often portrayed heroic figures, rebels, or 

outcasts challenging societal norms or embracing a quest for freedom and authenticity. 

2. Style and Technique: 

o Expressive Brushwork and Color: Artists like J.M.W. Turner and Eugène Delacroix 

experimented with expressive brushwork and vivid colors to convey emotional 

intensity and drama. 

o Sublime and Grandeur: The concept of the sublime, where nature or events inspire 

awe mixed with fear, influenced compositions that aimed to overwhelm the viewer with 

a sense of vastness and power. 

3. Impact on Art Movements: 

o Romanticism paved the way for subsequent art movements such as Realism and 

Symbolism. Realists borrowed the focus on everyday life and social issues, while 

Symbolists continued exploring the realm of emotions and dreams. 

Literature 

1. Themes and Subject Matter: 

o Nature: Like in art, Romantic writers celebrated nature as a source of beauty, 

inspiration, and spiritual renewal. They often used nature as a setting to reflect 

characters' emotions and inner turmoil. 

o Individualism and the Outsider: Romantic literature often focused on the individual's 

inner life, their struggles, dreams, and desires. Characters often rebelled against societal 

norms or sought personal fulfillment. 

2. Style and Language: 

o Lyricism and Sensibility: Romantic poets like Wordsworth and Keats employed 

lyrical language and sensuous imagery to convey their emotions and experiences. They 

explored themes of love, death, and the passage of time. 

o Narrative Freedom: Prose writers, influenced by Romantic ideals, experimented with 

narrative structures and perspectives, allowing for more subjective and introspective 

storytelling. 

3. Impact on Literary Movements: 

o The influence of Romanticism extended to movements such as Victorian literature, 

where authors continued to explore themes of individualism, nature, and emotional 
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expression. The Gothic novel also emerged as a darker, more intense offshoot of 

Romantic literature. 

Overall Influence 

• Emphasis on Emotion and Individualism: Romanticism shifted the focus from rationality 

and order to the expression of emotions, individual experience, and the exploration of the self. 

• Celebration of Nature: Both art and literature embraced nature as a source of beauty, 

inspiration, and spirituality, challenging the dominance of urbanization and industrialization. 

• Legacy: The Romantic Movement's legacy can be seen in modern art and literature, where its 

themes of emotion, nature, and individualism continue to resonate with audiences seeking 

personal meaning and connection. 

In summary, Romanticism revolutionized art and literature by emphasizing emotional expression, 

individualism, and a deep connection with nature, leaving a lasting impact on cultural movements that 

followed. 

 

     1.6 Romantic Legacy 

 

Romanticism had a profound influence on both art and literature, leaving a lasting impact that shaped 

the course of Western culture. Here's how Romanticism influenced these two fields: 

Art 

1. Subject Matter and Themes: 

o Nature: Romantic artists often depicted nature as powerful, awe-inspiring, and 

sublime. They explored landscapes, storms, and untamed wilderness to evoke emotions 

and contemplation. 

o Emotion and Expression: Art became a vehicle for expressing intense emotions and 

personal experiences. Artists sought to evoke a sense of wonder, nostalgia, or even fear 

through their works. 

o Individualism and the Heroic: Romantic art often portrayed heroic figures, rebels, or 

outcasts challenging societal norms or embracing a quest for freedom and authenticity. 

2. Style and Technique: 

o Expressive Brushwork and Color: Artists like J.M.W. Turner and Eugène Delacroix 

experimented with expressive brushwork and vivid colors to convey emotional 

intensity and drama. 

o Sublime and Grandeur: The concept of the sublime, where nature or events inspire 

awe mixed with fear, influenced compositions that aimed to overwhelm the viewer with 

a sense of vastness and power. 

3. Impact on Art Movements: 

o Romanticism paved the way for subsequent art movements such as Realism and 

Symbolism. Realists borrowed the focus on everyday life and social issues, while 

Symbolists continued exploring the realm of emotions and dreams. 
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Literature 

1. Themes and Subject Matter: 

o Nature: Like in art, Romantic writers celebrated nature as a source of beauty, 

inspiration, and spiritual renewal. They often used nature as a setting to reflect 

characters' emotions and inner turmoil. 

o Individualism and the Outsider: Romantic literature often focused on the individual's 

inner life, their struggles, dreams, and desires. Characters often rebelled against societal 

norms or sought personal fulfillment. 

2. Style and Language: 

o Lyricism and Sensibility: Romantic poets like Wordsworth and Keats employed 

lyrical language and sensuous imagery to convey their emotions and experiences. They 

explored themes of love, death, and the passage of time. 

o Narrative Freedom: Prose writers, influenced by Romantic ideals, experimented with 

narrative structures and perspectives, allowing for more subjective and introspective 

storytelling. 

3. Impact on Literary Movements: 

o The influence of Romanticism extended to movements such as Victorian literature, 

where authors continued to explore themes of individualism, nature, and emotional 

expression. The Gothic novel also emerged as a darker, more intense offshoot of 

Romantic literature. 

Overall Influence 

• Emphasis on Emotion and Individualism: Romanticism shifted the focus from rationality 

and order to the expression of emotions, individual experience, and the exploration of the self. 

• Celebration of Nature: Both art and literature embraced nature as a source of beauty, 

inspiration, and spirituality, challenging the dominance of urbanization and industrialization. 

• Legacy: The Romantic Movement's legacy can be seen in modern art and literature, where its 

themes of emotion, nature, and individualism continue to resonate with audiences seeking 

personal meaning and connection. 

In summary, Romanticism revolutionized art and literature by emphasizing emotional expression, 

individualism, and a deep connection with nature, leaving a lasting impact on cultural movements that 

followed. 

Romantic Legacy 

ChatGPT 

The legacy of Romanticism is extensive and has left a profound impact on various aspects of culture, 

thought, and society. Here are some key aspects of Romanticism's enduring legacy: 

Literature 

1. Subjectivity and Emotion: Romantic literature emphasized the individual's emotions, inner 

experiences, and subjective perception of reality. This shift away from rationalism and 

Enlightenment ideals influenced later literary movements, such as Symbolism and Modernism. 
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2. Exploration of Nature: Romantic writers celebrated nature as a source of beauty, inspiration, 

and spiritual renewal. This appreciation for the natural world continues to influence 

environmental movements and eco-critical perspectives in literature. 

3. Romantic Hero and Rebellion: The Romantic hero, often portrayed as an outsider or rebel 

against societal norms, resonates in later literary characters who challenge conventions and 

explore existential dilemmas. 

Art 

1. Expression and Imagination: Romantic artists emphasized emotional expression, 

imagination, and individual creativity. Their departure from classical forms and embrace of the 

sublime paved the way for future movements, including Impressionism and Expressionism. 

2. Nature and the Sublime: Artists like J.M.W. Turner and Caspar David Friedrich depicted 

nature as awe-inspiring, vast, and untamed, influencing landscape painting and the 

representation of the natural world. 

3. Impact on Modern Art: The emphasis on emotion, subjective experience, and the exploration 

of the unconscious mind laid the groundwork for 20th-century art movements such as 

Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism. 

Philosophy and Thought 

1. Emphasis on the Individual: Romanticism challenged the Enlightenment's focus on reason 

and universal truths, promoting the importance of individuality, intuition, and personal 

experience. 

2. Cultural and National Identity: Romantic thinkers contributed to the development of national 

identities and cultural movements, emphasizing the uniqueness of each nation's history, 

language, and traditions. 

Music 

1. Expressiveness and Emotion: Romantic composers such as Beethoven and Schubert 

expanded musical expression, using symphonies, operas, and lieder to convey intense 

emotions, dramatic narratives, and personal experiences. 

2. Expansion of Musical Forms: The Romantic era saw the development of new musical forms 

and genres, including program music (music with a narrative or descriptive element) and 

character pieces. 

Society and Politics 

1. Impact on Social Movements: Romanticism influenced social and political movements by 

emphasizing the importance of individual freedom, human rights, and social justice. 

2. Legacy of Revolutions: The Romantic era's ideals of liberty and national identity contributed 

to political revolutions and uprisings throughout Europe in the 19th century. 

Overall Cultural Impact 

• Continued Influence: Romanticism's emphasis on emotion, imagination, and the individual's 

relationship with nature continues to resonate in contemporary culture, influencing literature, 

art, music, and philosophy. 



9 

 

• Critique of Modernity: Romanticism offered a critique of industrialization, urbanization, and 

the dehumanizing aspects of modernity, advocating for a return to nature, authenticity, and 

spiritual fulfillment. 

In conclusion, Romanticism's legacy lies in its enduring influence on cultural movements, artistic 

expression, philosophical thought, and societal values. Its exploration of human emotions, 

individuality, and the natural world continues to inspire and provoke thought in the modern world. 

 

     1.7 Summary 

 

The Romantic Movement, emerging in late 18th-century Europe and flourishing through the mid-19th 

century, was a profound cultural and artistic rebellion against the rationalism and industrialization of 

the Enlightenment. Emphasizing emotion, imagination, and the individual, Romanticism celebrated 

nature as a source of beauty, inspiration, and spiritual renewal, contrasting it with the urbanization and 

mechanization of society. Romantic literature, exemplified by poets like Wordsworth, Coleridge, and 

Byron, explored intense personal experiences and the sublime in nature, while artists such as Turner 

and Friedrich depicted landscapes that evoked awe and the mysteries of the natural world. In music, 

composers like Beethoven and Schubert expanded expressive possibilities, imbuing their works with 

deep emotional resonance and narrative complexity. Philosophically, Romanticism challenged 

Enlightenment ideals by prioritizing the subjective, the intuitive, and the spiritual over reason and 

scientific inquiry. Its legacy endures in the continued emphasis on individualism, the appreciation of 

nature, and the exploration of profound human emotions and existential themes in modern culture and 

thought. 

 

     1.8 Key Terms 

 

  Sublime: The concept of the sublime refers to the awe-inspiring and overwhelming experience of 

nature's grandeur, evoking both fear and admiration. Romantic artists and writers often depicted the 

sublime to evoke intense emotional responses. 

  Nature: Nature was idealized as a source of beauty, inspiration, and spiritual renewal. Romanticists 

celebrated nature's power, wildness, and mystery as a contrast to urbanization and industrialization. 

  Imagination: The Romantic Movement emphasized the power of imagination as a creative force 

capable of transcending reality and accessing deeper truths. Imagination allowed artists and writers to 

explore fantastical realms and inner worlds. 

  Emotion and Sensibility: Romanticism prioritized intense emotions, personal feelings, and 

sensibility over reason and logic. Artists and writers sought to evoke strong emotional responses and 

empathetic connections with their audiences. 

 

     1.9 Review Questions 
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1. How did Romantic poets like Wordsworth and Coleridge redefine the role of nature in poetry? 

2. Discuss the influence of Romantic ideals of individualism and emotional expression on the 

themes and forms of poetry during the Romantic era. 

3. How did Romantic poets use symbolism and imagery to convey their ideas about the human 

experience and nature? 

4. In what ways did Romantic artists like J.M.W. Turner and Caspar David Friedrich depict the 

sublime in their paintings? Provide examples. 

5. How did Romanticism challenge traditional artistic forms and techniques? Discuss the 

innovative approaches adopted by Romantic artists. 
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     2.1 Objectives 

 

Studying the mid-19th century serves several important objectives in understanding the complexities 

of this transformative era. Here are key objectives for exploring the mid-19th century: 

1. Understanding Industrialization: Delve into the profound impact of the Industrial 

Revolution on society, economics, and daily life. Explore how innovations in manufacturing, 

transportation, and communication reshaped urbanization, labor practices, and social 

structures. 

2. Examining Social and Economic Transformations: Analyze the social upheavals brought 

about by industrialization, including urbanization, migration, class divisions, and changing 

family structures. Investigate how these changes influenced living conditions, social mobility, 

and the emergence of new social classes. 

 

     2.2 Introduction 

 

The mid-19th century stands as a pivotal era marked by profound transformations across the globe. 

This period, spanning roughly from the 1830s to the 1870s, was defined by sweeping industrialization, 

rapid urbanization, and the rise of ideological movements that reshaped political landscapes. It was an 

age of innovation and expansion, where technological advancements such as steam power, railways, 

and telegraphs revolutionized communication, transportation, and daily life. Concurrently, nationalist 

sentiments surged, driving movements for political independence and cultural identity across Europe 

and beyond. The era also witnessed significant social reforms and cultural shifts, as literature and the 

arts responded to the realities of industrial society with movements like realism and naturalism. 

Geopolitically, conflicts such as the Crimean War and the American Civil War underscored global 

power struggles and reshaped international relations. The mid-19th century thus laid the groundwork 

for modernity, setting the stage for ongoing debates about governance, social justice, and the impacts 

of technological progress on human society. 
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     2.3 Historical Background 

 

The mid-19th century was a period of significant social, political, and cultural change across the globe, 

shaped by the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution, emerging ideologies, and geopolitical shifts. 

Here's an overview of the background during this transformative era: 

1. Industrial Revolution: By the mid-19th century, the Industrial Revolution had profoundly 

altered societies in Europe, North America, and beyond. Urbanization accelerated as people 

moved from rural areas to cities in search of employment in factories and industries. 

Technological advancements in transportation, communication, and manufacturing 

revolutionized daily life but also brought about significant social and environmental 

challenges. 

2. Rise of Nationalism: The mid-19th century witnessed the rise of nationalist movements across 

Europe and beyond. Nations sought to assert their cultural identities, often tied to linguistic, 

historical, and ethnic distinctions. This period saw the consolidation of nation-states and the 

intensification of political conflicts rooted in national aspirations. 

3. Political Ideologies: The era was marked by the spread of political ideologies such as 

liberalism, conservatism, socialism, and anarchism. These ideologies emerged in response to 

social inequalities, industrial exploitation, and the desire for political reform. Movements 

advocating for workers' rights, women's suffrage, and abolitionism gained momentum. 

4. Colonialism and Imperialism: European powers expanded their colonial empires in Asia, 

Africa, and the Americas, motivated by economic interests, strategic advantage, and 

ideological superiority. Colonialism had profound consequences for indigenous peoples, 

cultures, and economies, shaping global power dynamics and international relations. 

5. Cultural and Intellectual Movements: The mid-19th century witnessed a flowering of 

cultural and intellectual movements. Romanticism, which had reached its peak in the early 19th 

century, gave way to Realism and Naturalism in literature and art. These movements sought to 

depict everyday life with greater accuracy and explore social issues through realistic portrayals. 

6. Scientific and Technological Advancements: Scientific discoveries and technological 

innovations continued to reshape society. The spread of Darwin's theory of evolution 

challenged religious and philosophical beliefs about human origins and the natural world. 

Advances in medicine, engineering, and agriculture improved living standards but also raised 

ethical and moral questions. 

7. Global Conflicts and Diplomacy: The mid-19th century saw several international conflicts 

and diplomatic tensions, including the Crimean War (1853-1856) and the American Civil War 

(1861-1865). These conflicts reflected competing geopolitical interests and ideologies, 

reshaping alliances and power dynamics on a global scale. 

In summary, the mid-19th century was a period of profound transformation characterized by 

industrialization, nationalism, political upheavals, cultural movements, and global expansion. These 

developments laid the foundation for the modern world, shaping the social, economic, and political 

landscapes that continue to influence contemporary society. 
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     2.4 Characteristics of Mid–19th Century 

 

The mid-19th century, spanning roughly from the 1830s to the 1870s, was characterized by several 

key social, cultural, and political characteristics that shaped the era: 

1. Industrialization and Urbanization: The Industrial Revolution continued to transform 

economies and societies across Europe, North America, and other parts of the world. 

Industrialization led to the growth of cities as centers of industry, commerce, and population, 

with significant social changes resulting from the shift from rural to urban living. 

2. Nationalism and Nation-Building: Nationalist movements gained momentum as various 

ethnic and cultural groups sought political independence and self-determination. This period 

witnessed the rise of nation-states and the assertion of national identities based on language, 

history, and cultural heritage. 

3. Political Ideologies: The mid-19th century was marked by the spread of political ideologies 

such as liberalism, conservatism, and socialism. These ideologies reflected debates over 

individual rights, government authority, social justice, and economic equality amid the rapid 

social changes brought about by industrialization. 

4. Colonialism and Imperialism: European powers continued to expand their colonial empires 

in Africa, Asia, and the Americas, driven by economic interests, strategic competition, and 

ideological motivations. Colonialism had profound consequences for indigenous populations, 

cultures, and economies, contributing to global power struggles and international tensions. 

5. Cultural Movements: The mid-19th century witnessed the transition from Romanticism to 

Realism and Naturalism in literature, art, and music. Realist and Naturalist artists and writers 

sought to depict everyday life with greater accuracy and detail, reflecting social issues, human 

suffering, and the impact of industrialization on society. 

6. Technological Advancements: Scientific discoveries and technological innovations continued 

to advance rapidly during this period. Developments in transportation (such as railways and 

steamships), communication (telegraph), and manufacturing (steel production) facilitated 

economic growth, urbanization, and globalization. 

7. Social Reforms and Movements: The mid-19th century saw the rise of social reform 

movements advocating for workers' rights, women's suffrage, abolitionism (the movement to 

end slavery), and improvements in public health and education. These movements responded 

to the social inequalities and injustices exacerbated by industrialization and urbanization. 

8. Global Conflicts and Diplomacy: The era was marked by international conflicts and 

diplomatic tensions, including the Crimean War (1853-1856), the American Civil War (1861-

1865), and the unification of Italy and Germany. These conflicts reflected competing 

geopolitical interests, nationalism, and struggles for power in Europe and beyond. 

Overall, the mid-19th century was a period of dynamic change and transformation, characterized by 

industrial growth, political upheavals, cultural shifts, and the expansion of global influence through 

colonialism and imperialism. These developments laid the groundwork for the modern world and 

continue to influence contemporary society and global relations. 

 

     2.5 Mid–19th Century and Literature 
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In the mid-19th century, literature underwent significant transformations reflecting the societal 

changes brought about by industrialization, nationalism, and the evolving political ideologies of the 

time. Here are some key characteristics and themes of literature during this period: 

1. Realism and Naturalism: As a reaction against the idealized depictions of Romanticism, 

realism emerged as a dominant literary movement. Authors sought to depict ordinary life with 

accuracy and detail, focusing on the realities of social issues, class disparities, and the effects 

of industrialization on everyday people. Naturalism, an offshoot of realism, delved deeper into 

the deterministic forces shaping human behavior and fate. 

2. Social Criticism and Reform: Many writers used literature as a platform to critique social 

injustices and advocate for reform. Issues such as poverty, urbanization, child labor, and 

working conditions were prominent themes. Authors like Charles Dickens in England and 

Émile Zola in France exposed societal ills through their realistic portrayals of characters 

struggling in harsh environments. 

3. Exploration of Identity and Nationalism: Nationalist sentiments permeated literature as 

nations across Europe and elsewhere sought to define and assert their cultural identities. 

Writers often explored national history, folklore, and traditions in their works, contributing to 

the development of national literatures and the preservation of cultural heritage. 

4. Political Ideologies and Revolutionary Thought: The mid-19th century saw a ferment of 

political ideologies, including liberalism, conservatism, socialism, and anarchism. Literature 

became a vehicle for exploring these ideologies and critiquing existing political systems. 

Works like Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels' "Communist Manifesto" (1848) and the 

revolutionary writings of anarchists like Mikhail Bakunin and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon 

influenced literary discourse on social change and revolution. 

5. Expansion of Literary Forms and Genres: The period witnessed experimentation with 

literary forms and genres. The novel continued to flourish as a preferred medium for exploring 

complex characters and societal issues over extended narratives. Short stories gained 

popularity, providing succinct snapshots of life and human experience. Additionally, literary 

movements like symbolism and decadence began to emerge towards the latter half of the 

century, paving the way for modernist experimentation in the early 20th century. 

6. Global Influences and Transnationalism: The expansion of colonial empires and increased 

global connectivity through trade and communication influenced literary themes and styles. 

Writers from colonial and post-colonial regions began to assert their voices and challenge 

Eurocentric perspectives, contributing to a more diverse and cosmopolitan literary landscape. 

In summary, mid-19th-century literature reflected the tumultuous social, political, and cultural changes 

of the era. It moved away from the idealism of Romanticism towards a more realistic depiction of life, 

while also engaging deeply with social criticism, nationalism, and the diverse ideological currents 

shaping the modern world. These literary developments laid the groundwork for subsequent 

movements and continue to influence literature today. 

 

     2.6 Mid-19th Century Writers 

 

The mid-19th century was a rich period for literature, marked by the emergence of influential writers 

across various genres and cultural contexts. Here are some notable writers from this period: 

1. Charles Dickens (1812-1870): 
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o Dickens is one of the most celebrated novelists of the Victorian era, known for his vivid 

characters, social commentary, and depiction of life in 19th-century England. His 

works, such as "Oliver Twist" (1837-1839), "David Copperfield" (1849-1850), and 

"Great Expectations" (1860-1861), explored themes of poverty, inequality, and the 

struggle for social justice. 

2. Emily Brontë (1818-1848): 

o Brontë, best known for her novel "Wuthering Heights" (1847), is celebrated for her 

passionate and Gothic portrayal of love, revenge, and the moors of Yorkshire. Her work 

challenged conventional Victorian ideals of femininity and morality. 

3. Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864): 

o Hawthorne, an American writer, explored themes of guilt, sin, and the complexities of 

human nature. His notable works include "The Scarlet Letter" (1850), a novel set in 

Puritan New England that examines the consequences of adultery and societal 

judgment. 

4. Herman Melville (1819-1891): 

o Melville is best known for his novel "Moby-Dick" (1851), a complex and symbolic 

exploration of obsession, fate, and the human condition set against the backdrop of 

whaling. His works often grappled with philosophical and existential themes. 

5. Charlotte Brontë (1816-1855): 

o Charlotte Brontë, sister to Emily Brontë, wrote the classic novel "Jane Eyre" (1847), 

which challenged Victorian social norms through its portrayal of an independent and 

assertive female protagonist striving for self-respect and love. 

6. Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881): 

o A Russian novelist and philosopher, Dostoevsky's works explored the depths of human 

psychology, morality, and spirituality. His notable novels include "Crime and 

Punishment" (1866) and "The Brothers Karamazov" (1880), which delve into themes 

of guilt, redemption, and the nature of evil. 

7. Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880): 

o Flaubert, a French writer, is renowned for his novel "Madame Bovary" (1857), which 

critiques bourgeois society and explores the consequences of romantic idealism. His 

meticulous prose style and psychological insights influenced the development of 

literary realism. 

8. Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910): 

o Tolstoy, a Russian novelist and philosopher, wrote epic works that depicted Russian 

society with profound psychological depth and moral complexity. His masterpieces 

include "War and Peace" (1869) and "Anna Karenina" (1877), which explore themes 

of war, love, faith, and social change. 

These writers from the mid-19th century not only shaped their respective literary traditions but also 

contributed to broader cultural and intellectual movements, reflecting the era's fascination with social 

change, individualism, and the complexities of human experience. 

 

     2.7 Summary 

 

The mid-19th century was a transformative period characterized by profound shifts in social, political, 

economic, and cultural spheres. Industrialization continued to accelerate, fundamentally altering 

economies and societies with technological innovations in manufacturing, transportation, and 

communication. Urbanization surged as people moved from rural areas to cities, seeking employment 
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in factories and industries. This period witnessed the rise of nationalist movements across Europe and 

beyond, fueled by aspirations for political independence and cultural identity. Ideological debates 

flourished, with liberalism, conservatism, socialism, and anarchism shaping political discourse and 

responses to rapid societal changes. Colonial expansion reached its peak as European powers expanded 

their empires in Asia, Africa, and the Americas, leading to global power struggles and resistance 

movements. Literature reflected these societal upheavals, transitioning from the idealism of 

Romanticism to the realism and naturalism that sought to depict everyday life and societal issues with 

greater accuracy. Social reform movements advocating for workers' rights, women's suffrage, and 

public health reforms gained traction, addressing the inequalities exacerbated by industrialization and 

urban growth. The mid-19th century laid the foundation for modern geopolitical realities, 

technological advancements, and ongoing debates about social justice and human rights that continue 

to resonate today.  

 

     2.8 Key Terms 

 

  Colonialism and Imperialism: The expansion of European empires into Africa, Asia, and the 

Americas, driven by economic motives, geopolitical competition, and ideological justifications. 

  Realism: A literary and artistic movement that emerged as a reaction against Romanticism, 

focusing on accurate depictions of everyday life and social issues, often highlighting the harsh realities 

of industrial society. 

  Socialism: An ideology advocating for collective ownership and democratic control of the means 

of production, aiming to address inequalities and improve living conditions for the working class. 

 

     2.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How did the Industrial Revolution transform societies in Europe and North America during the 

mid-19th century? 

2. What were the social, economic, and environmental impacts of rapid urbanization during this 

period? 

3. How did technological innovations such as steam power and railways contribute to industrial 

growth and urban expansion? 

4. What factors contributed to the rise of nationalist movements across Europe in the mid-19th 

century? 

5. How did colonial expansion and imperialism shape global power dynamics during this era? 
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     3.1 Objectives 

 

Studying the Romantic movement involves exploring its multifaceted changes and impacts across 

various domains. Here are key objectives for understanding Romanticism: 

1. Exploring Philosophical Foundations: Investigate the philosophical underpinnings of 

Romanticism, including its emphasis on emotion, intuition, and individualism. Analyze how 

Romantic thinkers challenged Enlightenment rationalism and embraced subjectivity and the 

sublime. 

2. Understanding Cultural Manifestations: Study how Romanticism influenced literature, art, 

music, and architecture. Explore themes such as nature, imagination, the supernatural, and the 

exotic, and analyze how Romantic artists sought to evoke emotional responses and convey 

personal experiences. 

 

     3.2 Introduction 

 

The Romantic movement, spanning the late 18th to the mid-19th centuries, represents a profound shift 

in artistic, literary, and philosophical sensibilities across Europe and beyond. Emerging as a reaction 

against the rationalism and order of the Enlightenment, Romanticism celebrated individualism, 

emotion, and the natural world. It transformed literature, art, music, and philosophy by prioritizing 

personal experience, imagination, and intuition over reason and empirical observation. Romantic 

thinkers and artists sought to evoke deep emotional responses, often exploring themes of nature's 

beauty, the sublime, the supernatural, and the exotic. This movement not only influenced creative 

expression but also intersected with broader cultural and political currents, fostering a renewed interest 

in national identity, folklore, and the spiritual dimensions of human existence. As Romanticism spread 

throughout Europe and beyond, it left an indelible mark on subsequent artistic movements and 

continues to resonate in modern interpretations of creativity, identity, and the human experience. 
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     3.3 Romantic Changes in Society 

 

The Romantic movement exerted a profound influence on society across various domains during the 

late 18th and early to mid-19th centuries. Here are some key ways in which Romantic changes 

impacted society: 

1. Celebration of Individualism: Romanticism placed a strong emphasis on the individual's 

emotions, intuition, and subjective experience. This focus on individualism challenged the rigid 

social norms and hierarchical structures of the time, encouraging people to explore their unique 

identities and express their personal truths. 

2. Revitalization of Imagination and Creativity: Romanticism revived the importance of 

imagination as a creative faculty capable of revealing deeper truths about the world and the 

self. Artists, writers, and musicians embraced imaginative expression to convey emotional 

depth and evoke powerful responses from their audiences. 

3. Connection with Nature: Central to Romantic ideology was a deep reverence for nature and 

its transformative power. Romantic thinkers viewed nature as a source of inspiration, spiritual 

renewal, and authenticity in contrast to the artificiality of urban life and industrialization. This 

perspective contributed to the rise of environmental consciousness and the preservation 

movement. 

4. Critique of Industrialization and Urbanization: Romanticism offered a critique of the 

negative consequences of industrialization and urbanization on human relationships, social 

values, and the natural environment. Writers and artists depicted the alienation, exploitation, 

and loss of spiritual connection brought about by rapid urban growth and technological 

advancement. 

5. Promotion of Nationalism and Cultural Identity: Romanticism fostered a renewed interest 

in national identity and cultural heritage. Artists and writers sought to celebrate and preserve 

folk traditions, myths, and historical narratives unique to their respective countries. This 

cultural nationalism contributed to movements for political independence and the formation of 

nation-states across Europe. 

6. Impact on Literature and the Arts: Romantic literature and art broke away from the 

conventions of Neoclassicism, embracing more spontaneous and emotional forms of 

expression. Literary genres such as the lyric poem, the Gothic novel, and historical fiction 

flourished, reflecting the Romantic emphasis on individualism, the sublime, and the 

supernatural. 

7. Influence on Social Reform Movements: Romanticism inspired social reformers and activists 

to advocate for humanitarian causes such as the abolition of slavery, women's rights, and 

improvements in education and working conditions. The movement's emphasis on empathy, 

emotional connection, and social justice fueled efforts to address societal inequalities and 

promote human dignity. 

8. Legacy in Modern Thought and Culture: The influence of Romanticism extends beyond the 

19th century, continuing to shape modern attitudes towards creativity, individualism, and the 

natural world. Its impact can be seen in contemporary literature, art, music, philosophy, and 

environmental movements, as well as in debates about the role of emotion and intuition in 

human experience. 
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In summary, Romantic changes had a transformative effect on society by promoting individual 

freedom, celebrating creativity and imagination, fostering a deeper connection with nature, inspiring 

national pride, and advocating for social justice. The movement's legacy resonates in ongoing 

discussions about personal identity, cultural heritage, and the pursuit of meaningful and authentic lives. 

 

     3.4 Romantic Changes in Literature 

 

The Romantic movement brought about significant changes in literature, revolutionizing both style 

and content across Europe and beyond. Here are some key ways in which Romanticism influenced 

literature: 

1. Emphasis on Emotion and Subjectivity: Romantic literature prioritized the expression of 

intense emotions and subjective experiences. Writers sought to evoke powerful feelings such 

as awe, wonder, love, and melancholy through their works. This shift from the rationalism of 

the Enlightenment to the emotional and personal marked a departure from previous literary 

conventions. 

2. Celebration of Nature: Central to Romantic literature was a profound reverence for nature. 

Writers depicted natural landscapes as sublime and awe-inspiring, portraying them as a source 

of spiritual inspiration and moral reflection. Nature served as a metaphor for the inner 

emotional states of characters and as a contrast to the artificiality of urban life and 

industrialization. 

3. Exploration of the Supernatural and the Fantastic: Romantic literature often delved into 

the realms of the supernatural, the mysterious, and the fantastical. Writers explored themes of 

the Gothic, folklore, fairy tales, and the supernatural, tapping into the darker and more 

mysterious aspects of human existence. This fascination with the unknown contributed to the 

development of genres such as Gothic fiction and fantasy. 

4. Focus on Individualism and the Outsider: Romantic writers celebrated the figure of the 

outsider, the rebel, and the misunderstood genius. Characters were often portrayed as solitary 

figures who defied societal norms and pursued their own truths. This emphasis on 

individualism reflected broader cultural shifts towards valuing personal autonomy and 

authenticity. 

5. Critique of Industrialization and Urbanization: Romantic literature offered a critique of the 

negative effects of industrialization and urbanization on human relationships, social values, 

and the natural environment. Writers depicted the alienation, exploitation, and loss of spiritual 

connection brought about by rapid urban growth and technological advancement. 

6. Revival of Medievalism and Folk Traditions: Romanticism sparked a revival of interest in 

medievalism, folklore, and national traditions. Writers drew inspiration from medieval epics, 

ballads, and folk tales, seeking to capture the essence of national identity and cultural heritage. 

This cultural nationalism contributed to movements for political independence and the 

preservation of cultural traditions. 

7. Experimentation with Literary Form and Style: Romantic literature saw experimentation 

with literary form and style. Writers abandoned the rigid structures of Neoclassicism in favor 

of more fluid and expressive forms. The lyric poem, with its emphasis on personal emotion 

and lyrical beauty, became a favored genre, alongside the novel, which allowed for deeper 

exploration of individual psychology and societal issues. 

8. Legacy and Influence: The influence of Romantic literature extends beyond the 19th century, 

continuing to shape modern literature and artistic movements. Elements of Romanticism can 
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be seen in the works of later writers and poets who explore themes of nature, emotion, 

spirituality, and the human condition. The movement's legacy persists in contemporary 

literature's engagement with personal identity, cultural heritage, and the pursuit of meaning in 

an increasingly complex world. 

In summary, Romantic changes in literature ushered in a new era of artistic expression characterized 

by emotional intensity, reverence for nature, exploration of the supernatural, and a celebration of 

individualism. The movement's impact on literary form, content, and themes remains a vital part of 

literary history and continues to inspire readers and writers alike. 

 

 

     3.5 Romantic Change Writers 

 

The Romantic movement produced a wealth of influential writers whose works reshaped literature and 

continue to resonate today. Here are some key writers associated with Romanticism and their 

contributions: 

1. William Wordsworth (1770-1850): 

o Wordsworth, along with Samuel Taylor Coleridge, is credited with launching the 

Romantic Age in English literature with their joint publication, "Lyrical Ballads" 

(1798). He emphasized the beauty of nature, the importance of individual perception, 

and the spiritual connection between humanity and the natural world in poems like 

"Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey" and "I Wandered Lonely as a 

Cloud." 

2. Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834): 

o Coleridge was a poet, critic, and philosopher whose contributions to Romanticism 

include "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," a supernatural ballad exploring guilt and 

redemption, and "Kubla Khan," a fragmentary poem depicting the creative process and 

the power of imagination. 

3. Lord Byron (1788-1824): 

o Byron's works often reflected his own rebellious spirit and passion for freedom. He 

became a cultural icon with poems such as "Childe Harold's Pilgrimage," which 

combines travelogue with introspective meditations on life and society, and the 

dramatic narrative poem "Don Juan," which satirizes Romantic ideals and societal 

conventions. 

4. Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822): 

o Shelley's poetry explores themes of political and social reform, idealism, and the power 

of the human imagination. His major works include "Ode to the West Wind," "To a 

Skylark," and the epic "Prometheus Unbound," which challenges authority and 

explores the liberation of humanity. 

5. John Keats (1795-1821): 

o Keats is known for his lyrical poetry and odes, which focus on beauty, mortality, and 

the transience of life. His works include "Ode to a Nightingale," "Ode on a Grecian 

Urn," and "To Autumn," which exemplify his mastery of sensual imagery and his 

exploration of the relationship between art and the human experience. 
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6. Mary Shelley (1797-1851): 

o Mary Shelley is best known for her novel "Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus" 

(1818), which emerged from a literary challenge among her peers and became a seminal 

work in Gothic literature. The novel explores themes of scientific hubris, ambition, and 

the moral responsibilities of creators. 

7. Victor Hugo (1802-1885): 

o A French Romantic author, Hugo is celebrated for his novels, plays, and poetry that 

often focus on social and political issues. His novels "Les Misérables" (1862) and "The 

Hunchback of Notre-Dame" (1831) depict the struggles of individuals against societal 

injustice and the power of love and compassion. 

8. Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849): 

o Poe, an American writer, is considered a master of Gothic fiction and poetry. His works 

explore themes of death, decay, madness, and the supernatural in stories like "The Tell-

Tale Heart," "The Fall of the House of Usher," and poems such as "The Raven" and 

"Annabel Lee." 

These writers exemplify the diversity of styles and themes within Romanticism, from the celebration 

of nature and individualism to explorations of the supernatural, social critique, and the power of 

imagination. Their contributions laid the foundation for the development of modern literature and 

continue to inspire readers and writers worldwide. 

 

     3.6 Romantic Changes in Themes 

 

The Romantic movement brought about significant shifts in themes that permeated literature, art, and 

philosophy during the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Here are some key themes that characterized 

Romanticism: 

1. Nature: Romanticism celebrated the beauty and power of nature, portraying it as a source of 

spiritual inspiration and moral truth. Nature was often depicted as sublime and awe-inspiring, 

evoking deep emotional responses and serving as a contrast to the artificiality of urban life and 

industrialization. 

2. Emotion and Subjectivity: Romanticism emphasized the importance of emotions, intuition, 

and individual experience over reason and logic. Writers and artists explored themes of love, 

longing, melancholy, and nostalgia, seeking to capture the complexities of human emotions 

and inner life. 

3. Imagination and Creativity: Romantic thinkers exalted the role of the imagination as a 

creative faculty capable of revealing deeper truths about the world and the self. They valued 

spontaneity, originality, and the exploration of the fantastical, believing in the transformative 

power of artistic expression. 

4. Spirituality and the Supernatural: Romanticism delved into spiritual and metaphysical 

realms, often exploring themes of mysticism, the supernatural, and the unknown. Writers and 

artists were fascinated by dreams, visions, and the subconscious, using these elements to 

explore existential questions and the mysteries of existence. 

5. Individualism and Rebellion: Romanticism celebrated the figure of the outsider, the rebel, 

and the nonconformist who defied societal norms and pursued personal truths. Characters were 

often portrayed as solitary figures grappling with existential dilemmas and searching for 

authenticity in a world dominated by social conventions. 
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6. Medievalism and Folklore: Romanticism revived interest in medieval literature, folklore, and 

national traditions. Writers drew inspiration from medieval epics, ballads, and folk tales, 

seeking to capture the essence of national identity and cultural heritage. This cultural revival 

contributed to movements for political independence and the preservation of cultural traditions. 

7. Critique of Industrialization and Urbanization: Romanticism offered a critique of the 

negative consequences of industrialization, urbanization, and modernity on human 

relationships, values, and the environment. Writers depicted the alienation, exploitation, and 

loss of spiritual connection brought about by rapid urban growth and technological 

advancement. 

8. Love of the Past and Historical Consciousness: Romanticism exhibited a fascination with 

history and the past, viewing it as a reservoir of cultural richness and wisdom. Writers often 

explored historical themes, settings, and characters, blending fact with fiction to create 

narratives that resonated with contemporary concerns and ideals. 

These themes underscored Romanticism's rejection of Enlightenment rationalism and Neoclassical 

ideals, marking a shift towards a more subjective, emotional, and introspective approach to art, 

literature, and philosophy. The movement's legacy continues to influence modern interpretations of 

creativity, identity, and the human experience. 

 

     3.7 Summary  

 

The Romantic movement, spanning the late 18th to mid-19th centuries, heralded profound changes 

across literature, art, philosophy, and culture in Europe and beyond. Rejecting the rationalism and 

order of the Enlightenment, Romanticism celebrated individualism, emotion, and the natural world. It 

emphasized the power of imagination, creativity, and subjective experience, elevating these qualities 

above Enlightenment ideals of reason and empiricism. Romantic literature embraced themes such as 

the sublime beauty of nature, the exploration of emotions and inner life, and the fascination with the 

supernatural and the mystical. Writers depicted characters as solitary figures seeking spiritual 

fulfilment and authenticity amidst societal constraints. Romanticism also revived interest in 

medievalism, folklore, and national traditions, contributing to movements for cultural identity and 

political independence. Critically, Romanticism provided a cultural critique of industrialization and 

urbanization, highlighting their alienating effects on human relationships and the environment. It 

influenced artistic expression through innovative literary forms and styles, such as the lyric poem and 

Gothic novel, and inspired visual arts with its focus on nature, emotion, and the sublime. Overall, 

Romanticism left a lasting legacy by reshaping artistic conventions, challenging societal norms, and 

advocating for individual freedom and expression. Its influence continues to resonate in modern 

interpretations of creativity, identity, and the human condition, marking it as a pivotal movement in 

the evolution of Western culture. 

 

 

     3.8 Key Terms 

 

 Nature: Central to Romanticism, nature was celebrated as a source of beauty, inspiration, and 

spiritual renewal. Romantic writers and artists portrayed landscapes as sublime and awe-inspiring, 

reflecting the power and mystery of the natural world. 
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 Imagination: The Romantic movement emphasized the creative and transformative power of the 

imagination. Artists and writers valued spontaneity, originality, and the exploration of fantastical 

realms to reveal deeper truths about human existence and emotion. 

 Emotion: Romanticism prioritized emotions, intuition, and subjective experience over reason and 

logic. Writers explored intense emotions such as love, longing, melancholy, and nostalgia, seeking to 

evoke deep emotional responses from their audience. 

 Individualism: Romantic thinkers celebrated the uniqueness and autonomy of the individual. They 

valued personal freedom, authenticity, and the pursuit of personal truths, often depicting characters as 

rebels or outsiders who defied societal norms. 

 Sublime: The concept of the sublime referred to experiences or objects that evoke feelings of awe, 

wonder, and terror. Romantic artists sought to capture the sublime in their works, portraying scenes or 

ideas that transcended ordinary experience and provoked powerful emotional responses 

 

     3.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How did Romantic writers and artists challenge the ideals of the Enlightenment through their 

emphasis on emotion and imagination? 

2. What are some key themes in Romantic literature and how did they reflect broader cultural shifts 

in society? 

3. How did Romantic poets use nature as a metaphor to explore human emotions and existential 

themes? 

4. What were the main philosophical principles of Romanticism and how did they differ from 

Enlightenment rationalism? 

5. How did Romantic thinkers like Rousseau, Wordsworth, and Coleridge influence the 

development of Romantic ideology? 
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     4.1 Objectives 

 

Studying Romantic literature serves several important objectives in understanding the cultural and 

intellectual movements of the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Here are key objectives for exploring 

Romantic literature: 

1. Exploring the Influence of Romantic Ideals: Investigate how Romantic literature reflects 

and responds to the philosophical ideals of the Romantic movement, such as the emphasis on 

emotion, individualism, and the sublime. Analyze how these ideals challenged Enlightenment 

rationalism and Neoclassical norms. 

2. Examining Literary Techniques and Styles: Explore the innovative literary techniques and 

styles employed by Romantic writers, such as lyric poetry, the Gothic novel, and historical 

fiction. Analyze how these genres allowed writers to explore themes of nature, imagination, 

and the supernatural. 

3. Understanding the Role of Nature: Study how Romantic literature portrays nature as a central 

theme and source of inspiration. Examine how writers depicted landscapes, the natural world, 

and rural settings to convey emotional and spiritual truths. 

4. Analyzing the Romantic Hero and Individualism: Investigate the portrayal of the Romantic 

hero as a solitary figure who rebels against societal norms and seeks authenticity. Analyze how 

characters like Byron's "Childe Harold" or Shelley's Prometheus embody Romantic ideals of 

individualism and rebellion. 

5. Exploring the Relationship between Literature and Philosophy: Examine how Romantic 

literature intersects with philosophical ideas, such as Kantian aesthetics, German idealism, and 

the sublime. Analyze how literary works engage with philosophical concepts to explore human 

experience and existential questions. 

6. Contextualizing Social and Political Critique: Contextualize Romantic literature within the 

socio-political upheavals of the time, including revolutions, social reform movements, and the 

Industrial Revolution. Explore how literature critiqued societal changes and advocated for 

social justice. 
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7. Comparing Romanticism with Earlier and Later Movements: Compare Romantic literature 

with preceding literary movements like Neoclassicism and Enlightenment literature. Contrast 

Romanticism with later movements such as Realism and Symbolism to understand its lasting 

impact and evolution. 

8. Reflecting on the Legacy of Romanticism: Reflect on how Romantic literature continues to 

influence contemporary literature, art, and culture. Analyze its legacy in shaping modern 

perceptions of creativity, individuality, nature, and the human condition. 

By studying Romantic literature through these objectives, scholars and enthusiasts gain insight into its 

profound impact on intellectual history, artistic expression, and cultural transformation during the 

transition from the 18th to the 19th century. 

 

     4.2 Introduction 

 

Romantic literature, emerging in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, marks a pivotal shift in artistic 

expression that reverberated across Europe and beyond. Departing from the rationalism and order of 

the Enlightenment, Romantic writers championed emotion, imagination, and individual experience as 

central to their creative pursuits. This movement, born out of a reaction against industrialization, 

urbanization, and social upheaval, sought to capture the essence of human existence through the lens 

of nature's sublime beauty, the supernatural, and the complexities of the human psyche. 

Romantic literature embraced a wide array of genres and styles, from lyrical poetry that extolled the 

wonders of the natural world to Gothic novels that explored dark, mysterious realms of the human 

imagination. Characters, often portrayed as rebels or outsiders, grappled with profound existential 

questions, challenging societal norms and searching for personal authenticity. 

Moreover, Romantic literature served not only as a vehicle for artistic innovation but also as a platform 

for social critique and philosophical inquiry. It reflected the era's fascination with national identity, 

folklore, and cultural heritage, influencing political movements and inspiring generations of writers to 

come. 

As we delve into Romantic literature, we embark on a journey through landscapes both real and 

imagined, encountering characters who embody the spirit of their age and themes that continue to 

resonate with contemporary readers. This introduction sets the stage for exploring the richness, 

diversity, and enduring legacy of Romanticism in the literary landscape of the Western world. 

 

     4.3 Romantic Style of Writing 

 

The Romantic style of writing, emerging in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, is characterized by 

several distinctive features that distinguish it from preceding literary movements like Neoclassicism 

and Enlightenment literature. Here are key elements of the Romantic style of writing: 

1. Emphasis on Emotion and Subjectivity: Romantic writers prioritize the expression of 

emotions and inner feelings over reason and rationality. They delve into the complexities of 
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human emotions such as love, longing, melancholy, and awe, seeking to evoke deep emotional 

responses from their readers. 

2. Celebration of Nature: Nature holds a central place in Romantic literature, portrayed as a 

powerful and sublime force that inspires awe and spiritual renewal. Writers depict natural 

landscapes with vivid detail, using them as a backdrop to explore human emotions and 

existential themes. 

3. Idealization of the Past and the Exotic: Romantics often idealize the past, viewing it as a 

purer and more authentic era compared to their own industrialized present. They also express 

fascination with the exotic and the unfamiliar, drawing inspiration from distant lands, cultures, 

and historical settings. 

4. Focus on the Supernatural and the Gothic: Romantic literature frequently incorporates 

elements of the supernatural, the mysterious, and the macabre. Writers explore themes of 

ghosts, dreams, visions, and the uncanny, often blurring the boundaries between reality and the 

supernatural realm. 

5. Individualism and the Romantic Hero: The Romantic hero is typically portrayed as a solitary 

figure who rebels against societal norms and conventions. Often an outsider or wanderer, the 

Romantic hero seeks personal freedom, authenticity, and spiritual fulfillment in a world that 

values conformity. 

6. Use of Symbolism and Imagery: Romantic writers employ rich symbolism and vivid imagery 

to convey deeper meanings and evoke sensory experiences. They use symbols from nature, 

mythology, and folklore to explore universal truths and the complexities of human existence. 

7. Experimentation with Literary Form: Romantics often experiment with literary form and 

structure, rejecting the rigid rules of Neoclassicism in favor of more fluid and organic forms. 

They innovate with narrative techniques, poetic meters, and the use of fragmentary or lyrical 

styles to capture the immediacy of personal experience. 

8. Political and Social Critique: Romantic literature critiques the social injustices and 

inequalities of its time, often advocating for political reforms and social change. Writers 

address issues such as poverty, oppression, and the loss of individual freedoms in an 

increasingly mechanized and industrialized world. 

Overall, the Romantic style of writing embodies a profound shift towards individualism, emotional 

expression, and the exploration of the human condition in all its complexity. It continues to influence 

modern literature and artistic expression, leaving a lasting legacy on cultural and intellectual discourse. 

 

     4.4 Romantic Works by Authors 

 

Certainly! Here are some notable works by Romantic authors that exemplify the themes and style of 

Romantic literature: 

 

1. William Wordsworth: 

o "Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey" (1798) - Wordsworth reflects on 

the power of memory and nature's ability to uplift the human spirit. 

o "I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud" (1807) - A poem celebrating the beauty of nature and 

the poet's emotional response to the natural world. 

2. Samuel Taylor Coleridge: 
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o "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" (1798) - A supernatural ballad exploring guilt, 

redemption, and the mysterious forces of nature. 

o "Kubla Khan" (1816) - A fragmentary poem inspired by a dream, exploring the creative 

process and the power of imagination. 

3. Lord Byron: 

o "Childe Harold's Pilgrimage" (1812-1818) - A narrative poem in which the protagonist, 

Childe Harold, reflects on life, love, and the pursuit of meaning while traveling through 

Europe. 

o "Don Juan" (1819-1824) - A satirical epic poem that challenges Romantic ideals and 

societal conventions through the adventures of its protagonist, Don Juan. 

4. Percy Bysshe Shelley: 

o "Ode to the West Wind" (1819) - A poem that addresses the poet's desire for inspiration 

and social change, using the wind as a metaphor for artistic and political revolution. 

o "Prometheus Unbound" (1820) - An epic lyrical drama that reimagines the Greek myth 

of Prometheus as a symbol of defiance against tyranny and a champion of human 

freedom. 

5. John Keats: 

o "Ode to a Nightingale" (1819) - A meditation on mortality, beauty, and the fleeting 

nature of human life, inspired by the song of a nightingale. 

o "Ode on a Grecian Urn" (1819) - A meditation on art, beauty, and the eternal versus the 

transient, inspired by a classical Greek urn. 

6. Mary Shelley: 

o "Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus" (1818) - A seminal Gothic novel exploring 

themes of creation, ambition, and the consequences of playing god through the story of 

Victor Frankenstein and his creature. 

7. Victor Hugo: 

o "Les Misérables" (1862) - A historical novel that examines social injustice, redemption, 

and the struggle for human dignity against the backdrop of early 19th-century France. 

o "The Hunchback of Notre-Dame" (1831) - A Gothic novel that explores themes of love, 

fate, and the consequences of societal prejudice through the tragic figure of Quasimodo 

and the beautiful Esmeralda. 

8. Edgar Allan Poe: 

o "The Raven" (1845) - A melancholic poem that explores themes of loss, mourning, and 

the haunting presence of death through the narrator's encounter with a mysterious raven. 

o "The Fall of the House of Usher" (1839) - A Gothic short story that delves into themes 

of madness, decay, and the supernatural in the crumbling mansion of the Usher family. 

These works exemplify the diversity and richness of Romantic literature, each contributing to the 

movement's exploration of nature, emotion, imagination, and societal critique. They continue to inspire 

readers and writers alike with their enduring themes and timeless relevance. 

 

     4.5 Romanticism and Influence 

 

Romanticism exerted a profound influence across multiple domains, shaping not only literature but 

also art, music, philosophy, and politics during the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Here’s a 

breakdown of Romanticism’s influence: 



30 

 

1. Literature: Romantic writers challenged the norms of the Enlightenment and Neoclassical 

periods by emphasizing emotion, imagination, and individualism over reason and tradition. 

They explored themes such as nature, the supernatural, the sublime, and the hero's quest for 

authenticity. Works like William Wordsworth's poems and Mary Shelley's "Frankenstein" 

became iconic examples of Romantic ideals and storytelling techniques. 

2. Art: In visual arts, Romanticism inspired painters to depict nature's beauty and power in 

dramatic landscapes and scenes of sublime terror. Artists like J.M.W. Turner and Caspar David 

Friedrich captured the emotional and spiritual aspects of nature, while Francisco Goya explored 

dark themes of human suffering and social commentary in his works. 

3. Music: Romantic composers, such as Ludwig van Beethoven, Franz Schubert, and Richard 

Wagner, revolutionized classical music by infusing it with emotional intensity and personal 

expression. They expanded the symphonic form, embraced nationalistic themes, and composed 

programmatic music that told stories or evoked landscapes and emotions. 

4. Philosophy: Philosophically, Romanticism reacted against the rationalism of the 

Enlightenment and embraced a more subjective and intuitive approach to knowledge. Thinkers 

like Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Friedrich Schelling explored the interconnectedness of 

nature, spirit, and the human psyche, laying the groundwork for later existential and 

psychological theories. 

5. Politics and Society: Romanticism contributed to the rise of nationalist movements across 

Europe, as writers and artists celebrated their countries' cultural heritage and folklore. It also 

critiqued the social injustices of industrialization and urbanization, advocating for social 

reforms and individual freedoms. 

6. Legacy: The influence of Romanticism extended beyond the 19th century, impacting later 

literary movements like Symbolism and Modernism. Its emphasis on the individual's inner 

world and the power of imagination resonates in contemporary literature and art. Moreover, 

Romantic ideals of emotional authenticity and the quest for spiritual fulfillment continue to 

shape cultural discourse and artistic expression today. 

In summary, Romanticism’s influence was vast and transformative, challenging established norms 

while exploring new forms of expression that emphasized emotion, nature, and individualism. Its 

legacy persists as a cornerstone of Western cultural and intellectual history, inspiring generations of 

artists, thinkers, and creators worldwide. 

 

     4.6 Romantic Elements and Nominal Works 

 

Certainly! Here are some key elements of Romanticism along with examples of works that exemplify 

these elements: 

1. Nature as a Source of Inspiration: 

o Element: Romanticism glorifies nature, portraying it as a powerful and sublime force 

that inspires awe and spiritual renewal. 

o Nominal Works: 

▪ William Wordsworth's "Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey" - 

This poem reflects on the poet's spiritual connection with nature and the healing 

power of natural landscapes. 

▪ Caspar David Friedrich's painting "Wanderer above the Sea of Fog" - This 

iconic artwork captures the Romantic fascination with the sublime in nature, 
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depicting a solitary figure immersed in the grandeur of a misty mountain 

landscape. 

2. Emphasis on Emotion and Subjectivity: 

o Element: Romanticism values the expression of deep emotions, intuition, and personal 

experiences over rational thought. 

o Nominal Works: 

▪ John Keats' "Ode to a Nightingale" - Keats explores the themes of mortality, 

beauty, and the transcendent power of art through his emotional response to the 

song of a nightingale. 

▪ Eugene Delacroix's painting "Liberty Leading the People" - This artwork 

embodies the Romantic spirit of emotion and revolution, depicting a powerful 

allegory of the French Revolution with vivid emotional intensity. 

3. The Romantic Hero and Individualism: 

o Element: Romantic literature often features a heroic figure who rebels against societal 

norms and pursues personal freedom and authenticity. 

o Nominal Works: 

▪ Lord Byron's "Childe Harold's Pilgrimage" - The protagonist, Childe Harold, 

embodies the Romantic hero who seeks meaning and spiritual fulfillment 

through travel and introspection. 

▪ Mary Shelley's "Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus" - Victor 

Frankenstein challenges the boundaries of scientific knowledge and morality, 

reflecting the Romantic fascination with individual ambition and the 

consequences of unchecked power. 

4. Supernatural and Gothic Elements: 

o Element: Romanticism explores the mysterious, the supernatural, and the irrational as 

a means to delve into the depths of the human psyche. 

o Nominal Works: 

▪ Edgar Allan Poe's "The Fall of the House of Usher" - This Gothic tale delves 

into themes of madness, decay, and the supernatural within the confines of a 

crumbling ancestral mansion. 

▪ Samuel Taylor Coleridge's "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" - Coleridge's 

ballad combines supernatural elements with moral allegory, exploring themes 

of guilt, redemption, and the interconnectedness of all living beings. 

5. Revival of Medievalism and Nationalism: 

o Element: Romanticism revitalizes interest in medieval literature, folklore, and national 

identity, celebrating cultural heritage and traditions. 

o Nominal Works: 

▪ Sir Walter Scott's "Ivanhoe" - This historical novel embodies the Romantic 

revival of medieval chivalry and heroism, set against the backdrop of the 

Crusades. 

▪ Richard Wagner's opera "Der Ring des Nibelungen" - Wagner's epic opera cycle 

draws on Germanic and Norse mythology, reflecting Romantic ideals of 

national identity and cultural heritage. 

These works and elements exemplify the diversity and richness of Romanticism, showcasing how the 

movement transformed literature, art, and culture by emphasizing emotion, imagination, and the 

exploration of human experience. 
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     4.7 Summary 

 

Romantic literature, spanning the late 18th to mid-19th centuries, marks a transformative period in 

Western literary history characterized by a profound shift in artistic sensibilities and thematic 

exploration. Reacting against the rationalism and restraint of the Enlightenment and Neoclassical 

periods, Romantic writers embraced emotion, imagination, and individualism as foundational elements 

of their work. 

 

     4.8 Key Terms 

 

  Nature and the Sublime: Nature was elevated to a central position, revered for its beauty, power, 

and capacity to evoke profound emotional responses. Romantic poets like Wordsworth and Coleridge 

depicted nature as a source of spiritual renewal and as a reflection of the human soul. 

  Emotion and Subjectivity: Romanticism prioritized the expression of deep emotions, intuition, 

and personal experiences over rational thought and societal norms. Poets such as Keats and Shelley 

explored themes of love, longing, and mortality through introspective and lyrical verse. 

  Imagination and Creativity: The Romantic movement celebrated the creative imagination as a 

vehicle for exploring the mysteries of existence and transcending everyday reality. Writers like Blake 

and Poe employed fantastical and supernatural elements to delve into the depths of the human psyche. 

 

     4.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How does Romanticism celebrate the creative imagination as a means of transcending reality 

and exploring deeper truths? 

2. What are some examples of fantastical or supernatural elements in Romantic literature, and 

how do they contribute to the themes of the works? 

3. How does the use of symbolism and allegory in Romantic poetry enhance the reader's 

understanding of complex themes and emotions? 

4. How does Romantic literature critique the social injustices and moral dilemmas of its time, 

such as industrialization and urbanization? 

5. In what ways do Romantic writers advocate for political change and social reform through their 

works? 
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     5.1 Objectives 

 

The objectives of this unit are to explore the key themes, philosophies, and stylistic innovations of the 

Aesthetic Movement and the Decadence movement. Specifically, it aims to:  

1) understand the principles of "art for art’s sake" and how these ideals shaped literature, visual arts, 

and culture,  

2) analyses the works of major figures in both movements, including their exploration of beauty, 

sensuality, and the rejection of conventional morality,  

3) examine the cultural and historical context that gave rise to these movements, and  

4) assess their lasting influence on modern art and literature. 

 

     5.2 Introduction 

 

The Aesthetic Movement and the Decadence movement emerged in the late 19th century as responses 

to the social, moral, and artistic conventions of Victorian society. Rooted in the belief that art should 

be valued purely for its beauty and not for any moral or utilitarian purpose, these movements rejected 

the moralistic and didactic approaches that dominated much of the era's art and literature. The 

Aesthetic Movement, influenced by thinkers like Walter Pater, Oscar Wilde, and James McNeill 

Whistler, championed the idea that art exists for its own sake, with beauty as its ultimate value. The 

Aesthetes emphasized sensual pleasure, elegance, and a pursuit of exquisite forms, often using exotic 

and luxurious materials. Meanwhile, the Decadence movement, closely related yet distinct, took these 

ideals further by celebrating artificiality, excess, and sensual indulgence, often tinged with a 

fascination with decay and the forbidden. Writers like Charles Baudelaire, J.K. Huysmans, and Wilde 

captured the allure of decadence, portraying morally ambiguous or transgressive themes as expressions 

of a deeper truth about human nature. Together, the Aesthetic Movement and Decadence embodied a 

critique of Victorian respectability, highlighting a desire for liberation from societal norms and 

exploring the complex relationships between beauty, morality, and meaning. These movements not 

only revolutionized literature and art but also paved the way for modernist explorations of identity, 

sexuality, and self-expression. 
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    5.3 The Principles of the Aesthetic Movement: Art for Art’s Sake 

 

The Aesthetic Movement’s core principle, "art for art’s sake," marked a significant departure from the 

Victorian view of art as a moral or educational tool. Proponents of the Aesthetic Movement believed 

that art should exist solely to provide pleasure and evoke beauty, without any didactic intent or moral 

implications. Figures such as Walter Pater argued that life should be lived as a work of art, emphasizing 

the cultivation of aesthetic experiences and the pursuit of beauty as fundamental human goals. This 

philosophy is exemplified in Oscar Wilde’s works, particularly The Picture of Dorian Gray, where the 

protagonist’s pursuit of beauty leads him to embrace a hedonistic lifestyle. For Wilde and other 

Aesthetes, beauty became an end in itself, transcending moral judgments. Visual artists associated with 

the movement, like James McNeill Whistler, also rejected realism and narrative elements, focusing 

instead on color, composition, and atmosphere to create visually captivating works. The emphasis on 

beauty for its own sake encouraged a new, liberating approach to art, where artists felt free to 

experiment with form, color, and subject matter without the constraints of moral expectations or social 

responsibility. This belief that beauty was sufficient justification for art influenced the subsequent 

development of art and literature, laying the groundwork for modernist and avant-garde movements. 

 

     5.4 Decadence: Indulgence, Sensuality, and the Fascination with Decay 

 

Closely related to the Aesthetic Movement, the Decadence movement extended the philosophy of "art 

for art’s sake" into more extreme territory, often celebrating sensual indulgence, luxury, and moral 

ambiguity. Decadent writers and artists sought to push the boundaries of social acceptability, exploring 

themes of excess, sexuality, and decay. Charles Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal (The Flowers of Evil) 

is a defining work of Decadence, depicting beauty in the grotesque and reveling in themes of 

corruption, mortality, and forbidden desires. The Decadents often saw beauty in decay and ruin, 

finding a certain allure in the ephemeral nature of existence and the transgressive pleasure of forbidden 

pursuits. J.K. Huysmans’ À rebours (Against Nature) is another key work, portraying an aristocrat’s 

retreat from society into a life of sensory indulgence and isolation. Decadent works like these 

challenged traditional moral values, portraying vice as an inherent part of the human experience and 

suggesting that conventional morality constrained true self-expression. This fascination with decay 

and the unconventional resonated with an emerging fin-de-siècle anxiety about the future, reflecting 

the cultural mood of a world on the brink of modernity. Decadence, with its emphasis on sensuality 

and its rejection of conventional moral standards, influenced Symbolism and Surrealism, leaving an 

enduring mark on literature and art. 

 

     5.5 Key Figures and Works of the Aesthetic and Decadence Movements 

 

Oscar Wilde, Charles Baudelaire, Walter Pater, and J.K. Huysmans were pivotal figures in both 

movements, each embodying and advancing the ideas of beauty, sensuality, and transgression. Wilde, 

a central figure in the Aesthetic Movement, expressed the ideal of "art for art’s sake" in his literature 

and personal philosophy. His novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, serves as a manifesto for aestheticism 

and decadence, illustrating the perils and allure of living solely for beauty. Baudelaire, often credited 

as a precursor to Decadence, shocked Victorian society with Les Fleurs du Mal, which depicted themes 

of lust, decay, and the sublime in the grotesque. His idea that beauty could exist in both the sublime 

and the repulsive informed the entire movement. Walter Pater’s writings, particularly his assertion that 

one should live fully in each moment, encouraged a hedonistic, experience-driven approach to life. 

Meanwhile, J.K. Huysmans’ À rebours depicted an aristocrat’s withdrawal from society in pursuit of 
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aesthetic and sensual pleasures, becoming a landmark of Decadent literature. Each of these figures 

pushed against social norms, using art and literature to question the relationship between beauty, 

morality, and societal expectations. Through their works, they inspired later avant-garde and modernist 

movements, as well as writers who explored the darker sides of human experience. 

 

     5.6 Cultural Impact and Legacy: Influence on Modern Art and Literature 

 

The Aesthetic and Decadence movements created a lasting legacy that continues to shape modern art 

and literature. By liberating art from the constraints of morality, they paved the way for later 

movements, such as Symbolism, Surrealism, and Modernism, which sought to explore human 

consciousness, emotion, and identity in increasingly experimental ways. These movements also 

introduced a focus on individual experience and subjective perception, elements that would become 

central to 20th-century art and literature. The Aesthetic Movement’s emphasis on beauty and form 

resonated with Art Nouveau and later Art Deco, both of which embraced intricate, elegant designs as 

expressions of artistic individuality. Decadence’s fascination with sensuality and decay can be seen in 

the work of writers like T.S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf, who explored existential questions about the 

fleeting nature of life. The enduring appeal of the Aesthetic and Decadent movements lies in their 

radical celebration of beauty, pleasure, and individual experience, which challenged social norms and 

opened new paths for artistic exploration. These movements shifted perceptions of art’s purpose, 

valuing emotional depth and personal expression over moral instruction, thereby shaping modern 

attitudes toward art, beauty, and individualism. 

 

     5.7 Summary 

 

The Aesthetic Movement and the Decadence movement challenged Victorian ideals by promoting "art 

for art’s sake" and embracing beauty, sensuality, and individualism. The Aesthetic Movement focused 

on creating art that celebrated form and beauty without moral or utilitarian purposes, while Decadence 

took these ideals further, exploring themes of indulgence, decay, and moral transgression. Key figures 

like Oscar Wilde, Charles Baudelaire, Walter Pater, and J.K. Huysmans were instrumental in shaping 

these movements, using their works to question societal values and to redefine the purpose of art. 

Together, these movements influenced modern art and literature, laying the groundwork for 

Symbolism, Modernism, and other avant-garde movements. Their legacy continues in the appreciation 

for art that reflects personal experience, explores beauty and darkness, and challenges conventional 

morality. 

 

    5.8 Key Terms 

 

• The Aesthetic Movement emphasised "art for art’s sake," celebrating beauty and sensory 

experience without moral or didactic purposes. 

• Decadence explored themes of sensuality, excess, and decay, pushing the boundaries of social 

norms and embracing the allure of transgression. 

• Key figures such as Wilde, Baudelaire, and Huysmans used their works to question conventional 

values, portraying beauty and pleasure as complex, often dark forces. 

• These movements laid the foundation for modern art and literature, influencing Symbolism, 

Surrealism, and Modernism. 
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     5.9 Review Questions 

 

1. What are the core principles of the Aesthetic Movement, and how did they differ from Victorian 

ideals? 

2. How did the Decadence movement extend the ideals of the Aesthetic Movement, and what themes 

did it emphasise? 

3. Discuss the role of figures like Oscar Wilde and Charles Baudelaire in shaping the ideas of 

aestheticism and decadence. 

4. How did the Aesthetic and Decadence movements influence later art and literary movements? 

5. What was the significance of "art for art’s sake" for the Aesthetic Movement, and how did it shape 

modern attitudes toward art? 
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     6.1 Objectives 

 

Studying Alfred Lord Tennyson, one of the most renowned poets of the Victorian era, serves several 

objectives that contribute to understanding both his works and the broader literary and cultural context 

of his time: 

1. Exploring Victorian Themes and Values: Tennyson's poetry often reflects the values, 

concerns, and anxieties of Victorian society. Studying his works provides insights into topics 

such as morality, faith, progress, and the role of the individual in an increasingly industrialized 

world. 

2. Examining Poetic Style and Technique: Tennyson's mastery of poetic form and language 

offers opportunities to analyze Victorian poetic conventions, including his use of meter, rhyme, 

imagery, and symbolism. His experimentation with narrative structures and poetic genres 

provides a rich field for literary exploration. 

3. Understanding the Role of the Poet as Public Figure: Tennyson's position as Poet Laureate 

of the United Kingdom from 1850 until his death in 1892 made him a prominent cultural figure. 

Studying his works sheds light on the role of the poet in Victorian society, as well as his 

influence on public opinion and political discourse. 

4. Exploring Romantic and Victorian Transitions: Tennyson's early works were influenced by 

Romanticism, while his later poetry reflects Victorian sensibilities. Studying his evolution as a 

poet helps trace the transition from Romantic ideals to Victorian realism and social critique. 

5. Examining Tennyson's Influence and Legacy: Tennyson's impact on literature and culture 

extends beyond his own time. His poems, such as "The Lady of Shalott," "Ulysses," and "In 

Memoriam," continue to be studied for their thematic depth, poetic beauty, and enduring 

relevance. Understanding his legacy involves exploring how his works have influenced 

subsequent generations of poets and writers. 

6. Contextualizing Historical and Cultural Influences: Tennyson lived through significant 

historical events and cultural shifts, including the Industrial Revolution, scientific 

advancements, social reform movements, and the expansion of the British Empire. Studying 
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his works provides insights into how these developments shaped Victorian literature and 

society. 

In summary, studying Alfred Lord Tennyson allows for a nuanced exploration of Victorian literature, 

poetry, and cultural history. His works not only offer profound insights into the Victorian mindset but 

also exemplify the evolution of poetic forms and themes during a transformative period in British 

history. 

 

     6.2 Introduction 

 

Alfred Lord Tennyson, often regarded as one of the foremost poets of the Victorian era, left an indelible 

mark on English literature with his profound exploration of themes ranging from nature and mythology 

to love and loss. Born in 1809, Tennyson's poetic career spanned nearly seven decades, during which 

he crafted a body of work that reflects both the Romantic sensibilities of his early years and the 

evolving Victorian ethos of his later life. His poems, characterized by their lyrical beauty, exquisite 

craftsmanship, and thematic depth, continue to captivate readers and scholars alike. From the haunting 

elegy of "In Memoriam" to the stirring narrative of "The Charge of the Light Brigade," Tennyson's 

poetry not only captures the spirit of his age but also transcends it, offering timeless reflections on the 

human condition and the complexities of existence. This introduction sets the stage for delving into 

Tennyson's poetic oeuvre, inviting exploration into the themes, styles, and enduring significance of his 

literary legacy. 

 

     6.3 ‘Break, Break, Break’ – The Poem 

 

Break, break, break, 

         On thy cold gray stones, O Sea! 

And I would that my tongue could utter 

         The thoughts that arise in me. 

 

O, well for the fisherman's boy, 

         That he shouts with his sister at play! 

O, well for the sailor lad, 

         That he sings in his boat on the bay! 

 

And the stately ships go on 

         To their haven under the hill; 

But O for the touch of a vanish'd hand, 

         And the sound of a voice that is still! 

 

Break, break, break 

         At the foot of thy crags, O Sea! 

But the tender grace of a day that is dead 

         Will never come back to me. 

 

 

     6.4 Poem Analysis 
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Stanza 1:  

Break, break, break, 

On thy cold gray stones, O Sea! 

And I would that my tongue could utter 

The thoughts that arise in me. 

 

 

Analysis: The repetition of "break" emphasizes the speaker's intense emotion and longing for 

expression. The sea, with its relentless waves crashing on the stones, serves as a metaphor for the 

passage of time and the speaker's grief. The inability of the speaker's tongue to "utter" his thoughts 

suggests a deep emotional turmoil or perhaps a sense of inadequacy in expressing his feelings. 

 

Stanza 2: 

O, well for the fisherman's boy, 

That he shouts with his sister at play! 

O, well for the sailor lad, 

That he sings in his boat on the bay! 

 

Analysis: Here, the speaker contrasts his own sorrow with the carefree lives of others— the fisherman's 

boy and the sailor lad. They are depicted as enjoying simple pleasures and moments of joy ("shouts 

with his sister at play" and "sings in his boat on the bay"), which stands in stark contrast to the speaker's 

somber mood. This juxtaposition highlights the speaker's isolation and deep emotional pain. 

 

Stanza 3: 

And the stately ships go on 

To their haven under the hill; 

But O for the touch of a vanish'd hand, 

And the sound of a voice that is still! 

 

Analysis: The image of "stately ships" peacefully reaching their destination symbolizes life's journey 

continuing despite personal loss. The speaker mourns the absence of a loved one ("a vanish'd hand" 

and "a voice that is still"), longing for physical and emotional connection that is no longer attainable. 

This stanza captures the speaker's profound sense of longing and yearning for the past. 

 

Stanza 4: 

Break, break, break, 

At the foot of thy crags, O Sea! 

But the tender grace of a day that is dead 

Will never come back to me. 

 

Analysis: The poem concludes with a repetition of the opening line, reinforcing the speaker's sense of 

despair and loss. The sea continues to "break" at the crags, a relentless reminder of time's passage. The 

phrase "tender grace of a day that is dead" poignantly encapsulates the speaker's nostalgia for a past 

that can never be reclaimed. It conveys a sense of finality and resignation, highlighting the 

irreversibility of loss and the passage of time. 

 

     6.5 Themes 
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"Break, Break, Break" by Alfred Lord Tennyson explores several poignant themes through its 

emotional and evocative verses: 

1. Grief and Loss: The poem revolves around the theme of grief and profound loss. The speaker's 

repeated invocation for the sea to "break" suggests a deep emotional turmoil and longing 

associated with mourning. The absence of a loved one is keenly felt, as evidenced by the lines, 

"O for the touch of a vanish'd hand, / And the sound of a voice that is still!" The sea's relentless 

crashing waves serve as a metaphor for the passage of time and the inevitable nature of loss. 

2. Nostalgia and Longing: Tennyson portrays a strong sense of nostalgia and longing throughout 

the poem. The speaker yearns for a past time when things were different and expresses a desire 

for the return of moments and connections that have been lost forever. The phrase "the tender 

grace of a day that is dead" encapsulates this longing for irretrievable moments of tenderness 

and happiness. 

3. Mortality and Transience: The poem grapples with the fleeting nature of life and the 

inevitability of mortality. The image of the sea's continuous breaking at the crags underscores 

the relentless passage of time and the transient nature of human existence. The speaker's 

contemplation of the sea's eternal motion juxtaposed with personal loss highlights the contrast 

between life's continuity and the individual's finite experience. 

4. Isolation and Despair: There is a sense of isolation and emotional isolation conveyed in the 

poem. While others seem to find solace and joy in simple pleasures ("the fisherman's boy" and 

"the sailor lad"), the speaker remains isolated in his grief. This contrast amplifies the speaker's 

sense of despair and emotional isolation, emphasizing the depth of his sorrow. 

5. Nature as a Reflection of Emotion: Tennyson uses nature, particularly the sea, as a powerful 

metaphor to reflect the speaker's inner emotional landscape. The sea's turbulent waves and 

relentless crashing symbolize the tumultuous emotions and turmoil within the speaker's heart. 

This use of nature underscores the Romantic belief in the correspondence between external 

landscapes and internal states of being. 

Overall, "Break, Break, Break" is a poignant exploration of grief, longing, and the complexities of 

human emotion. Tennyson's evocative imagery and heartfelt verses resonate with readers, inviting 

contemplation on universal themes of loss, memory, and the passage of time. 

 

     6.6 Structure and Form 

 

"Break, Break, Break" by Alfred Lord Tennyson is structured as a lyric poem consisting of four 

quatrains, each with an ABBA rhyme scheme. Let's delve into the structure and form of the poem: 

1. Stanzas and Rhyme Scheme: 

o The poem is divided into four stanzas, each containing four lines (quatrains). 

o The rhyme scheme of each stanza is ABBA, where the first and fourth lines rhyme (A), 

and the second and third lines rhyme (B). 

2. Meter and Rhythm: 

o The poem is written in iambic tetrameter, which means each line typically consists of 

four iambs (unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable), resulting in eight 

syllables per line. 

o This regular meter contributes to the poem's rhythmic flow and musicality, enhancing 

its lyrical quality. 
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3. Repetition: 

o The poem opens and closes with the repeated phrase "Break, break, break," 

emphasizing the speaker's intense emotions and creating a refrain-like effect. 

o The repetition of this phrase throughout the poem serves to underscore the speaker's 

grief and the relentless nature of the sea's breaking waves. 

4. Imagery and Symbolism: 

o Tennyson employs vivid imagery, particularly related to the sea and its surroundings, 

to evoke the poem's themes of loss, longing, and mortality. 

o The sea is personified as it "breaks" on the "cold gray stones," symbolizing the passage 

of time and the relentless cycle of life despite personal sorrow. 

5. Narrative and Emotional Tone: 

o The poem is highly personal and introspective, conveying the speaker's deep emotional 

turmoil and yearning. 

o Through the use of simple yet evocative language, Tennyson creates a poignant 

atmosphere that resonates with themes of isolation, despair, and the fleeting nature of 

happiness. 

6. Structure's Impact on Meaning: 

o The structured form of the poem, with its regular rhyme scheme and meter, enhances 

its musicality and reinforces the poem's emotional depth. 

o The repetition of the refrain "Break, break, break" not only emphasizes the speaker's 

sorrow but also suggests the inevitability of loss and the enduring pain of absence. 

Overall, the structure and form of "Break, Break, Break" contribute significantly to its lyrical beauty 

and emotional impact. Tennyson's mastery of poetic technique allows him to explore complex themes 

of grief and longing with clarity and poignancy, making the poem a timeless exploration of human 

emotion and the passage of time. 

 

    6.7 Summary 

 

"Break, Break, Break" is a deeply emotional poem that explores themes of grief, longing, and the 

inevitability of loss. Through vivid imagery and poignant repetition, Tennyson captures the speaker's 

sorrowful contemplation of mortality and the enduring impact of absence. The poem's structure, with 

its rhythmic repetition and evocative language, enhances its emotional intensity and resonates with 

readers through its universal themes of love, memory, and the passage of time. 

 

    6.8 Key Terms 

 

  Lyric Poetry: "Break, Break, Break" is a lyric poem, characterized by its expression of personal 

emotions and feelings. It focuses on the speaker's inner thoughts and emotions, conveying a sense of 

melancholy and introspection. 

  Repetition: The poem employs repetition of the phrase "Break, break, break" throughout, serving 

as a refrain that emphasizes the speaker's emotional turmoil and the relentless nature of the sea's 

breaking waves. 
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  Rhyme Scheme (ABBA): The poem follows a consistent ABBA rhyme scheme in each stanza, 

where the first and fourth lines rhyme (A) and the second and third lines rhyme (B). This structured 

rhyme scheme enhances the poem's musicality and contributes to its lyrical quality. 

  Iambic Tetrameter: "Break, Break, Break" is written in iambic tetrameter, with each line typically 

consisting of four iambs (unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable). This regular meter 

creates a rhythmic flow and enhances the poem's poetic structure. 

  Imagery: Tennyson uses vivid imagery, particularly related to the sea and its surroundings, to 

evoke the poem's themes. The "cold gray stones" and the "foot of thy crags" depict the physical 

environment, while imagery related to sound ("sound of a voice that is still") and touch ("tender grace") 

evoke emotional and sensory experiences. 

  Personification: The sea is personified throughout the poem as it "breaks" on the stones and crags, 

suggesting a living force that interacts with the speaker's emotions and serves as a metaphor for the 

passage of time and the relentless cycle of life. 

  Symbolism: The sea serves as a powerful symbol in the poem, representing both the speaker's 

emotional turmoil and the broader themes of loss, mortality, and the inevitability of change. The 

repeated breaking of the waves symbolizes the continuity of life and the enduring presence of grief. 

  Themes: Key themes explored in the poem include grief, loss, longing, isolation, mortality, and the 

passage of time. These themes are conveyed through the speaker's introspective reflections and 

emotional responses to the sea and its surroundings. 

 

     6.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How does Tennyson use the repetition of "Break, break, break" to convey the speaker's emotional 

state throughout the poem? 

2. What role does the sea play as a metaphor for the speaker's grief and longing? How does its 

constant breaking on the stones symbolize the passage of time and the persistence of sorrow? 

3. Explore the significance of the imagery related to the sea ("cold gray stones," "foot of thy crags"). 

How does this imagery contribute to the poem's themes of loss and transience? 

4. Discuss the personification of the sea in the poem. How does the sea's relentless action reflect the 

speaker's internal emotional turmoil? 

5. How does the ABBA rhyme scheme contribute to the poem's musicality and emotional impact? 
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UNIT 7: ROBERT BROWNING – ‘MY LAST DUCHESS’ 

  

STRUCTURE 

7.1 Objectives 

7.2 Introduction 

7.3 ‘My Last Duchess’ – The Poem 

7.4 Poem Analysis 

7.5 Themes 

7.6 Structure and Form 

7.7 Summary 

7.8 Key Terms 

7.9 Review Questions 

7.10 References 

 

 

     7.1 Objectives 

 

My last Duchess summary will help in understanding the poem in a clear way. It tells us about a Duke 

who is in talks with an emissary. As the Duke has been recently widowed, he is talking to him about 

his marriage. The emissary is there on the behalf of quite a powerful family. He is showing the 

emissary around his palace when he arrives at the portrait of his last Duchess. She was a young and 

charming girl. The Duke starts recalling the portrait sessions and the Duchess. Thus, the last Duchess 

summary tells us of what the Duke thinks of her. He claims she had a disgraceful nature and smiled 

too much. Further, he goes on to hint that he was in fact the one who probably killed her. As he could 

not take the escalation anymore. After that, he casually returns to the topic of marrying the other girl. 

 

     7.2 Introduction 

 

It is widely accepted that Browning may have loosely based the characters of the Duke and Duchess 

in ‘My Last Duchess’ upon the real historical figures of Alfonso II d’Este, fifth Duke of Ferrara, and 

his young wife Lucrezia di Cosimo de’ Medici. Within just three years of their marriage, Lucrezia had 

died, and it was speculated that the Duke had had her poisoned. The poem heavily alludes to the Duke 

having had his wife killed and explores his motivations. 

 

Consider the Duke’s view of his last Duchess as a possession that he could do away with as he wished 

in light of the context in which it was written. At the time of this poem’s publication, the wealth and 

property of married women in England automatically came under the control of their husbands.2 

Therefore, women were often viewed as chattel, a possession to be acquired alongside other wealth 

and desirable family connections. 

 

If we take the poem to be set in the sixteenth century, the time period of Alfonso and Lucrezia, the 

concept of women as chattel is even more firmly embedded. Consider how the Duke mentions his 

potential new bride’s dowry and how the marriage is being arranged coldly between men like a 

business transaction. 
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     7.3 ‘My Last Duchess’ – The Poem 

 

That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall, 

Looking as if she were alive. I call 

That piece a wonder, now; Fra Pandolf’s hands 

Worked busily a day, and there she stands. 

Will’t please you sit and look at her? I said 

“Fra Pandolf” by design, for never read 

Strangers like you that pictured countenance, 

The depth and passion of its earnest glance, 

But to myself they turned (since none puts by 

The curtain I have drawn for you, but I) 

And seemed as they would ask me, if they durst, 

How such a glance came there; so, not the first 

Are you to turn and ask thus. Sir, ’twas not 

Her husband’s presence only, called that spot 

Of joy into the Duchess’ cheek; perhaps 

Fra Pandolf chanced to say, “Her mantle laps 

Over my lady’s wrist too much,” or “Paint 

Must never hope to reproduce the faint 

Half-flush that dies along her throat.” Such stuff 

Was courtesy, she thought, and cause enough 

For calling up that spot of joy. She had 

A heart—how shall I say?— too soon made glad, 

Too easily impressed; she liked whate’er 

She looked on, and her looks went everywhere. 

Sir, ’twas all one! My favour at her breast, 

The dropping of the daylight in the West, 

The bough of cherries some officious fool 

Broke in the orchard for her, the white mule 

She rode with round the terrace—all and each 

Would draw from her alike the approving speech, 

Or blush, at least. She thanked men—good! but thanked 

Somehow—I know not how—as if she ranked 

My gift of a nine-hundred-years-old name 

With anybody’s gift. Who’d stoop to blame 

This sort of trifling? Even had you skill 

In speech—which I have not—to make your will 

Quite clear to such an one, and say, “Just this 

Or that in you disgusts me; here you miss, 

Or there exceed the mark”—and if she let 

Herself be lessoned so, nor plainly set 

Her wits to yours, forsooth, and made excuse— 

E’en then would be some stooping; and I choose 

Never to stoop. Oh, sir, she smiled, no doubt, 

Whene’er I passed her; but who passed without 

Much the same smile? This grew; I gave commands; 

Then all smiles stopped together. There she stands 
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As if alive. Will’t please you rise? We’ll meet 

The company below, then. I repeat, 

The Count your master’s known munificence 

Is ample warrant that no just pretense 

Of mine for dowry will be disallowed; 

Though his fair daughter’s self, as I avowed 

At starting, is my object. Nay, we’ll go 

Together down, sir. Notice Neptune, though, 

Taming a sea-horse, thought a rarity, 

Which Claus of Innsbruck cast in bronze for me! 

 

 

     7.4 Poem Analysis 

 

 

My last Duchess summary about the poem by Robert Browning digs deeper for better comprehension. 

It is evident that the poet has loosely based it on historical events that involve Alfonso of the 16th 

century. The Duke of Ferrara is in conversation with an envoy of a very powerful Count. He is the 

speaker of the poem. The Duke is looking to marry the Count’s daughter. It is because he lost his wife 

recently. Thus, he is showing the envoy around his palace. Throughout the tour, we learn shocking 

revelations about the Duke. The irony which Browning provides in this poem is crystal clear. On the 

tour, he comes across a portrait of his last Duchess. He believes that the painter has captured the 

spectacle of the Duchess’s glimpse. But, he also says that her deep and zealous glance was not just for 

the Duke and her nature was quite jovial. 

 

Thus, we see how her jovial nature did not go went down well with him. The Duke believed that she 

was flirting with almost everyone. It becomes clear that he is very controlling as a husband. As he 

recalls about her nature, his tone grows harsher. Humans and nature, both impressed the Duchess easily 

which was not acceptable to him. My last Duchess summary tells us how he thinks she did not respect 

his lineage. Thus, he decides to lesson her on loving everything so easily. Consequently, we learn that 

the Duke probably commanded to kill her. After that, he casually gets back to the business at hand. 

 

He accompanies the envoy back to the Count. Further, he also asks for a high dowry. Although he 

mentions that his daughter will be enough. On the way out, he shows the envoy another art piece from 

his collection like the Duchess’s portrait was merely an object. It is chilling to see him move on from 

the portrait of his former wife without any emotion. 

 

 

     7.5 Themes 

 

Themes: 

• Power and Control: The central theme of the poem is the Duke's desire for control, both over 

his possessions and over his late wife. He reveals his jealousy and possessiveness, expressing 

dissatisfaction with her perceived flirtatiousness and inability to appreciate his noble status 

fully. 
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• Art and Objectification: The Duke views his late wife as a piece of art, akin to his other 

possessions. He emphasizes her physical beauty and grace, but also reveals how he 

commodifies and objectifies her as a possession to be controlled and displayed. 

• Jealousy and Insecurity: The poem delves into the Duke's deep-seated jealousy and 

insecurity, hinted at through his suspicion of his wife's interactions with others and his desire 

to control her every smile and glance. 

Imagery and Symbolism: 

• Portrait: The painting of the Duchess serves as a central symbol in the poem. It captures her 

beauty and vitality, but also freezes her in time, allowing the Duke to exert control over how 

she is remembered and perceived. 

• Curtain: The Duke mentions drawing a curtain to cover the painting, suggesting his desire to 

control who sees it and when. This act symbolizes his need for power and secrecy, highlighting 

his manipulative nature. 

Language and Tone: 

• Formal Language: The Duke's language is formal and aristocratic, reflecting his elevated 

social status and sense of entitlement. This formal tone contrasts sharply with the disturbing 

revelations about his character and behavior. 

• Subtext and Irony: Browning employs subtle irony and subtext throughout the poem. While 

the Duke presents himself as a refined and cultured nobleman, his words gradually reveal his 

darker impulses and flaws, challenging the listener to question his morality and values. 

 

     7.6 Structure and Form 

 

Structure and Form: 

• Dramatic Monologue: The poem is structured as a dramatic monologue, where the Duke 

speaks directly to an unnamed listener, presumably a servant of a prospective new wife's 

family. This form allows readers to piece together the Duke's character and motivations through 

his own words. 

• Rhyme Scheme: The poem follows a rhymed couplet pattern (AA, BB, CC, etc.), giving it a 

regular and formal structure that contrasts with the disturbing content. This structured rhyme 

scheme enhances the poem's sense of control and manipulation, reflecting the Duke's desire for 

dominance and order. 

 

    7.7 Summary 

 

My Last Duchess summary revolves around the theme of political and social power in the hands of the 

Duke. It depicts the harsh reality of a controlling marriage and a dominating husband who enjoys 

tyrannical power. 
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     7.8 Key Terms 

 

  Dramatic Monologue: The poem is structured as a dramatic monologue, where the Duke speaks 

directly to a listener (presumably a servant or emissary) throughout the entire poem. This form allows 

readers to gain insights into the Duke's character and motives through his own words. 

  Persona: The Duke's character in the poem is a persona created by Browning. It represents a 

fictional speaker whose voice and perspective shape the narrative and themes of the poem. 

  Power and Control: Central themes in the poem revolve around the Duke's desire for control and 

dominance. He reveals his possessive nature over his late wife, the Duchess, and his expectation of 

obedience and admiration from others. 

 

     7.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How does the Duke's language and demeanor reveal his personality and character traits 

throughout the poem? 

2. What motivations or insecurities drive the Duke's treatment of the Duchess, as revealed through 

his monologue? 

3. How does the Duke's attitude towards women reflect broader societal norms or expectations of 

the time? 

4. Explore the theme of jealousy in the poem. How does the Duke's jealousy shape his perceptions 

of the Duchess and her interactions with others? 

5. What commentary does the poem offer on the themes of marriage, patriarchy, and gender roles? 

 

     7.10 References 

 

 

• "Robert Browning". Robert Browning, in Cartoon Portraits and Biographical Sketches of Men of 

the Day. Illustrated by Waddy, Frederick. London: Tinsley Brothers. 1873. Retrieved 28 

December 2010. 

• Berdoe, Edward. The Browning Cyclopædia. 3rd ed. (Swan Sonnenschein, 1897) 

• Birrell, Augustine. "On the Alleged Obscurity of Mr. Bowning's Poetry," from Obiter Dicta. New 

York, Chas. Scribner's Sons, 1885. 

• Chesterton, G. K. Robert Browning (Macmillan, 1903) 

• DeVane, William Clyde. A Browning Handbook. 2nd Ed. (Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1955) 

• Dowden, Edward. Robert Browning (J.M. Dent & Company, 1904) 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Cartoon_portraits_and_biographical_sketches_of_men_of_the_day/Robert_Browning
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Cartoon_portraits_and_biographical_sketches_of_men_of_the_day/Robert_Browning
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Author:Frederick_Waddy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Berdoe
https://archive.org/details/browningcyclope00berdgoog
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Augustine_Birrell
https://archive.org/details/obiterdicta01birr/page/55/mode/1up?view=theater
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G._K._Chesterton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Dowden


51 

 

 

UNIT 8: CRITICISM OF 19TH CENTURY 

  

STRUCTURE 

8.1 Objectives 

8.2 Introduction 

8.3 The Growth of Power and Influence 

8.4 The Avant – Grade problem 

8.5 Critical Response to Early Avant–Grade Art 

8.6 The New Conceptual Orientation 

8.7 Summary 

8.8 Key Terms 

8.9 Review Questions 

8.10 References 

 

     8.1 Objectives 

 

Studying 19th-century criticism involves several key objectives aimed at understanding the literary, 

cultural, and social contexts of the time. Here are some objectives for exploring 19th-century criticism: 

1. Historical Context: Understand the historical events, societal changes, and cultural 

movements that influenced literary criticism during the 19th century. Consider how political 

revolutions, industrialization, and social reforms impacted literary and artistic expression. 

 

     8.2 Introduction 

 

In the 19th century, literary criticism underwent significant transformations that mirrored the era's 

dynamic social, political, and intellectual landscape. This period marked a departure from earlier 

traditions of criticism, such as neoclassicism, towards more nuanced and multifaceted approaches to 

interpreting literature. 

Transition from Neoclassicism: The 19th century saw a shift away from the rigid rules and ideals of 

neoclassical criticism, which emphasized order, reason, and adherence to classical models. Critics 

began to prioritize individual creativity, emotion, and subjective experience in literature, reflecting 

broader cultural shifts towards Romanticism and realism. 

Emergence of Romanticism: Romanticism, a dominant literary movement of the early 19th century, 

celebrated emotion, imagination, and the sublime in literature. Critics like William Wordsworth and 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge emphasized the role of the poet as a visionary and expressed a preference 

for natural, spontaneous expression over formal rules. 

Realism and Naturalism: As the century progressed, realism and naturalism emerged as critical 

responses to Romanticism. Realist critics sought to depict ordinary life with accuracy and detail, 
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focusing on social issues and everyday experiences. Naturalism, influenced by scientific determinism, 

examined human behavior and society through a lens of biological and environmental factors. 

Literary Journals and Debates: The 19th century saw the rise of literary journals and reviews, which 

became platforms for critical debate and intellectual exchange. Critics such as John Ruskin in England 

and Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve in France used these forums to champion new literary voices, 

critique societal norms, and shape literary taste. 

Interdisciplinary Influences: Criticism in the 19th century increasingly drew upon interdisciplinary 

perspectives from philosophy, psychology, history, and social sciences. This interdisciplinary 

approach enriched literary analysis by exploring the broader cultural contexts and implications of 

literary works. 

Legacy and Impact: The legacy of 19th-century criticism extends into modern literary theory and 

criticism, influencing subsequent movements such as modernism and postmodernism. The period's 

critical debates and innovations continue to shape contemporary approaches to literature, highlighting 

the enduring relevance of its ideas and methodologies. 

 

     8.3 The Growth of Power and Influence 

 

Art criticism grew exponentially in the 19th century, when artists began to make works with an 

uncertain future. Rather than working for the church or state, whose commissions demanded 

ideological and often stylistic conformity, artists had become freelance and seemingly free-spirited 

producers for a market that was not always there. Of course, the state still sponsored exhibitions—the 

annual Salon of the French government was the model (inaugurated in 1667, when Louis 

XIV sponsored an exhibition of works by the members of the Royal Academy of Painting and 

Sculpture in the Salon d’Apollon in the Louvre Palace). Salon standards were bound by tradition until 

the mid-19th century, when they began to relax under the pressure of new theories of art, developed 

in response to new kinds of art, which rebelled against traditional models. 

 

The new artistic liberty was undoubtedly influenced by the republican revolutions that broke out in 

1848 against the monarchies of the Austrian Empire, France, Germany, Italy, and Sicily—that is, 

against the ancien régime. Every one of the revolts was repressed, but the liberal spirit that inspired 

them lived on in art, displaced from its original purpose. (This spirit no doubt was also encouraged by 

a general atmosphere of social and cultural change, evident in the Industrial Revolution and in the 

growth of museums and libraries that was correlative with the growth of literacy.) Before 1848 

sketches could be submitted to the Salon jury, but only the finished work could be exhibited; afterward, 

paintings were exhibited that seemed closer to sketches than finished pictures. After 1850 the 

traditional standards in the category of heroic landscape were ignored—in effect suspended as 

obsolete—so that the naturalistic landscape paintings of Théodore Rousseau could finally be 

exhibited. Similarly, subjects from everyday life, composed and painted in a less-finished manner, 

were allowed in what had hitherto been the academically rigid category of “genre.” 

 

     8.4 The Avant – Grade problem 

 

Painter Gustave Courbet’s rebellious Realism was the case par excellence of new avant-gardism that 

threw off the centuries-old debate between classicism and radicalism. In 1855 two of his paintings—

the now famous Burial at Ornans (1849) and The Artist’s Studio (1855)—were rejected by the jury of 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/criticism
https://www.britannica.com/art/Salon-French-art-exhibition
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Louis-XIV-king-of-France
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Louis-XIV-king-of-France
https://www.britannica.com/event/ancien-regime
https://www.britannica.com/event/Industrial-Revolution
https://www.britannica.com/topic/museum-cultural-institution
https://www.britannica.com/topic/library
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Theodore-Rousseau
https://www.britannica.com/art/genre-painting
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Gustave-Courbet
https://www.britannica.com/art/realism-art
https://www.britannica.com/art/Classicism
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Burial-at-Ornans
https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Artists-Studio-a-Real-Allegory-of-a-Seven-Year-Long-Phase-of-My-Artistic-Life


53 

 

the International Exhibition in Paris. Courbet responded by defiantly building his own exhibition 

space, where he displayed 43 works, declaring their style “Le Réalisme,” as though in opposition to 

the idealism of officially sanctioned art. His social realism was certainly evident in the rejected works, 

which from the government’s point of view rebelliously showed too much empathy for the people, 

especially because manual laborers were presented as heroic personages. In 1845 

the Fourierist Gabriel-Désiré Laverdant declared that “the artist [who] is truly of the avant-garde” must 

be socially aware—“must know where humanity is going.” Courbet, who was a social activist, clearly 

seemed to know. 

 

Yet the critics of the day were often not ready to keep up with, let alone accept, such avant-garde 

theories of art’s purpose, subject matter, and style. Courbet became the “critical” artist at mid-century, 

and the critic’s position was largely defined by his stand, pro or con, on Courbet’s revolutionary 

“ugliness,” or brutal Realism. The journals of Edmond and Jules Goncourt are an indispensable record 

of the events of the day, but the brothers omitted any mention of Courbet’s paintings in their 

first Salon review, because his Realism—“matter glorified”—offended them. Similarly, critic Clément 

de Ris refused to discuss Courbet’s hugely influential Burial at Ornans, dismissing his “pursuit of 

ugliness.” Castagnary and Théophile Thoré (also known by pen name William Bürger) had a 

more ecumenical approach, embracing many kinds of art, although Thoré, a friend of Théodore 

Rousseau, seemed to prefer landscape paintings, finding in them a “mystical beauty” unsullied by 

materialism. The alternative critic to these was Théophile Gautier, whose fluid writing style 

and indiscriminate enthusiasm for art made him one of the most popular critics of the day. But he, too, 

described Courbet as a “mannerist of ugliness.” On the other hand, critic Pierre Petroz thought that 

Courbet’s paintings “mark new progress toward complete sincerity in art,” and Courbet’s great 

defender Champfleury praised his Realism as “serious and convinced, ironic and brutal, sincere and 

full of poetry” and found the Burial at Ornans to be “true and simple.” 

 

     8.5 Critical Response to Early Avant–Grade Art 

 

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, many critics continued to grapple with the newness of the 

generation of artists inspired by Impressionism. The work of Post-Impressionist painter Paul 

Cézanne made the avant-garde problem become even more explicit to critics, as the British 

critic Roger Fry’s eloquent analysis and defense, in Cézanne: A Study of His Development (1927), of 

his painting made clear. Fry, who gave Post-Impressionism its name, regarded Cézanne as the founder 

of a new Modernist aesthetic—a new formalism, in which, as he wrote in Vision and Design (1920), 

“plasticity has become all-important” and in which “all is reduced to the purest terms of structural 

design.” (It should be noted that Fry organized the first extensive exhibition of Post-Impressionist art 

in England, making it clear that curatorial courage can be critically decisive. Writing is clearly not the 

only means open to an art critic.) Another early advocate of Modernism, the German critic Julius 

Meier-Graefe, described Cézanne’s paintings, in Entwickelungsgeschichte der modernen 

kunst (1904; Modern Art: Being a Contribution to a New System of Aesthetics), as “mosaic-

pictures…amazing in their vigorous contrasts of colour,” which “may be compared to a kind of 

kaleidoscope,” and noted that “the effects he produces are primitive.” Fry made the same point, noting 

in Vision and Design that Cézanne’s new kind of painting “reduced the artistic vision to a continuous 

patchwork or mosaic of coloured patches without architectural framework or structural coherence,” 

which nonetheless conveyed “the totality of appearance.” Both Fry and his 

fellow Bloomsbury figure Clive Bell came to the conclusion that it was abstract, formal elements that 

counted most—that alone were essential—so that a painting no longer had to represent an object or 

figure. Bell famously dismissed representational content as incidental anecdote, irrelevant to visual 

experience. 
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     8.6 The New Conceptual Orientation 

 

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, many critics continued to grapple with the newness of the 

generation of artists inspired by Impressionism. The work of Post-Impressionist painter Paul 

Cézanne made the avant-garde problem become even more explicit to critics, as the British 

critic Roger Fry’s eloquent analysis and defense, in Cézanne: A Study of His Development (1927), of 

his painting made clear. Fry, who gave Post-Impressionism its name, regarded Cézanne as the founder 

of a new Modernist aesthetic—a new formalism, in which, as he wrote in Vision and Design (1920), 

“plasticity has become all-important” and in which “all is reduced to the purest terms of structural 

design.” (It should be noted that Fry organized the first extensive exhibition of Post-Impressionist art 

in England, making it clear that curatorial courage can be critically decisive. Writing is clearly not the 

only means open to an art critic.) Another early advocate of Modernism, the German critic Julius 

Meier-Graefe, described Cézanne’s paintings, in Entwickelungsgeschichte der modernen 

kunst (1904; Modern Art: Being a Contribution to a New System of Aesthetics), as “mosaic-

pictures…amazing in their vigorous contrasts of colour,” which “may be compared to a kind of 

kaleidoscope,” and noted that “the effects he produces are primitive.” Fry made the same point, noting 

in Vision and Design that Cézanne’s new kind of painting “reduced the artistic vision to a continuous 

patchwork or mosaic of coloured patches without architectural framework or structural coherence,” 

which nonetheless conveyed “the totality of appearance.” Both Fry and his 

fellow Bloomsbury figure Clive Bell came to the conclusion that it was abstract, formal elements that 

counted most—that alone were essential—so that a painting no longer had to represent an object or 

figure. Bell famously dismissed representational content as incidental anecdote, irrelevant to visual 

experience. 

 

    8.7 Summary 

  

In summary, 19th-century criticism represents a pivotal moment in the evolution of literary theory and 

practice, characterized by its embrace of subjectivity, exploration of new genres and styles, and 

engagement with pressing social and philosophical issues. Studying this period offers valuable insights 

into the development of modern literary criticism and its profound impact on the interpretation and 

appreciation of literature. 

 

    8.8 Key Terms 

 

  Aestheticism: A movement advocating the autonomy of art and emphasizing the importance of 

aesthetic beauty and sensory experience. Aesthetic critics like Walter Pater promoted "art for art's 

sake" and the pursuit of aesthetic pleasure. 

  Literary Journals: Periodicals that became important platforms for literary criticism and 

intellectual debate in the 19th century. Journals such as "The Edinburgh Review," "The Quarterly 

Review," and "Revue des Deux Mondes" played crucial roles in shaping literary taste and influencing 

public opinion. 
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  Criticism of Influence: A critical approach that examines how authors are influenced by their 

predecessors, contemporaries, and cultural milieu. Critics like T.S. Eliot emphasized the importance 

of tradition and the historical context in understanding literary works. 

 

     8.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How did Romantic critics like Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth redefine the role 

of the poet and emphasize individual expression and emotion over neoclassical ideals of order and 

reason? 

2. How did realist critics such as Gustave Flaubert and George Eliot challenge societal norms and 

depict the complexities of everyday life in their works? How did their criticism influence broader 

social and political discourse? 

3. What were the key tenets of naturalism as a literary movement, and how did critics like Émile Zola 

and Thomas Hardy apply scientific principles to their understanding of human behavior and 

societal forces? 

4. How did aesthetic critics like Walter Pater and Oscar Wilde advocate for the autonomy of art and 

the pursuit of beauty and sensory experience? What were their views on the relationship between 

art and morality? 

5. How did historicist critics like Thomas Carlyle and Matthew Arnold analyze literature within its 

historical and cultural contexts? What insights did they offer into the relationship between 

literature and societal change? 
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     9.1 Objectives 

 

Studying Matthew Arnold involves exploring his contributions to literature, culture, and criticism 

during the Victorian era. Here are some objectives for learning about Matthew Arnold: 

1. Literary Criticism: Understand Arnold's critical theories and methodologies, such as his 

concept of "touchstones" for evaluating literature. Explore how his ideas influenced the 

development of literary criticism in the 19th century and beyond. 

2. Cultural Criticism: Examine Arnold's views on culture and society, particularly his critiques 

of Victorian society's materialism, philistinism, and emphasis on utility over intellectual and 

artistic pursuits. 

3. Education and Intellectual Development: Explore Arnold's perspectives on education as a 

means of fostering personal and societal growth. Consider his advocacy for a liberal education 

that includes exposure to literature, art, and moral values. 

4. Literary Works: Study Arnold's own literary works, including poetry such as "Dover Beach" 

and prose writings such as "Culture and Anarchy." Analyze how his literary output reflects his 

critical and cultural ideas. 

5. Victorian Context: Situate Arnold within the broader context of Victorian intellectual and 

cultural movements. Consider his relationships with other prominent figures of the era, such as 

Thomas Carlyle and John Stuart Mill. 

6. Impact and Legacy: Assess Arnold's lasting impact on literary and cultural criticism, 

education policy, and societal debates. Explore how his ideas continue to resonate in 

discussions of literature, culture, and education today. 

7. Comparative Analysis: Compare Arnold's views and writings with those of his 

contemporaries and predecessors in literary criticism, such as John Ruskin, Walter Pater, and 

T.S. Eliot. Analyze similarities, differences, and influences among these figures. 

8. Relevance to Contemporary Issues: Investigate how Arnold's criticisms of Victorian society 

and culture can be applied to contemporary issues, such as debates over education, intellectual 

life, and cultural values in the 21st century. 
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9. Critical Engagement: Engage critically with Arnold's ideas and writings, considering their 

strengths, limitations, and implications for understanding literature, culture, and society. 

Evaluate the ongoing relevance of his contributions to intellectual discourse. 

10. Interdisciplinary Connections: Explore interdisciplinary connections between Arnold's 

literary criticism, cultural criticism, and broader intellectual concerns. Consider intersections 

with philosophy, sociology, history, and political theory in his work. 

 

    9.2 Introduction 

 

Matthew Arnold (1822-1888) stands as a pivotal figure in Victorian literature and cultural criticism, 

renowned for his profound influence on both fields. Born into a distinguished literary and intellectual 

family, Arnold developed a keen intellect and a critical eye that would shape his contributions to 

literature and society. As a poet, he crafted verses that reflect a blend of romantic lyricism and 

Victorian skepticism, with works such as "Dover Beach" capturing themes of existential doubt and 

societal upheaval. However, it is perhaps Arnold's role as a cultural critic that cemented his legacy. In 

essays like "Culture and Anarchy," Arnold dissected the moral and intellectual fabric of Victorian 

England, critiquing its materialism and advocating for a balance between intellectual refinement 

("culture") and social harmony ("anarchy"). His concept of "sweetness and light" encapsulated his 

belief in the harmonizing influence of culture on society. Arnold's enduring relevance lies in his 

exploration of the tensions between tradition and progress, the individual and society, and the enduring 

quest for intellectual and moral excellence in an evolving world. 

 

     9.3 Mathew Arnold and Criticism 

 

Matthew Arnold's contributions to literary criticism during the Victorian era were profound and far-

reaching, establishing him as a leading figure in cultural discourse. Born into a family immersed in 

education and literature—his father, Thomas Arnold, was a renowned educator—Matthew Arnold's 

upbringing provided a fertile ground for his intellectual pursuits. His critical works, such as "Essays 

in Criticism" (1865), "Culture and Anarchy" (1869), and "Literature and Dogma" (1873), reflect his 

dual concerns with literature as both an aesthetic and moral force in society. 

 

Arnold's criticism is characterized by its distinctive blend of literary analysis and cultural commentary. 

He advocated for the importance of high culture and its role in refining society, famously promoting 

the concept of "culture" as a means of intellectual and spiritual enrichment. Arnold believed that 

literature, particularly poetry, held a unique power to illuminate and elevate the human spirit, offering 

solace and insight amidst the uncertainties of modern life. 

 

Central to Arnold's critical perspective was his emphasis on the idea of "criticism as a touchstone." He 

argued that the critic's role was not merely to pass judgment or evaluate works based on fixed rules 

but to engage deeply with literature, discerning its true merit and significance. This approach 

emphasized the critic's responsibility to uphold standards of excellence while appreciating the diverse 

forms and expressions of human creativity. 

 

Arnold's influence extended beyond literary circles to broader discussions on education, society, and 

the moral health of nations. His concept of "Culture and Anarchy" sought to reconcile the competing 

forces of culture and social anarchy, advocating for a balanced and enlightened society guided by 

intellectual and moral principles. Through his criticism, Arnold sought to navigate the complexities of 

Victorian society, offering insightful reflections on the tensions between tradition and progress, 
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individualism and community, and the pursuit of intellectual ideals in a rapidly changing world. 

 

In conclusion, Matthew Arnold's contributions to criticism resonate with enduring relevance, offering 

a thoughtful exploration of literature's role in shaping culture and society. His emphasis on the moral 

and intellectual dimensions of literature, coupled with his advocacy for cultural refinement, continues 

to inspire scholarly inquiry and critical engagement in the study of literature and its cultural 

significance. 

 

 

     9.4 Arnold and Nominal Works 

 

Matthew Arnold was a prolific writer and critic whose literary output spanned poetry, essays, and 

cultural criticism. Here are some of his most significant works: 

1. Poetry: 

o "Dover Beach" (1867): A reflective and melancholic poem that explores themes of 

existential doubt, the decline of faith, and the erosion of cultural and moral certainties. 

2. Essays: 

o "Essays in Criticism" (1865, 1888): A collection of critical essays where Arnold 

examines the nature and purpose of literary criticism, discusses the principles of 

evaluating poetry, and critiques various poets and their works. 

3. Cultural Criticism: 

o "Culture and Anarchy" (1869): One of Arnold's most famous works, where he 

advocates for the importance of culture as a unifying and enriching force in society. He 

critiques the prevailing materialism and advocates for an ideal of "sweetness and light" 

that balances intellectual and moral cultivation with social harmony. 

4. Literary Criticism: 

o "On Translating Homer" (1861): Arnold's influential essay where he discusses the 

principles of translation and analyzes Homer's poetry, emphasizing the importance of 

fidelity to the original text while capturing its spirit and beauty. 

5. Religious and Philosophical Essays: 

o "Literature and Dogma" (1873): Arnold explores the relationship between religion 

and literature, arguing for a modern, rational interpretation of Christianity that is 

compatible with contemporary scientific and intellectual advancements. 

6. Educational Writings: 

o "Culture and Anarchy" (1869): Besides its cultural critique, this work also addresses 

the role of education in promoting intellectual and moral development within society. 

These works collectively showcase Matthew Arnold's intellectual breadth and depth, as well as his 

profound influence on Victorian literary and cultural thought. His writings continue to be studied and 

debated for their insights into literature, culture, education, and the moral responsibilities of the 

individual and society. 

 

     9.5 ‘The Study of Poetry’ – The Text 

 

“The future of poetry is immense, because in poetry, where it is worthy of its high destinies, our race, 

as time goes on, will find an ever surer and surer stay. There is not a creed which is not shaken, not an 
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accredited dogma which is not shown to be questionable, not a received tradition which does not 

threaten to dissolve. Our religion has materialised itself in the fact, in the supposed fact; it has attached 

its emotion to the fact, and now the fact is failing it. But for poetry the idea is everything; the rest is a 

world of illusion, of divine illusion. Poetry attaches its emotion to the idea; the idea is the fact. The 

strongest part of our religion to-day is its unconscious poetry.” 

 

Let me be permitted to quote these words of my own [from The Hundred Greatest Men—ed.], as 

uttering the thought which should, in my opinion, go with us and govern us in all our study of poetry. 

In the present work [The English Poets—ed.] it is the course of one great contributory stream to the 

world-river of poetry that we are invited to follow. We are here invited to trace the stream of English 

poetry. But whether we set ourselves, as here, to follow only one of the several streams that make the 

mighty river of poetry, or whether we seek to know them all, our governing thought should be the 

same. We should conceive of poetry worthily, and more highly than it has been the custom to conceive 

of it. We should conceive of it as capable of higher uses, and called to higher destinies, than those 

which in general men have assigned to it hitherto. More and more mankind will discover that we have 

to turn to poetry to interpret life for us, to console us, to sustain us. Without poetry, our science will 

appear incomplete; and most of what now passes with us for religion and philosophy will be replaced 

by poetry. Science, I say, will appear incomplete without it. For finely and truly does Wordsworth call 

poetry “the impassioned expression which is in the countenance of all science”; and what is a 

countenance without its expression? Again, Wordsworth finely and truly calls poetry “the breath and 

finer spirit of all knowledge”; our religion, parading evidences such as those on which the popular 

mind relies now; our philosophy, pluming itself on its reasonings about causation and finite and infinite 

being; what are they but the shadows and dreams and false shows of knowledge? The day will come 

when we shall wonder at ourselves for having trusted to them, for having taken them seriously; and 

the more we perceive their hollowness, the more we shall prize “the breath and finer spirit of 

knowledge” offered to us by poetry. 

 

But if we conceive thus highly of the destinies of poetry, we must also set our standard for poetry high, 

since poetry, to be capable of fulfilling such high destinies, must be poetry of a high order of 

excellence. We must accustom ourselves to a high standard and to a strict judgment. Sainte-Beuve 

relates that Napoleon one day said, when somebody was spoken of in his presence as a charlatan: 

“Charlatan as much as you please; but where is there not charlatanism?”—“Yes” answers Sainte-

Beuve, “in politics, in the art of governing mankind, that is perhaps true. But in the order of thought, 

in art, the glory, the eternal honour is that charlatanism shall find no entrance; herein lies the 

inviolableness of that noble portion of man’s being” [Les Cahiers—ed.]. It is admirably said, and let 

us hold fast to it. In poetry, which is thought and art in one, it is the glory, the eternal honour, that 

charlatanism shall find no entrance; that this noble sphere be kept inviolate and inviolable. 

Charlatanism is for confusing or obliterating the distinctions between excellent and inferior, sound and 

unsound or only half-sound, true and untrue or only half-true. It is charlatanism, conscious or 

unconscious, whenever we confuse or obliterate these. And in poetry, more than anywhere else, it is 

unpermissible to confuse or obliterate them. For in poetry the distinction between excellent and 

inferior, sound and unsound or only half-sound, true and untrue or only half-true, is of paramount 

importance. It is of paramount importance because of the high destinies of poetry. In poetry, as in 

criticism of life under the conditions fixed for such a criticism by the laws of poetic truth and poetic 

beauty, the spirit of our race will find, we have said, as time goes on and as other helps fail, its 

consolation and stay. But the consolation and stay will be of power in proportion to the power of the 

criticism of life. And the criticism of life will be of power in proportion as the poetry conveying it is 

excellent rather than inferior, sound rather than unsound or half-sound, true rather than untrue on half-

true. 
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The best poetry is what we want; the best poetry will be found to have a power of forming, sustaining, 

and delighting us, as nothing else can. A clearer, deeper sense of the best in poetry, and of the strength 

and joy to be drawn from it, is the most precious benefit which we can gather from a poetical collection 

such as the present. And yet in the very nature and conduct of such a collection there is inevitably 

something which tends to obscure in us the consciousness of what our benefit should be, and to distract 

us from the pursuit of it. We should therefore steadily set it before our minds at the outset, and should 

compel ourselves to revert constantly to the thought of it as we proceed. 

 

Yes; constantly in reading poetry, a sense for the best, the really excellent, and of the strength and joy 

to be drawn from it, should be present in our minds and should govern our estimate of what we read. 

But this real estimate, the only true one, is liable to be superseded, if we are not watchful, by two other 

kinds of estimate, the historic estimate and the personal estimate, both of which are fallacious. A poet 

or a poem may count to us historically, they may count to us on grounds personal to ourselves, and 

they may count to us really. They may count to us historically. The course of development of a nation’s 

language, thought, and poetry, is profoundly interesting; and by regarding a poet’s work as a stage in 

this course of development we may easily bring ourselves to make it of more importance as poetry 

than in itself it really is, we may come to use a language of quite exaggerated praise in criticising it; in 

short, to overrate it. So arises in our poetic judgments the fallacy caused by the estimate which we may 

call historic. Then, again, a poet or poem may count to us on grounds personal to ourselves. Our 

personal affinities, likings and circumstances, have great power to sway our estimate of this or that 

poet’s work, and to make us attach more importance to it as poetry than in itself it really possesses, 

because to us it is, or has been, of high importance. Here also we overrate the object of our interest, 

and apply to it a language of praise which is quite exaggerated. And thus we get the source of a second 

fallacy in our poetic judgments—the fallacy caused by an estimate which we may call personal. 

 

Both fallacies are natural. It is evident how naturally the study of the history and development of poetry 

may incline a man to pause over reputations and works once conspicuous but now obscure, and to 

quarrel with a careless public for skipping, in obedience to mere tradition and habit, from one famous 

name or work in its national poetry to another, ignorant of what it misses, and of the reason for keeping 

what it keeps, and of the whole process of growth in its poetry. The French have become diligent 

students of their own early poetry, which they long neglected; the study makes many of them 

dissatisfied with their so-called classical poetry, the court-tragedy of the seventeenth century, a poetry 

which Pellisson long ago reproached with its want of the true poetic stamp, with its politesse stérile et 

rampante [sterile and bombastic politeness—ed.], but which nevertheless has reigned in France as 

absolutely as if it had been the perfection of classical poetry indeed. The dissatisfaction is natural; yet 

a lively and accomplished critic, M. Charles d’Héricault, the editor of Clément Marot, goes too far 

when he says that “the cloud of glory playing round a classic is a mist as dangerous to the future of a 

literature as it is intolerable for the purposes of history.” “It hinders,” he goes on, “it hinders us from 

seeing more than one single point, the culminating and exceptional point; the summary, fictitious and 

arbitrary, of a thought and of a work. It substitutes a halo for a physiognomy, it puts a statue where 

there was once a man, and hiding from us all trace of the labour, the attempts, the weaknesses, the 

failures, it claims not study but veneration; it does not show us how the thing is done, it imposes upon 

us a model. Above all, for the historian this creation of classic personages is inadmissible; for it 

withdraws the poet from his time, from his proper life, it breaks historical relationships, it blinds 

criticism by conventional admiration, and renders the investigation of literary origins unacceptable. It 

gives us a human personage no longer but a God seated immovable amidst His perfect work, like 

Jupiter on Olympus; and hardly will it be possible for the young student to whom such work is 

exhibited at such a distance from him, to believe that it did not issue ready—made from that divine 
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head.” 

 

All this is brilliantly and tellingly said, but we must plead for a distinction. Everything depends on the 

reality of a poet’s classic character. If he is a dubious classic, let us sift him; if he is a false classic, let 

us explode him. But if he is a real classic, if his work belongs to the class of the very best (for this is 

the true and right meaning of the word classic, classical), then the great thing for us is to feel and enjoy 

his work as deeply as ever we can, and to appreciate the wide difference between it and all work which 

has not the same high character. This is what is salutary, this is what is formative; this is the great 

benefit to be got from the study of poetry. Everything which interferes with it, which hinders it, is 

injurious. True, we must read our classic with open eyes, and not with eyes blinded with superstition; 

we must perceive when his work comes short, when it drops out of the class of the very best, and we 

must rate it, in such cases, at its proper value. But the use of this negative criticism is not in itself, it is 

entirely in its enabling us to have a clearer sense and a deeper enjoyment of what is truly excellent. To 

trace the labour, the attempts, the weaknesses, the failures of a genuine classic, to acquaint oneself 

with his time and his life and his historical relationships, is mere literary dilettantism unless it has that 

clear sense and deeper enjoyment for its end. It may be said that the more we know about a classic the 

better we shall enjoy him; and, if we lived as long as Methuselah and had all of us heads of perfect 

clearness and wills of perfect steadfastness, this might be true in fact as it is plausible in theory. But 

the case here is much the same as the case with the Greek and Latin studies of our schoolboys. The 

elaborate philological groundwork which we require them to lay is in theory an admirable preparation 

for appreciating the Greek and Latin authors worthily. The more thoroughly we lay the groundwork, 

the better we shall be able, it may be said, to enjoy the authors. True, if time were not so short, and 

schoolboys wits not so soon tired and their power of attention exhausted; only, as it is, the elaborate 

philological preparation goes on, but the authors are little known and less enjoyed. So with the 

investigator of “historic origins” in poetry. He ought to enjoy the true classic all the better for his 

investigations; he often is distracted from the enjoyment of the best, and with the less good he 

overbusies himself, and is prone to over-rate it in proportion to the trouble which it has cost him. 

 

The idea of tracing historic origins and historical relationships cannot be absent from a compilation 

like the present. And naturally the poets to be exhibited in it will be assigned to those persons for 

exhibition who are known to prize them highly, rather than to those who have no special inclination 

towards them. Moreover, the very occupation with an author, and the business of exhibiting him, 

disposes us to affirm and amplify his importance. In the present work, therefore, we are sure of frequent 

temptation to adopt the historic estimate, or the personal estimate, and to forget the real estimate; which 

latter, nevertheless, we must employ if we are to make poetry yield us its full benefit. So high is that 

benefit, the benefit of clearly feeling and of deeply enjoying the really excellent, the truly classic in 

poetry, that we do well, I say, to set it fixedly before our minds as our object in studying poets and 

poetry, and to make the desire of attaining it the one principle to which, as the Imitation says, whatever 

we may read or come to know, we always return. Cum multa legeris et cognoveris, ad unum semper 

oportet redire principium [“When you have read and learned many things, you should always return 

to the one principle.” Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ—ed.]. 

 

The historic estimate is likely in especial to affect our judgment and our language when we are dealing 

with ancient poets; the personal estimate when we are dealing with poets our contemporaries, or at any 

rate modern. The exaggerations due to the historic estimate are not in themselves, perhaps, of very 

much gravity. Their report hardly enters the general ear; probably they do not always impose even on 

the literary men who adopt them. But they lead to a dangerous abuse of language. So we hear Cædmon, 

amongst our own poets, compared to Milton. I have already noticed the enthusiasm of one 

accomplished French critic for “historic origins.” Another eminent French critic, M. Vitet, comments 
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upon that famous document of the early poetry of his nation, the Chanson de Roland. It is indeed a 

most interesting document. The joculator or jongleur Taillefer, who was with William the Conqueror’s 

army at Hastings, marched before the Norman troops, so said the tradition, singing “of Charlemagne 

and of Roland and of Oliver, and of the vassals who died at Roncevaux”, and it is suggested that in the 

Chanson de Roland by one Turoldus or Théroulde, a poem preserved in a manuscript of the twelfth 

century in the Bodleian Library at Oxford, we have certainly the matter, perhaps even some of the 

words, of the chant which Taillefer sang. The poem has vigour and freshness; it is not without pathos. 

But M. Vitet is not satisfied with seeing in it a document of some poetic value, and of very high historic 

and linguistic value; he sees in it a grand and beautiful work, a monument of epic genius. In its general 

design he finds the grandiose conception, in its details he finds the constant union of simplicity with 

greatness, which are the marks, he truly says, of the genuine epic, and distinguish it from the artificial 

epic of literary ages. One thinks of Homer; this is the sort of praise which is given to Homer, and justly 

given. Higher praise there cannot well be, and it is the praise due to epic poetry of the highest order 

only, and to no other. Let us try, then, the Chanson de Roland at its best. Roland, mortally wounded, 

lay himself down under a pine-tree, with his face turned towards Spain and the enemy— 

 

De plusurs choses à remembrer li prist, 

De tantes teres cume li bers cunquist, 

De dulce France, des humes de sun lign, 

De Carlemagne sun seignor ki l’nurrit.” 

 

[“Then began he to call many things to remembrance,—all the lands which his valour conquered, and 

pleasant France, and the men of his lineage, and Charlemagne, his liege lord who nourished him”—

Chanson de Roland, iii, 939–42. Arnold’s note.] 

 

That is primitive work, I repeat, with an undeniable poetic quality of its own. It deserves such praise, 

and such praise is sufficient for it. But now turn to Homer— 

 

Hös phato tous d’eide katechen physizoos aia 

en Lakedaimoni auphi philei en patridi gaiei 

 

[“So said she; they long since in Earth’s soft arms were reposing, / There, in their own dear land, their 

fatherland, Lacedaemon”—Iliad, iii, 243, 244 (translated by Dr. Hawtry). Arnold’s note.] 

 

We are here in another world, another order of poetry altogether; here is rightly due such supreme 

praise as that which M. Vitet gives to the Chanson de Roland. If our words are to have any meaning, 

if our judgments are to have any solidity, we must not heap that supreme praise upon poetry of an 

order immeasurably inferior. 

 

Indeed there can be no more useful help for discovering what poetry belongs to the class of the truly 

excellent, and can therefore do us most good, than to have always in one’s mind lines and expressions 

of the great masters, and to apply them as a touchstone to other poetry. Of course we are not to require 

this other poetry to resemble them; it may be very dissimilar. But if we have any tact we shall find 

them, when we have lodged them well in our minds, infallible touchstone for detecting the presence 

or absence of high poetic quality, and also the degree of this quality, in all other poetry which we may 

place beside them. Short passages, even single lines, will serve our turn quite sufficiently. Take the 

two lines which I have just quoted from Homer, the poet’s comment on Helen’s mention of her 

brothers;—or take his 
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A deilo, ti sphoi, domen Pelei anakti 

Thneta; hymeis d’ eston agero t’ athanato’ te. 

ei hina dystenoisi met’ andrasin alge’ echeton 

 

[“Ah, unhappy pair, why gave we you to King Peleus, to a mortal? but ye are without old age, and 

immortal. Was it that with men born to misery ye might have sorrow?”—Iliad, xvii. 443–45.] 

 

the address of Zeus to the horses of Peleus;—or take finally his 

 

Kai se, geron, to prin men akouomen olbion einai 

 

[“Nay, and thou too, old man, in former days wast, as we hear, happy.”—Iliad, xxiv. 543.] 

 

the words of Achilles to Priam, a suppliant before him. Take that incomparable line and a half of Dante, 

Ugolino’s tremendous words— 

 

Io no piangeva; sì dentro impietrai. 

Piangevan elli … 

 

[“I wailed not, so of stone grew I within; / they wailed.—Inferno, xxxiii. 39–40.] 

 

take the lovely words of Beatrice to Virgil— 

 

Io son fatta da Dio, sua mercè, tale, 

Che la vostra miseria non mi tange, 

Nè fiamma d’esto incendio non m’assale . . . 

 

[“Of such sort hath God, thanked be His mercy, made me, / That your misery toucheth me not, / Neither 

doth the flame of this fire strike me.”—Inferno, ii. 91–93.] 

 

take the simple, but perfect, single line— 

 

In la sua volontade è nostra pace 

 

[“In His will is our peace.”—Paradiso, iii. 85.] 

 

Take of Shakespeare a line or two of Henry the Fourth’s expostulation with sleep— 

 

Wilt thou upon the high and giddy mast 

Seal up the ship-boy’s eyes, and rock his brains 

In cradle of the rude imperious surge . . . 

 

and take, as well, Hamlet’s dying request to Horatio— 

 

If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart, 

Absent thee from felicity awhile, 

And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain 

To tell my story . . . 
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Take of Milton that Miltonic passage— 

 

Darken’d so, yet shone 

Above them all the archangel; but his face 

Deep scars of thunder had intrench’d, and care 

Sat on his faded cheek . . . 

 

add two such lines as— 

 

And courage never to submit or yield 

And what is else not to be overcome . . . 

 

and finish with the exquisite close to the loss of Proserpine, the loss 

 

. . . which cost Ceres all that pain 

To seek her through the world.” 

 

These few lines, if we have tact and can use them, are enough even of themselves to keep clear and 

sound our judgments about poetry, to save us from fallacious estimates of it, to conduct us to a real 

estimate. 

 

The specimens I have quoted differ widely from one another, but they have in common this: the 

possession of the very highest poetical quality. If we are thoroughly penetrated by their power, we 

shall find that we have acquired a sense enabling us, whatever poetry may be laid before us, to feel the 

degree in which a high poetical quality is present or wanting there. Critics give themselves great labour 

to draw out what in the abstract constitutes the characters of a high quality of poetry. It is much better 

simply to have recourse to concrete examples;—to take specimens of poetry of the high, the very 

highest quality, and to say: The characters of a high quality of poetry are what is expressed there. They 

are far better recognised by being felt in the verse of the master, than by being perused in the prose of 

the critic. Nevertheless if we are urgently pressed to give some critical account of them, we may safely, 

perhaps, venture on laying down, not indeed how and why the characters arise, but where and in what 

they arise. They are in the matter and substance of the poetry, and they are in its manner and style. 

Both of these, the substance and matter on the one hand, the style and manner on the other, have a 

mark, an accent, of high beauty, worth, and power. But if we are asked to define this mark and accent 

in the abstract, our answer must be: No, for we should thereby be darkening the question, not clearing 

it. The mark and accent are as given by the substance and matter of that poetry, by the style and manner 

of that poetry, and of all other poetry which is akin to it in quality. 

 

Only one thing we may add as to the substance and matter of poetry, guiding ourselves by Aristotle’s 

profound observation that the superiority of poetry over history consists in its possessing a higher truth 

and a higher seriousness (philosophoteron kai spoudaioteron [Poetics, ix—ed.]). Let us add, therefore, 

to what we have said, this: that the substances and matter of the best poetry acquire their special 

character from possessing, in an eminent degree, truth and seriousness. We may add yet further, what 

is in itself evident, that to the style and manner of the best poetry their special character, their accent, 

is given by their diction, and, even yet more, by their movement. And though we distinguish between 

the two characters, the two accents, of superiority, yet they are nevertheless vitally connected one with 

the other. The superior character of truth and seriousness, in the matter and substance of the best poetry, 

is inseparable from the superiority of diction and movement marking its style and manner. The two 

superiorities are closely related, and are in steadfast proportion one to the other. So far as high poetic 
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truth and seriousness are wanting to a poet’s matter and substance, so far also, we may be sure, will a 

high poetic stamp of diction and movement be wanting to his style and manner. In proportion as this 

high stamp of diction and movement, again, is absent from a poet’s style and manner, we shall find, 

also, that high poetic truth and seriousness are absent from his substance and matter. 

 

So stated, these are but dry generalities; their whole force lies in their application. And I could wish 

every student of poetry to make the application of them for himself. Made by himself, the application 

would impress itself upon his mind far more deeply than made by me. Neither will my limits allow me 

to make any full application of the generalities above propounded; but in the hope of bringing out, at 

any rate, some significance in them, and of establishing an important principle more firmly by their 

means, I will, in the space which remains to me, follow rapidly from the commencement the course of 

our English poetry with them in my view. 

 

Once more I return to the early poetry of France, with which our own poetry, in its origins, is 

indissolubly connected. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, that seedtime of all modern language 

and literature, the poetry of France had a clear predominance in Europe. Of the two divisions of that 

poetry, its productions in the langue d’oil and its productions in the langue d’oc, the poetry of the 

langue d’oc, of southern France, of the troubadours, is of importance because of its effect on Italian 

literature;—the first literature of modern Europe to strike the true and grand note, and to bring forth, 

as in Dante and Petrarch it brought forth, classics. But the predominance of French poetry in Europe, 

during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, is due to its poetry of the langue d’oil, the poetry of northern 

France and of the tongue which is now the French language. In the twelfth century the bloom of this 

romance-poetry was earlier and stronger in England, at the court of our Anglo-Norman kings, than in 

France itself. But it was a bloom of French poetry; and as our native poetry formed itself, it formed 

itself out of this. The romance-poems which took possession of the heart and imagination of Europe 

in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries are French; “they are,” as Southey justly says, “the pride of 

French literature, nor have we anything which can be placed in competition with them.” Themes were 

supplied from all quarters; but the romance-setting which was common to them all, and which gained 

the ear of Europe, was French. This constituted for the French poetry, literature, and language, at the 

height of the Middle Age, an unchallenged predominance. The Italian Brunetto Latini, the master of 

Dante, wrote his Treasure in French because, he says, “la parleure en est plus delitable et plus 

commune a toutes gens” [the language is more agreeable and more widely known—ed.]. In the same 

century, the thirteenth, the French romance-writer, Christian of Troyes, formulates the claims, in 

chivalry and letters, of France, his native country, as follows:— 

 

Or vous ert par ce livre apris, 

Que Gresse ot de chevalerie 

Le premier los et de clergie; 

Puis vint chevalerie à Rome, 

Et de la clergie la some, 

Qui ore est en France venue. 

Diex doinst qu’ele i soit retenue, 

Et que li lius li abelisse 

Tant que de France n’isse 

L’onor qui s’i est arestée! 

 

“Now by this book you will learn that first Greece had the renown for chivalry and letters: then chivalry 

and the primacy in letters passed to Rome, and now it is come to France. God grant it may be kept 

there; and that the place may please it so well, that the honour which has come to make stay in France 
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may never depart thence!” 

 

Yet it is now all gone, this French romance-poetry of which the weight of substance and the power of 

style are not unfairly represented by this extract from Christian of Troyes. Only by means of the 

historic estimate can we persuade ourselves not to think that any of it is of poetical importance. 

 

But in the fourteenth century there comes an Englishman nourished on this poetry, taught his trade by 

this poetry, getting words, rhyme, metre from this poetry; for even of that stanza which the Italians 

used, and which Chaucer derived immediately from the Italians, the basis and suggestion was probably 

given in France. Chaucer (I have already named him) fascinated his contemporaries, but so too did 

Christian of Troyes and Wolfram of Eschenbach. Chaucer’s power of fascination, however, is 

enduring; his poetical importance does not need the assistance of the historic estimate; it is real. He is 

a genuine source of joy and strength, which is flowing still for us and will flow always. He will be 

read, as time goes on, far more generally than he is read now. His language is a cause of difficulty for 

us; but so also, and I think in quite as great a degree, is the language of Burns. In Chaucer’s case, as in 

that of Burns, it is a difficulty to be unhesitatingly accepted and overcome. 

 

If we ask ourselves wherein consists the immense superiority of Chaucer’s poetry over the romance-

poetry—why it is that in passing from this to Chaucer we suddenly feel ourselves to be in another 

world, we shall find that his superiority is both in the substance of his poetry and in the style of his 

poetry. His superiority in substance is given by his large, free, simple, clear yet kindly view of human 

life,—so unlike the total want, in the romance-poets, of all intelligent command of it. Chaucer has not 

their helplessness; he has gained the power to survey the world from a central, a truly human point of 

view. We have only to call to mind the Prologue to The Canterbury Tales. The right comment upon it 

is Dryden’s: “It is sufficient to say, according to the proverb, that here is God’s plenty.” And again: 

“He is a perpetual fountain of good sense.” It is by a large, free, sound representation of things, that 

poetry, this high criticism of life, has truth of substance; and Chaucer’s poetry has truth of substance. 

 

Of his style and manner, if we think first of the romance-poetry and then of Chaucer’s divine liquidness 

of diction, his divine fluidity of movement, it is difficult to speak temperately. They are irresistible, 

and justify all the rapture with which his successors speak of his “gold dew-drops of speech.” Johnson 

misses the point entirely when he finds fault with Dryden for ascribing to Chaucer the first refinement 

of our numbers, and says that Gower also can show smooth numbers and easy rhymes. The refinement 

of our numbers means something far more than this. A nation may have versifiers with smooth 

numbers and easy rhymes, and yet may have no real poetry at all. Chaucer is the father of our splendid 

English poetry; he is our “well of English undefiled,” because by the lovely charm of his diction, the 

lovely charm of his movement, he makes an epoch and founds a tradition. In Spenser, Shakespeare, 

Milton, Keats, we can follow the tradition of the liquid diction, the fluid movement of Chaucer; at one 

time it is his liquid diction of which in these poets we feel the virtue, and at another time it is his fluid 

movement. And the virtue is irresistible. 

 

Bounded as is my space, I must yet find room for an example of Chaucer’s virtue, as I have given 

examples to show the virtue of the great classics. I feel disposed to say that a single line is enough to 

show the charm of Chaucer’s verse; that merely one line like this— 

 

O martyr souded in virginitee! 

 

[“The French soudé; soldered, fixed fast.” Arnold’s note.] 
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has a virtue of manner and movement such as we shall not find in all the verse of romance—poetry;—

but this is saying nothing. The virtue is such as we shall not find, perhaps, in all English poetry, outside 

the poets whom I have named as the special inheritors of Chaucer’s tradition. A single line, however, 

is too little if we have not the strain of Chaucer’s verse well in our memory; let us take a stanza. It is 

from The Prioress’ Tale, the story of the Christian child murdered in a Jewry— 

 

My throte is cut unto my nekke-bone 

Saidè this child, and as by way of kinde 

I should have deyd, yea, longè time agone; 

But Jesus Christ, as ye in bookès finde, 

Will that his glory last and be in minde, 

And for the worship of his mother dere 

Yet may I sing O Alma loud and clere.” 

 

Wordsworth has modernised this Tale, and to feel how delicate and evanescent is the charm of verse, 

we have only to read Wordsworth’s first three lines of this stanza after Chaucer’s— 

 

My throat is cut unto the bone, I trow, 

Said this young child, and by the law of kind 

I should have died, yea, many hours ago. 

 

The charm is departed. It is often said that the power of liquidness and fluidity in Chaucer’s verse was 

dependent upon a free, a licentious dealing with language, such as is now impossible; upon a liberty, 

such as Burns too enjoyed, of making words like neck, bird, into a disyllable by adding to them, and 

words like cause, rhyme, into a disyllable by sounding the e mute. It is true that Chaucer’s fluidity is 

conjoined with this liberty, and is admirably served by it; but we ought not to say that it was dependent 

upon it. It was dependent upon his talent. Other poets with a like liberty do not attain to the fluidity of 

Chaucer; Burns himself does not attain to it. Poets, again, who have a talent akin to Chaucer’s, such 

as Shakespeare or Keats, have known how to attain his fluidity without the like liberty. 

 

And yet Chaucer is not one of the great classics. His poetry transcends and effaces, easily and without 

effort, all the romance-poetry of Catholic Christendom; it transcends and effaces all the English poetry 

contemporary with it, it transcends and effaces all the English poetry subsequent to it down to the age 

of Elizabeth. Of such avail is poetic truth of substance, in its natural and necessary union with poetic 

truth of style. And yet, I say, Chaucer is not one of the great classics. He has not their accent. What is 

wanting to him is suggested by the mere mention of the name of the first great classic of Christendom, 

the immortal poet who died eighty years before Chaucer,—Dante. The accent of such verse as 

 

In la sua volontade è nostra pace . . . 

 

is altogether beyond Chaucer’s reach; we praise him, but we feel that this accent is out of the question 

for him. It may be said that it was necessarily out of the reach of any poet in the England of that stage 

of growth. Possibly; but we are to adopt a real, not a historic, estimate of poetry. However we may 

account for its absence, something is wanting, then, to the poetry of Chaucer, which poetry must have 

before it can be placed in the glorious class of the best. And there is no doubt what that something is. 

It is the spoudaiotes, the high and excellent seriousness, which Aristotle assigns as one of the grand 

virtues of poetry. The substance of Chaucer’s poetry, his view of things and his criticism of life, has 

largeness, freedom, shrewdness, benignity; but it has not this high seriousness. Homer’s criticism of 

life has it, Dante’s has it, Shakespeare’s has it. It is this chiefly which gives to our spirits what they 
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can rest upon; and with the increasing demands of our modern ages upon poetry, this virtue of giving 

us what we can rest upon will be more and more highly esteemed. A voice from the slums of Paris, 

fifty or sixty years after Chaucer, the voice of poor Villon out of his life of riot and crime, has at its 

happy moments (as, for instance, in the last stanza of La Belle Heaulmière) [“The name Heaulmière 

is said to be derived from a head-dress (helm) worn as a mark by courtesans. In Villon’s ballad, a poor 

old creature of this class laments her days of youth and beauty . . . . ”—Arnold’s note.] more of this 

important poetic virtue of seriousness than all the productions of Chaucer. But its apparition in Villon, 

and in men like Villon, is fitful; the greatness of the great poets, the power of their criticism of life, is 

that their virtue is sustained. 

 

To our praise, therefore, of Chaucer as a poet there must be this limitation; he lacks the high seriousness 

of the great classics, and therewith an important part of their virtue. Still, the main fact for us to bear 

in mind about Chaucer is his sterling value according to that real estimate which we firmly adopt for 

all poets. He has poetic truth of substance, though he has not high poetic seriousness, and 

corresponding to his truth of substance he has an exquisite virtue of style and manner. With him is 

born our real poetry. 

 

For my present purpose I need not dwell on our Elizabethan poetry, or on the continuation and close 

of this poetry in Milton. We all of us profess to be agreed in the estimate of this poetry; we all of us 

recognise it as great poetry, our greatest, and Shakespeare and Milton as our poetical classics. The real 

estimate, here, has universal currency. With the next age of our poetry divergency and difficulty begin. 

An historic estimate of that poetry has established itself; and the question is, whether it will be found 

to coincide with the real estimate. 

 

The age of Dryden, together with our whole eighteenth century which followed it, sincerely believed 

itself to have produced poetical classics of its own, and even to have made advance, in poetry, beyond 

all its predecessors. Dryden regards as not seriously disputable the opinion “that the sweetness of 

English verse was never understood or practised by our fathers.” Cowley could see nothing at all in 

Chaucer’s poetry. Dryden heartily admired it, and, as we have seen, praised its matter admirably; but 

of its exquisite manner and movement all he can find to say is that “there is the rude sweetness of a 

Scotch tune in it, which is natural and pleasing, though not perfect.” Addison, wishing to praise 

Chaucer’s numbers, compares them with Dryden’s own. And all through the eighteenth century, and 

down even into our own times, the stereotyped phrase of approbation for good verse found in our early 

poetry has been, that it even approached the verse of Dryden, Addison, Pope, and Johnson. 

 

Are Dryden and Pope poetical classics? Is the historic estimate, which represents them as such, and 

which has been so long established that it cannot easily give way, the real estimate? Wordsworth and 

Coleridge; as is well known, denied it; but the authority of Wordsworth and Coleridge does not weigh 

much with the young generation, and there are many signs to show that the eighteenth century and its 

judgments are coming into favour again. Are the favourite poets of the eighteenth century classics? 

 

It is impossible within my present limits to discuss the question fully. And what man of letters would 

not shrink from seeming to dispose dictatorially of the claims of two men who are, at any rate, such 

masters in letters as Dryden and Pope; two men of such admirable talent, both of them, and one of 

them, Dryden, a man, on all sides, of such energetic and genial power? And yet, if we are to gain the 

full benefit from poetry, we must have the real estimate of it. I cast about for some mode of arriving, 

in the present case, at such an estimate without offence. And perhaps the best way is to begin, as it is 

easy to begin, with cordial praise. 
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When we find Chapman, the Elizabethan translator of Homer, expressing himself in this preface thus: 

“Though truth in her very nakedness sits in so deep a pit, that from Gades to Aurora and Ganges few 

eyes can sound her, I hope yet those few here will so discover and confirm that, the date being out of 

her darkness in this morning of our poet, he shall now gird his temples with the sun,”—we pronounce 

that such a prose is intolerable. When we find Milton writing: “And long it was not after, when I was 

confirmed in this opinion, that he, who would not be frustrate of his hope to write well hereafter in 

laudable things, ought himself to be a true poem,”—we pronounce that such a prose has its own 

grandeur, but that it is obsolete and inconvenient. But when we find Dryden telling us: “What Virgil 

wrote in the vigour of his age, in plenty and at ease, I have undertaken to translate in my declining 

years; struggling with wants, oppressed with sickness, curbed in my genius, liable to be misconstrued 

in all I write,”—then we exclaim that here at last we have the true English prose, a prose such as we 

would all gladly use if we only knew how. Yet Dryden was Milton’s contemporary. 

 

But after the Restoration the time had come when our nation felt the imperious need of a fit prose. So, 

too, the time had likewise come when our nation felt the imperious need of freeing itself from the 

absorbing preoccupation which religion in the Puritan age had exercised. It was impossible that this 

freedom should be brought about without some negative excess, without some neglect and impairment 

of the religious life of the soul; and the spiritual history of the eighteenth century shows us that the 

freedom was not achieved without them. Still, the freedom was achieved; the preoccupation, an 

undoubtedly baneful and retarding one if it had continued, was got rid of. And as with religion amongst 

us at that period, so it was also with letters. A fit prose was a necessity; but it was impossible that a fit 

prose should establish itself amongst us without some touch of frost to the imaginative life of the soul. 

The needful qualities for a fit prose are regularity, uniformity, precision, balance. The men of letters, 

whose destiny it may be to bring their nation to the attainment of a fit prose, must of necessity, whether 

they work in prose or in verse, give a predominating, an almost exclusive attention to the qualities of 

regularity, uniformity, precision, balance. But an almost exclusive attention to these qualities involves 

some repression and silencing of poetry. 

 

We are to regard Dryden as the puissant and glorious founder, Pope as the splendid high priest, of our 

age of prose and reason, of our excellent and indispensable eighteenth century. For the purposes of 

their mission and destiny their poetry, like their prose, is admirable. Do you ask me whether Dryden’s 

verse, take it almost where you will, is not good? 

 

A milk-white Hind, immortal and unchanged, 

Fed on the lawns and in the forest ranged. 

 

I answer: Admirable for the purposes of the inaugurator of an age of prose and reason. Do you ask me 

whether Pope’s verse, take it almost where you will, is not good? 

 

To Hounslow Heath I point, and Banstead Down 

Thence comes your mutton, and these chicks my own. 

 

I answer: Admirable for the purposes of the high priest of an age of prose and reason. But do you ask 

me whether such verse proceeds from men with an adequate poetic criticism of life, from men whose 

criticism of life has a high seriousness, or even, without that high seriousness, has poetic largeness, 

freedom, insight, benignity? Do you ask me whether the application of ideas to life in the verse of 

these men, often a powerful application, no doubt, is a powerful poetic application? Do you ask me 

whether the poetry of these men has either the matter or the inseparable manner of such an adequate 

poetic criticism; whether it has the accent of 
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Absent thee from felicity awhile . . . 

 

or of 

 

And what is else not to be overcome . . . 

 

or of 

 

O martyr souded in virginitee! 

 

I answer: It has not and cannot have them; it is the poetry of the builders of an age of prose and reason. 

Though they may write in verse, though they may in a certain sense be masters of the art of 

versification, Dryden and Pope are not classics of our poetry, they are classics of our prose. 

 

Gray is our poetical classic of that literature and age; the position of Gray is singular, and demands a 

word of notice here. He has not the volume or the power of poets who, coming in times more 

favourable, have attained to an independent criticism of life. But he lived with the great poets, he lived, 

above all, with the Greeks, through perpetually studying and enjoying them; and he caught their poetic 

point of view for regarding life, caught their poetic manner. The point of view and the manner are not 

self-sprung in him, he caught them of others; and he had not the free and abundant use of them. But, 

whereas Addison and Pope never had the use of them, Gray had the use of them at times. He is the 

scantiest and frailest of classics in our poetry, but he is a classic. 

 

And now, after Gray, we are met, as we draw towards the end of the eighteenth century, we are met 

by the great name of Burns. We enter now on times where the personal estimate of poets begins to be 

rife, and where the real estimate of them is not reached without difficulty. But in spite of the disturbing 

pressures of personal partiality, of national partiality, let us try to reach a real estimate of the poetry of 

Burns. 

 

By his English poetry Burns in general belongs to the eighteenth century, and has little importance for 

us. 

 

Mark ruffian Violence, distain’d with crimes, 

Rousing elate in these degenerate times; 

View unsuspecting Innocence a prey, 

As guileful Fraud points out the erring way; 

While subtle Litigation’s pliant tongue 

The life-blood equal sucks of Right and Wrong! 

 

Evidently this is not the real Burns, or his name and fame would have disappeared long ago. Nor is 

Clarinda’s love-poet, Sylvander, the real Burns either. But he tells us himself: “These English songs 

gravel me to death. I have not the command of the language that I have of my native tongue. In fact, I 

think that my ideas are more barren in English than in Scotch. I have been at Duncan Gray to dress it 

in English, but all I can do is desperately stupid.” We English turn naturally, in Burns, to the poems in 

our own language, because we can read them easily; but in those poems we have not the real Burns. 

 

The real Burns is of course in this Scotch poems. Let us boldly say that of much of this poetry, a poetry 

dealing perpetually with Scotch drink, Scotch religion, and Scotch manners, a Scotchman’s estimate 
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is apt to be personal. A Scotchman is used to this world of Scotch drink, Scotch religion, and Scotch 

manners; he has a tenderness for it; he meets its poet halfway. In this tender mood he reads pieces like 

the Holy Fair or Halloween. But this world of Scotch drink, Scotch religion, and Scotch manners is 

against a poet, not for him, when it is not a partial countryman who reads him; for in itself it is not a 

beautiful world, and no one can deny that it is of advantage to a poet to deal with a beautiful world. 

Burns world of Scotch drink, Scotch religion, and Scotch manners, is often a harsh, a sordid, a 

repulsive world: even the world of his Cotter’s Saturday Night is not a beautiful world. No doubt a 

poet’s criticism of life may have such truth and power that it triumphs over its world and delights us. 

Burns may triumph over his world, often he does triumph over his world, but let us observe how and 

where. Burns is the first case we have had where the bias of the personal estimate tends to mislead; let 

us look at him closely, he can bear it. 

 

Many of his admirers will tell us that we have Burns, convivial, genuine, delightful, here— 

 

Leeze me on drink! it gies us mair 

Than either school or college; 

It kindles wit, it waukens lair, 

It pangs us fou o’ knowledge. 

Be’t whisky gill or penny wheep 

Or only stronger potion, 

It never fails, on drinking deep, 

To kittle up our notion 

By night or day. 

 

There is a great deal of that sort of thing in Burns, and it is unsatisfactory, not because it is bacchanalian 

poetry, but because it has not that accent of sincerity which bacchanalian poetry, to do it justice, very 

often has. There is something in it of bravado, something which makes us feel that we have not the 

man speaking to us with his real voice; something, therefore, poetically unsound. 

 

With still more confidence will his admirers tell us that we have the genuine Burns, the great poet, 

when his strain asserts the independence, equality, dignity, of men, as in the famous song “For A’ 

That, and A’ That”— 

 

A prince can mak’ a belted knight, 

A marquis, duke, and a’ that; 

But an honest man’s aboon his might, 

Guid faith he mauna fa’ that! 

For a’ that, and a’ that, 

Their dignities, and a’ that, 

The pith o’ sense, a pride o’ worth, 

Are higher rank than a’ that. 

 

Here they find his grand, genuine touches; and still more, when this puissant genius, who so often set 

morality at defiance, falls moralising— 

 

The sacred lowe o’ weel-placed love 

Luxuriantly indulge it; 

But never tempt th’ illicit rove, 

Tho’ naething should divulge it. 



72 

 

I waive the quantum o’ the sin, 

The hazard o’ concealing, 

But och! it hardens a’ within, 

And petrifies the feeling 

 

Or on a higher strain— 

 

Who made the heart, ’tis He alone 

Decidedly can try us; 

He knows each chord, its various tone; 

Each spring, its various bias. 

Then at the balance let’s be mute, 

We never can adjust it; 

What’s done we partly may compute, 

But know not what’s resisted. 

 

Or in a better strain yet, a strain, his admirers will say, unsurpassable— 

 

To make a happy fireside clime 

To weans and wife, 

That’s the true pathos and sublime 

Of human life. 

 

There is criticism of life for you, the admirers of Burns will say to us; there is the application of ideas 

to life! There is, undoubtedly. The doctrine of the last-quoted lines coincides almost exactly with what 

was the aim and end, Xenophon tells us, of all the teaching of Socrates. And the application is a 

powerful one; made by a man of vigorous understanding, and (need I say?) a master of language. 

 

But for supreme poetical success more is required than the powerful application of ideas to life; it must 

be an application under the conditions fixed by the laws of poetic truth and poetic beauty. Those laws 

fix as an essential condition, in the poet’s treatment of such matters as are here in question, high 

seriousness;— the high seriousness which comes from absolute sincerity. The accent of high 

seriousness, born of absolute sincerity, is what gives to such verse as 

 

In la sua volontade e nostra pace . . . 

 

to such criticism of life as Dante’s, its power. Is this accent felt in the passages which I have been 

quoting from Burns? Surely not; surely, if our sense is quick, we must perceive that we have not in 

those passages a voice from the very inmost soul of the genuine Burns; he is not speaking to us from 

these depths, he is more or less preaching. And the compensation for admiring such passages less, 

from missing the perfect poetic accent in them, will be that we shall admire more the poetry where that 

accent is found. 

 

No; Burns, like Chaucer, comes sort of the high seriousness of the great classics, and the virtue of 

matter and manner which goes with that high seriousness is wanting to his work. At moments he 

touches it in a profound and passionate melancholy, as in those four immortal lines taken by Byron as 

a motto for The Bride of Abydos, but which have in them a depth of poetic quality such as resides in 

no verse of Byron’s own— 
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Had we never loved sae kindly, 

Had we never loved sae blindly, 

Never met, or never parted, 

We had ne’er been broken-hearted. 

 

But a whole poem of that quality Burns cannot make; the rest, in the Farewell to Nancy, is verbiage. 

 

We arrive best at the real estimate of Burns, I think, by conceiving his work as having truth of matter 

and truth of manner, but not the accent or the poetic virtue of the highest masters. His genuine criticism 

of life, when the sheer poet in him speaks, is ironic; it is not— 

 

Thou Power Supreme, whose mighty scheme 

These woes of mine fulfil, 

Here firm I rest, they must be best 

Because they are Thy will! 

 

It is far rather: Whistle owre the lave o’t! Yet we may say of him as of Chaucer, that of life and the 

world, as they come before him, his view is large, free, shrewd, benignant,—truly poetic therefore; 

and his manner of rendering what he sees is to match. But we must note, at the same time, his great 

difference from Chaucer. The freedom of Chaucer is heightened, in Burns, by a fiery, reckless energy; 

the benignity of Chaucer deepens, in Burns, into an over-whelming sense of the pathos of things;—of 

the pathos of human nature, the pathos, also, of non-human nature. Instead of the fluidity of Chaucer’s 

manner, the manner of Burns has spring, boundless swiftness. Burns is by far the greater force, though 

he has perhaps less charm. The world of Chaucer is fairer, richer, more significant than that of Burns; 

but when the largeness and freedom of Burns get full sweep, as in Tam o’ Shanter, or still more in that 

puissant and splendid production, The Jolly Beggars, his world may be what it will, his poetic genius 

triumphs over it. In the world of The Jolly Beggars there is more than hideousness and squalor, there 

is bestiality; yet the piece is a superb poetic success. It has a breadth, truth, and power which make the 

famous scene in Auerbach’s Cellar, of Goethe’s Faust, seem artificial and tame beside it, and which 

are only matched by Shakespeare and Aristophanes. 

 

Here, where his largeness and freedom serve him so admirably, and also in those poems and songs 

where to shrewdness he adds infinite archness and wit, and to benignity infinite pathos, where his 

manner is flawless, and a perfect poetic whole is the result,—in things like the address to the mouse 

whose home he had ruined, in things like “Duncan Gray,” “Tam Glen,” “Whistle and I’ll Come To 

You, My Lad,” “Auld Lang Syne” (this list might be made much longer),—here we have the genuine 

Burns, of whom the real estimate must be high indeed. Not a classic, nor with the excellent spoudaiotes 

[high seriousness—ed.] of the great classics, nor with a verse rising to a criticism of life and a virtue 

like theirs; but a poet with thorough truth of substance and an answering truth of style, giving us a 

poetry sound to the core. We all of us have a leaning towards the pathetic, and may be inclined perhaps 

to prize Burns most for his touches of piercing, sometimes almost intolerable, pathos; for verse like— 

 

We twa hae paidl’t i’ the burn 

From mornin’ sun till dine; 

But seas between us braid hae roar’d 

Sin auld lang syne . . . 

 

where he is as lovely as he is sound. But perhaps it is by the perfection of soundness of his lighter and 

archer masterpieces that he is poetically most wholesome for us. For the votary misled by a personal 
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estimate of Shelley, as so many of us have been, are, and will be,—of that beautiful spirit building his 

many-coloured haze of words and images. 

 

Pinnacled dim in the intense inane— 

 

no contact can be a wholesomer than the contact with Burns at his archest and soundest. Side by side 

with the 

 

On the brink of the night and the morning 

My coursers are wont to respire, 

But the Earth has just whispered a warning 

That their flight must be swifter than fire . . . 

 

of Prometheus Unbound, how salutary, how very salutary, to place this from Tam Glen— 

 

My minnie does constantly deave me 

And bids me beware o’ young men; 

They flatter, she says, to deceive me; 

But wha can think sae o’ Tam Glen? 

 

But we enter on burning ground as we approach the poetry of times so near to us—poetry like that of 

Byron, Shelley, and Wordsworth—of which the estimates are so often not only personal, but personal 

with passion. For my purpose, it is enough to have taken the single case of Burns, the first poet we 

come to of whose work the estimate formed is evidently apt to be personal, and to have suggested how 

we may proceed, using the poetry of the great classics as a sort of touchstone, to correct this estimate, 

as we had previously corrected by the same means the historic estimate where we met with it. A 

collection like the present, with its succession of celebrated names and celebrated poems, offers a good 

opportunity to us for resolutely endeavouring to make our estimates of poetry real. I have sought to 

point out a method which will help us in making them so, and to exhibit it in use so far as to put any 

one who likes in a way of applying it for himself. 

 

At any rate the end to which the method and the estimate are designed to lead, and from leading to 

which, if they do lead to it, they get their whole value,—the benefit of being able clearly to feel and 

deeply to enjoy the best, the truly classic, in poetry,—is an end, let me say it once more at parting, of 

supreme importance. We are often told that an era is opening in which we are to see multitudes of a 

common sort of readers, and masses of a common sort of literature; that such readers do not want and 

could not relish anything better than such literature, and that to provide it is becoming a vast and 

profitable industry. Even if good literature entirely lost currency with the world, it would still be 

abundantly worth while to continue to enjoy it by oneself. But it never will lose currency with the 

world, in spite of monetary appearances; it never will lose supremacy. Currency and supremacy are 

insured to it, not indeed by the world’s deliberate and conscious choice, but by something far deeper,—

by the instinct of self-preservation in humanity. 

 

     9.6 ‘The Study of Poetry’ – An Analysis 

 

Matthew Arnold wrote “The Study of Poetry” as an introduction to an 1880 anthology called The 

English Poets, and in it he refines his answers to what he considered the most important questions 

facing literary critics and readers: what function does poetry serve in modern society? What kind of 

poetry is best suited to serve these functions? What distinguishes truly excellent poetry from merely 
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good poetry, and how can readers learn to recognize classic poetry when they see it? Behind Arnold’s 

questions and the answers he gives to them, readers can discern the central principle that defines his 

views on culture and society: transcendent excellence does exist, poetry is where it can be found, and 

people should strive to honor it. In a nutshell, Arnold argues that poetry is a uniquely excellent art 

form and that, due to its virtues, it has a “high destiny” in human affairs; since this destiny touches on 

the highest aspirations of human beings, nothing but the highest standards will do, and readers must 

train themselves to uphold these standards. It is this task that Arnold offers to train readers to develop. 

 

Arnold begins explaining this vital task—learning to discern the excellent qualities in poetry—by 

distinguishing the true estimate of a poem’s worth (Arnold’s argument assumes that a given poem has 

a single true worth that can be accurately discerned). The way to find this true estimate is from first 

identifying two false estimates. The true estimate is called the real estimate, and the false estimates are 

called the historic estimate and the personal estimate. According to Arnold, the real estimate is the 

only true determination of a poem’s value; he also insists that the real estimate determines whether or 

not a poem belongs to the highest echelon of poetry, believing that the only reason to read poetry in 

the first place is to engage with the greatest works humanity can possibly offer. 

 

The historic estimate of a poem, on the other hand, comes from its importance as a historical object: 

for example, this estimate is tied to the poem’s place in the development of a language, a poetic 

movement, or various historical events. Arnold makes it clear that, whatever virtues attach to this 

historic estimate, it must be distinguished from the real estimate, which is timeless. Likewise, the 

personal estimate comes from individual tastes and preferences: this estimate is tied to the reader’s 

likes and dislikes—considerations that Arnold thinks must, like the historic estimate, be divorced from 

the kind of considerations that go into arriving at the real estimate of a poem. Arnold gives the example 

of the Scottish poet Robert Burns, whose work tends to be dear to the Scottish but falls short of the 

highest echelon of greatness in a broader sense. 

 

What, then, decides the real estimate of a poem’s value, and how can a reader arrive at this estimate? 

In addition to typical poetic virtues such as beauty, rhythm, and inventiveness, Arnold describes an 

important element that characterizes poems of the highest worth and that readers must learn to 

recognize. He calls this element high seriousness. Arnold traces his concept of high seriousness to 

Aristotle, who valued poetry over history for its “higher truth and a higher seriousness.” Arnold is 

somewhat vague about what this high seriousness consists of, but it is clear from an example he gives 

from Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy that it involves treating the most important matters—such as 

fate and free will—with the gravity of a poet who really appreciates the significance of such themes. 

 

Arnold’s term for the way a poet approaches such things is criticism of life. The criticism of life in the 

work of a humorous poet like Chaucer or a prosaic poet like Dryden, Arnold argues, does not have the 

high seriousness that the work of Dante, Homer, Shakespeare, or Milton has. Indeed, the way to arrive 

at the real estimate of a poem, Arnold clarifies, is to constantly compare a given poem to the works of 

these poets, a procedure that Arnold demonstrates in his essay. If it matches the artistic greatness and 

high seriousness of poetry by Dante, Homer, Shakespeare, and Milton, then it is poetry of the first 

rank—if not, then it is probably not worth spending much time on, in Arnold’s view. 

 

Arnold closes his essay by returning to the prediction he made in the beginning: poetry’s “high destiny” 

in human affairs will ensure that it never fades or perishes, and if it seems at times that society turns 

away from poetry, this is only temporary, since human beings will always return to poetry in times of 

great need. 
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    9.7 Summary 

 

Studying poetry involves a deep exploration of its form, language, themes, and cultural contexts. It 

encompasses various critical approaches that seek to understand and appreciate the complexities and 

nuances of poetic expression. Scholars and students of poetry analyze how poets use language, 

imagery, rhythm, and structure to convey meaning and evoke emotions. They examine the historical, 

social, and philosophical influences that shape poets' works and consider the ways poetry reflects and 

responds to the human experience. Through close reading and interpretation, the study of poetry 

enriches our understanding of language, aesthetics, and the power of artistic expression to illuminate 

truths about life, society, and the inner world of the poet. 

 

    9.8 Key Terms 

 

  Meter: The rhythmic structure of a poem, determined by the arrangement of stressed and unstressed 

syllables in each line. Common meters include iambic pentameter, trochaic tetrameter, and dactylic 

hexameter. 

  Rhyme: The repetition of similar sounds at the ends of lines in a poem. Types of rhyme include 

end rhyme (at the end of lines), internal rhyme (within a line), and slant rhyme (imperfect or partial 

rhyme). 

  Stanza: A group of lines in a poem, often separated by spaces, that form a structural unit. Stanzas 

can vary in length and rhyme scheme. 

  Verse: A single line of poetry, or a group of lines forming a unit within a poem. 

  Imagery: Vivid and descriptive language that appeals to the senses (sight, sound, touch, taste, 

smell) to create mental images and evoke sensory experiences. 

  Figurative Language: Language that uses figures of speech (such as simile, metaphor, 

personification, and hyperbole) to convey meanings beyond literal interpretations. 

 

     9.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How does the poem's form (meter, rhyme scheme, stanza structure) contribute to its meaning 

and impact? 

2. What is the significance of the poem's use of line breaks and stanza breaks? How do these 

choices affect the reader's experience and interpretation? 

3. How does the poet use imagery (sensory details, figurative language) to create vivid mental 

images and evoke emotions? 

4. What effect does the poet's choice of diction (word choice) have on the poem's tone, mood, 

and overall meaning? 

5. How does this poem compare to other poems by the same poet or within the same literary 



77 

 

period? What similarities and differences can be identified in terms of themes, style, or 

technique? 
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     10.1 Objectives 

 

The objectives of this unit are to: 

1) explore the defining features of the late 19th-century Decadence movement and the emergence of 

early Modernist critiques,  

2) analyze the social, cultural, and artistic factors that contributed to Decadence and its themes of 

decay, excess, and disillusionment,  

3) examine how Modernist writers and thinkers responded to Decadent ideals, and  

4) evaluate the impact of these movements on the trajectory of 20th-century art and literature. 

 

     10.2 Introduction 

 

In the late 19th century, the Decadence movement emerged as a prominent force in literature and art, 

characterized by its fascination with beauty, sensuality, and themes of excess and decay. Decadence, 

influenced by the works of Charles Baudelaire, J.K. Huysmans, and Oscar Wilde, rejected 

conventional morality and embraced art as a means of exploring the darker, more hedonistic side of 

human nature. This movement found its place within a society experiencing rapid social and industrial 

changes, often portraying the fin-de-siècle world as one marked by existential crisis and moral 

ambiguity. Decadent literature and art often glorified the artificial, the morbid, and the luxurious, 

treating sensual pleasure as an essential part of artistic expression. However, as Decadence became 

more extreme, it faced growing criticism from the emerging Modernist movement. Modernist writers 

like T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, influenced by the fragmentation and uncertainties of the 20th century, 

sought to break away from Decadent ideals, advocating instead for a more critical, introspective 

approach to art. While Decadence emphasized personal pleasure and beauty, Modernism aimed to 

confront the realities of a changing world and to find new forms of expression in response to the 

complexities of modern life. The tension between Decadence and Modernism marked a pivotal 

moment in the development of Western art and literature, laying the groundwork for many of the 

themes and techniques that would define 20th-century aesthetics. 
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    10.3 Decadence: Key Themes and Ideals 

 

The Decadence movement revolved around the pursuit of beauty, pleasure, and excess, often portrayed 

as a reaction to the strict moral codes of the Victorian era. Decadent literature, notably Baudelaire’s 

Les Fleurs du Mal and Huysmans’ À rebours, celebrated artifice, eroticism, and the sublime in decay. 

Decadent writers and artists found beauty in the morbid and artificial, challenging traditional notions 

of morality by indulging in themes of lust, decadence, and melancholy. This movement embraced an 

escape from societal norms, often celebrating indulgent and transgressive experiences as ways to find 

fulfillment and meaning. Oscar Wilde’s work, particularly The Picture of Dorian Gray, exemplifies 

this ethos, portraying a protagonist whose quest for eternal beauty and sensory pleasure leads to moral 

and personal destruction. For the Decadents, the purpose of art was not to educate or moralize but to 

evoke a heightened aesthetic experience, often pushing the boundaries of taste and decorum. This 

approach challenged Victorian values, promoting a radical perspective on the relationship between 

beauty and decay. 

 

     10.4 The Social and Cultural Context of Decadence 

 

Decadence arose within the broader fin-de-siècle environment, which was marked by rapid 

technological advancement, industrialization, and social change. The movement reflected a society 

grappling with existential anxieties, as traditional religious and moral frameworks became increasingly 

questioned. The rapid development of cities, the rise of consumer culture, and the shifting roles of 

gender all contributed to a sense of cultural instability, which Decadent artists and writers expressed 

in their fascination with themes of decay and transgression. This period also saw the rise of 

psychoanalysis and a growing interest in the subconscious, which provided new ways of understanding 

human desires and fears. Decadence captured the essence of these transformations, portraying a society 

both entranced and repelled by its own luxuries, contradictions, and excesses. The Decadent 

movement’s embrace of artificiality and exploration of taboo subjects can be understood as a response 

to this sense of cultural dislocation, an attempt to make sense of a world that felt increasingly 

fragmented and alienating. 

 

     10.5 Early Modern Critiques: The Rejection of Decadent Aesthetics 

 

As the 20th century dawned, a new wave of writers and artists emerged who sought to critique and 

move beyond the ideals of Decadence. The early Modernist movement, led by figures like T.S. Eliot, 

Ezra Pound, and Virginia Woolf, saw Decadence as overly indulgent and disconnected from the 

harsher realities of the modern world. Modernists were critical of Decadence's fixation on beauty and 

personal pleasure, which they viewed as superficial in the face of the political and social upheavals of 

their time. T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, for example, contrasts sharply with Decadent works, reflecting 

a fragmented world where traditional values and beliefs no longer hold. Modernist critiques focused 

on confronting these uncertainties, exploring themes of alienation, identity, and the search for 

meaning. Instead of indulging in excess, Modernists sought to distill experience into fragmented, often 

abstract forms, mirroring the fractured nature of the world they sought to depict. This critique of 

Decadence played a crucial role in shaping Modernism’s emphasis on introspection, experimentation, 

and the search for deeper truths in a disordered world. 
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10.6 Legacy and Influence: Decadence and Modernism’s Impact on 20th-Century 

        Art and Literature 

 

The conflict between Decadence and Modernism left a lasting impact on the development of Western 

art and literature, as both movements continued to influence the aesthetics and philosophies of the 20th 

century. Decadence, with its celebration of beauty, excess, and sensuality, helped pave the way for 

later artistic movements that challenged traditional norms, including Symbolism, Surrealism, and even 

certain aspects of contemporary popular culture. At the same time, Modernism’s rejection of Decadent 

ideals and its commitment to addressing the complexities of the human condition established a 

foundation for more introspective and experimental approaches to art. Both movements contributed to 

the evolution of literature and art, reflecting society’s changing attitudes toward beauty, morality, and 

self-expression. The tension between Decadence and Modernism ultimately underscored the diversity 

of human experience and how art can serve as both an escape from and a critique of reality. 

 

     10.7 Summary 

 

The late 19th-century Decadence movement celebrated beauty, sensuality, and excess, often exploring 

the darker aspects of human nature in reaction to Victorian moral constraints. Decadence flourished in 

a society undergoing rapid social and technological change, reflecting a world grappling with 

existential uncertainty. However, as the 20th century approached, early Modernist writers critiqued 

Decadent ideals, arguing that they were superficial and disconnected from the realities of modern life. 

Modernists like T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound emphasized introspection and fragmentation, exploring 

themes of alienation and identity. This critique of Decadence contributed to the development of 

Modernist art and literature, leaving a lasting legacy that continues to influence contemporary 

aesthetics. 

 

     10.8 Key Terms 

 

• Decadence emphasized beauty, excess, and the exploration of human desire, often challenging 

conventional moral values. 

• The movement reflected a fin-de-siècle society grappling with social, technological, and 

psychological changes. 

• Early Modernist writers critiqued Decadence as overly indulgent, advocating instead for 

introspective, experimental approaches to art. 

• The conflict between Decadence and Modernism shaped 20th-century art and literature, 

influencing themes of alienation, identity, and self-expression. 

 

     10.9 Review Questions 

 

1. What are the defining features of the Decadence movement, and how did it reflect the social and 

cultural changes of the late 19th century? 

2. How did early Modernist writers critique Decadent ideals, and what alternative approaches did 

they propose? 

3. Discuss the legacy of Decadence and Modernism in shaping 20th-century art and literature. 

4. How do Decadence and Modernism differ in their perspectives on beauty, morality, and self-

expression? 

5. In what ways did the Decadence movement influence subsequent art movements, such as 
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Symbolism and Surrealism, and how did these later movements build upon or diverge from 

Decadent themes? 
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     11.1 Objectives 

 

When studying Jane Austen, there are several key objectives that provide a comprehensive 

understanding of her life, works, and contributions to literature and society: 

1. Literary Analysis: Analyze Austen's novels, including "Pride and Prejudice," "Sense and 

Sensibility," and "Emma," to understand her narrative techniques, character development, 

themes, and social commentary. 

2. Contextual Understanding: Explore the historical, social, and cultural contexts in which 

Austen lived and wrote, particularly focusing on Regency England and the role of women in 

society. 

3. Feminist Perspective: Examine Austen's portrayal of female characters and their agency 

within the constraints of 19th-century societal norms. Consider her influence on feminist 

literature and criticism. 

 

     11.2 Introduction 

 

Jane Austen (1775-1817) remains one of the most beloved and influential novelists in English 

literature, celebrated for her keen insight into human nature, wit, and social commentary. Born in 

Steventon, Hampshire, Austen lived during a time of significant social and political change in England, 

including the Napoleonic Wars and the Industrial Revolution. Despite the constraints of her era, which 

limited women's opportunities and freedoms, Austen deftly navigated societal norms to craft novels 

that continue to captivate readers worldwide. 

Austen's works are characterized by their astute observations of the manners, morals, and relationships 

of the English gentry. Her novels often depict the intricacies of courtship, marriage, and social 

hierarchy in Regency-era England with a blend of irony, satire, and humor. Her protagonists, such as 

the spirited Elizabeth Bennet in "Pride and Prejudice" and the intelligent Emma Woodhouse in 
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"Emma," challenge traditional gender roles and societal expectations, offering nuanced portrayals of 

female agency and resilience. 

Beyond their entertainment value, Austen's novels serve as incisive critiques of the social norms and 

conventions of her time. Through her sharp wit and narrative skill, Austen explored themes of love, 

class, money, and morality, inviting readers to reflect on human frailties and virtues. Her ability to 

create vivid characters and realistic settings, combined with her mastery of language and dialogue, 

continues to resonate with readers and scholars alike. 

 

     11.3 Austen and Career 

 

Jane Austen's career as a novelist was characterized by determination, creativity, and a keen awareness 

of the societal constraints of her time. Born in 1775 in Steventon, Hampshire, Austen began writing at 

an early age, honing her skills through observations of family life and society. Despite living in an era 

when female authors faced significant challenges in publishing and recognition, Austen persevered, 

driven by her passion for storytelling and her acute understanding of human nature. 

Austen's literary career officially began with the publication of "Sense and Sensibility" in 1811, 

followed by "Pride and Prejudice" in 1813, which quickly became her most famous work. Over the 

next few years, she continued to publish novels anonymously, including "Mansfield Park" (1814), 

"Emma" (1815), and "Northanger Abbey" and "Persuasion" (both published posthumously in 1818). 

Despite achieving modest success during her lifetime, Austen's novels were not widely recognized as 

masterpieces until after her death in 1817. Her brother, Henry Austen, revealed her authorship to the 

public, leading to a growing appreciation for her sharp wit, insightful social commentary, and 

memorable characters. 

Throughout her career, Austen's writing style evolved from early drafts and revisions to create polished 

narratives filled with richly developed characters and intricate social plots. She focused on domestic 

settings and personal relationships, offering a window into the lives of the English gentry while subtly 

critiquing the rigid class structures and gender roles of her time. 

Austen's legacy as a pioneer of the novel form continues to resonate today. Her works are celebrated 

for their enduring relevance, timeless themes, and universal appeal. They have inspired numerous 

adaptations in literature, film, and television, cementing Austen's reputation as one of the greatest 

novelists in the English language. Her career stands as a testament to the power of storytelling and the 

enduring impact of literature to transcend the constraints of its time and speak to readers across 

generations. 

 

     11.4 Austen and Works 

 

Jane Austen, a seminal figure in English literature, crafted a collection of novels that continue to 

captivate readers worldwide. Her works are known for their keen social commentary, astute 
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characterization, and mastery of narrative technique, all within the framework of the English Regency 

period. Here's an overview of Jane Austen's major works: 

1. Sense and Sensibility (1811): Austen's first published novel follows the Dashwood sisters, 

Elinor and Marianne, as they navigate love, loss, and societal expectations. The novel contrasts 

Elinor's practicality (sense) with Marianne's emotional sensibility, offering a critique of both 

excesses. 

2. Pride and Prejudice (1813): Perhaps Austen's most famous work, "Pride and Prejudice" 

introduces the spirited Elizabeth Bennet and the enigmatic Mr. Darcy. The novel explores 

themes of social class, marriage, and personal growth, with Austen's signature wit and irony. 

3. Mansfield Park (1814): This novel follows Fanny Price, a poor relation raised by wealthy 

relatives at Mansfield Park. It examines morality, social mobility, and the impact of family 

dynamics on personal development, culminating in Fanny's journey to assert her own values. 

4. Emma (1815): "Emma" features the eponymous heroine, Emma Woodhouse, a well-meaning 

but misguided matchmaker in the village of Highbury. The novel explores themes of self-

awareness, growth, and the consequences of meddling in others' lives. 

5. Northanger Abbey (1818): Although written earlier, "Northanger Abbey" was published 

posthumously. It parodies Gothic novels and follows Catherine Morland's coming-of-age 

journey through Bath society, where she learns to navigate between fiction and reality. 

6. Persuasion (1818): Also published posthumously, "Persuasion" is a poignant love story 

between Anne Elliot and Captain Frederick Wentworth. It explores second chances, regret, and 

the consequences of yielding to social pressures. 

Each of Austen's novels offers a window into the manners, morals, and social customs of the early 

19th century English gentry. Her sharp wit, insightful characterizations, and exploration of human 

relationships continue to resonate with readers, inspiring adaptations, interpretations, and scholarly 

analysis across various media and literary genres. Austen's legacy as a literary pioneer endures, 

reflecting her enduring relevance and universal appeal in the exploration of human emotions and 

societal norms. 

 

     11.5 Austen and Contemporaries 

 

Jane Austen, though celebrated today as a literary giant, wrote during a period rich with other 

significant literary voices. Her contemporaries, both within and outside the realm of novel writing, 

influenced and were influenced by the cultural and intellectual currents of their time. Here are some 

of Austen's notable contemporaries and their contributions: 

1. Walter Scott (1771-1832): Known for his historical novels such as "Ivanhoe" and "Waverley," 

Scott's works often explored themes of chivalry, adventure, and Scottish history. While his 

novels were stylistically different from Austen's, they shared a focus on societal issues and 

moral dilemmas. 

2. Mary Shelley (1797-1851): Shelley is best known for her groundbreaking work 

"Frankenstein," published in 1818. As a novelist and a key figure in the Romantic movement, 

her exploration of science, morality, and human nature contrasted sharply with Austen's more 

domestic and socially focused novels. 

3. Lord Byron (1788-1824): A leading Romantic poet, Byron's works, including "Don Juan" and 

"Childe Harold's Pilgrimage," explored themes of heroism, passion, and the individual's 



86 

 

struggle against societal constraints. His poetry often reflected the rebellious spirit and 

emotional intensity of the Romantic movement. 

4. Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822): Another prominent Romantic poet, Shelley's works such 

as "Ozymandias" and "Ode to the West Wind" expressed his radical political views and 

fascination with the sublime and the supernatural. His poetry embodied the Romantic ideals of 

individualism, imagination, and the power of nature. 

5. Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832): Scott's historical novels, including "Rob Roy" and "Ivanhoe," 

were immensely popular during Austen's time. His tales of adventure, romance, and historical 

authenticity resonated with readers seeking escapism and moral lessons in a rapidly changing 

world. 

6. Maria Edgeworth (1768-1849): An influential writer of novels and children's literature, 

Edgeworth's works, such as "Castle Rackrent" and "Belinda," explored themes of Irish identity, 

education, and social reform. Her novels often blended realism with moral instruction, similar 

to Austen's emphasis on social commentary and character development. 

7. Fanny Burney (1752-1840): An early novelist and playwright, Burney's works, including 

"Evelina" and "Camilla," depicted the social and domestic lives of English gentry with wit and 

insight. Her novels paved the way for Austen's exploration of female protagonists navigating 

the complexities of love, marriage, and social status. 

These contemporaries of Jane Austen, each in their own way, contributed to the rich tapestry of English 

literature during the late 18th and early 19th centuries. While their styles and themes varied, they 

collectively shaped the literary landscape and reflected the diverse intellectual and cultural currents of 

their era. Austen's novels, with their wit, social critique, and memorable characters, continue to stand 

out for their enduring relevance and universal appeal in the study of human relationships and societal 

norms. 

 

     11.6 Austen’s Legacy 

 

Jane Austen's legacy is profound and enduring, influencing literature, popular culture, and scholarly 

discourse well beyond her lifetime. Here are key aspects of Austen's legacy: 

1. Literary Excellence: Austen's novels, known for their sharp wit, keen social observation, and 

masterful character development, continue to be celebrated for their literary merit. Her ability 

to capture the nuances of human relationships and societal conventions has earned her a place 

among the greatest novelists in English literature. 

2. Exploration of Social Issues: Austen's novels provide insightful commentary on the manners, 

morals, and social hierarchies of Regency-era England. Through her narratives, she critiques 

the limitations placed on women, the complexities of courtship and marriage, and the 

challenges of navigating societal expectations. 

3. Female Agency and Independence: Austen's heroines, such as Elizabeth Bennet and Emma 

Woodhouse, challenge traditional gender roles and assert their own desires and intellects within 

the constraints of their society. Austen's portrayal of female agency continues to resonate with 

readers and scholars interested in feminist literature and gender studies. 

4. Adaptations and Popular Culture: Austen's novels have inspired numerous adaptations in 

film, television, theater, and other media. These adaptations often reinterpret Austen's stories 

for contemporary audiences while maintaining the essence of her characters and themes. They 

contribute to Austen's ongoing popularity and cultural relevance. 
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5. Literary Influence: Austen's narrative techniques, including her use of free indirect discourse 

and irony, have influenced generations of writers. Her ability to blend realism with satire and 

romance has set a standard for the modern novel and continues to inspire new generations of 

authors. 

6. Academic Study and Criticism: Austen's works are extensively studied in academia, with 

scholars exploring themes such as class, gender, satire, and narrative technique in her novels. 

Austen's novels provide rich material for literary analysis and continue to provoke scholarly 

debate and interpretation. 

7. Global Appeal: Austen's works have been translated into numerous languages and continue to 

attract readers worldwide. Her stories of love, social ambition, and personal growth resonate 

across cultures and generations, making her a truly international literary figure. 

Jane Austen's legacy endures not only for her literary achievements but also for her profound insights 

into human nature and society. Through her enduring characters and timeless themes, Austen continues 

to captivate readers and inspire critical inquiry into the complexities of human relationships and the 

dynamics of society. Her influence spans literature, film, academia, and popular culture, ensuring that 

her voice remains vibrant and relevant in the modern world. 

 

    11.7 Summary 

 

Jane Austen (1775-1817) is celebrated as one of the most influential novelists in English literature. 

Her six completed novels—“Sense and Sensibility,” “Pride and Prejudice,” “Mansfield Park,” 

“Emma,” “Northanger Abbey,” and “Persuasion”—are renowned for their sharp wit, keen social 

commentary, and insightful portrayal of Regency-era England. Austen's works explore themes of love, 

marriage, social class, and personal growth through memorable characters and intricate plotlines. Her 

narrative style, blending realism with satire and irony, continues to captivate readers and inspire 

adaptations across various media. Austen's enduring legacy lies in her ability to depict the complexities 

of human relationships and societal norms with humor, wisdom, and enduring relevance. 

 

    11.8 Key Terms 

 

  Regency Era: The period in British history encompassing the years 1811 to 1820 when King 

George III was deemed unfit to rule and his son, the future George IV, ruled as Prince Regent. 

  Domestic Fiction: A genre that focuses on the lives and relationships of characters within a 

domestic setting, often exploring themes such as marriage, family dynamics, and social class. 

  Social Satire: A literary technique used to criticize societal behaviors, norms, or institutions 

through humor, irony, or exaggeration. 

 

     11.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How does Austen's writing reflect the social and political context of Regency-era England? In 

what ways do her novels offer a critique of the society in which she lived? 

2. Compare Austen's treatment of female characters with those of her contemporaries. How does 
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she challenge or conform to societal expectations of women in the early 19th century? 

3. Discuss the enduring popularity of Austen's novels. Why do you think her works continue to 

resonate with readers across generations and cultures? 

4. Explore adaptations of Austen's novels in film, television, and other media. How do these 

adaptations reinterpret her stories and characters for modern audiences? 

5. How did Jane Austen's family background and upbringing influence her writing style and 

choice of subjects? 
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     12.1 Objectives 

 

Studying fiction serves several important objectives, which contribute to both personal enrichment and 

academic exploration. Here are some key objectives of studying fiction: 

1. Cultural Insight and Empathy: Fictional works often delve into different cultures, societies, 

and historical periods, offering readers insights into the diversity of human experiences. By 

immersing oneself in stories from various backgrounds, readers can develop empathy and 

understanding towards perspectives different from their own. 

 

     12.2 Introduction 

 

"Pride and Prejudice," written by Jane Austen and published in 1813, is a classic novel that explores 

themes of love, marriage, social class, and personal growth within the confines of early 19th-century 

England. Set against the backdrop of rural England, the story follows the life of Elizabeth Bennet, the 

second eldest of the Bennet sisters, as she navigates the intricacies of society, family dynamics, and 

romantic entanglements. 

At its core, "Pride and Prejudice" is a novel about the complexities of relationships and the impact of 

societal norms on individual choices. The title itself reflects two central themes that drive the narrative: 

pride, which often manifests as arrogance or undue self-importance, and prejudice, which is 

characterized by preconceived judgments or biases against others based on social status, wealth, or 

appearance. 

The novel opens with one of the most famous lines in English literature: "It is a truth universally 

acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife." This 

statement sets the stage for the societal expectations surrounding marriage and wealth during Austen's 
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time. Throughout the novel, Austen skillfully critiques these societal norms while simultaneously 

weaving a tale of personal growth and transformation for her characters. 

Central to the plot is Elizabeth Bennet's journey towards self-discovery and understanding. Initially, 

she forms a negative opinion of Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, a wealthy and aloof gentleman, based on his 

perceived arrogance and pride. Similarly, Darcy holds prejudices against Elizabeth's family due to 

their lower social status and lack of refinement. As the story unfolds, both characters confront their 

own pride and prejudices, leading to personal introspection and eventual character development. 

Austen's narrative is also enriched by a vibrant cast of characters who represent various facets of 

society, from the amiable Jane Bennet and the vivacious Lydia Bennet to the conniving Mr. Wickham 

and the well-meaning but often misguided Mr. Collins. Through these characters, Austen explores the 

complexities of familial relationships, societal expectations, and the pursuit of happiness in a rigidly 

stratified society. 

"Pride and Prejudice" continues to resonate with readers worldwide not only for its timeless themes 

and engaging plot but also for Austen's sharp wit, keen observations of human nature, and masterful 

prose. As we delve into the world of "Pride and Prejudice," we embark on a journey of self-reflection, 

social critique, and the enduring quest for love and understanding in a changing world. 

 

     12.3 Austen and Writing Style 

 

Jane Austen's writing style is celebrated for its wit, irony, and keen observation of social manners and 

relationships in early 19th-century England. Here are some key aspects that characterize Austen's 

distinctive writing style: 

1. Narrative Voice: Austen employs a third-person omniscient narrative voice that allows her to 

provide insights into multiple characters' thoughts and motivations. This narrative perspective 

enables readers to understand the complexities of social interactions and personal dilemmas 

from various viewpoints. 

2. Irony and Satire: Austen's writing is infused with subtle irony and satire, particularly in her 

portrayal of societal norms and conventions. She often critiques the superficiality, pretensions, 

and hypocrisy of the upper classes, using irony to expose the gap between appearance and 

reality. 

3. Characterization: Austen excels in creating memorable and nuanced characters who embody 

different personality traits and societal roles. Her characters are often flawed yet relatable, and 

she deftly explores their development and interactions within the constraints of their social 

milieu. 

4. Dialogue: Austen's dialogue is sharp, witty, and filled with nuances that reveal characters' 

personalities, social status, and relationships. Dialogue serves as a vehicle for conveying 

information, advancing the plot, and highlighting the dynamics between characters. 

5. Detailed Settings: While Austen's novels primarily focus on characters and their relationships, 

she also provides vivid descriptions of settings such as country estates, drawing rooms, and 

picturesque landscapes. These settings contribute to the overall atmosphere of her novels and 

underscore the importance of environment in shaping characters' experiences. 

6. Focus on Domestic Life: Austen's novels often center on the domestic sphere and the everyday 

lives of her characters, particularly women. She explores themes such as courtship, marriage, 
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family dynamics, and the role of women in society, offering a nuanced portrayal of these 

aspects within the constraints of her time. 

7. Narrative Structure: Austen typically employs a linear narrative structure with a central plot 

focusing on romantic relationships or social issues. Her plots are carefully crafted to include 

twists, misunderstandings, and resolutions that reveal deeper truths about her characters and 

society. 

Overall, Jane Austen's writing style is characterized by its wit, social commentary, and psychological 

insight into human behavior. Her novels continue to be cherished for their timeless themes, engaging 

narratives, and enduring relevance in exploring the complexities of love, society, and personal identity. 

 

     12.4 Pride and Prejudice - Characters 

 

"Pride and Prejudice," one of Jane Austen's most beloved novels, features a diverse cast of characters 

whose personalities and interactions drive the story forward. Here’s an overview of the main characters 

in the novel: 

1. Elizabeth Bennet: The protagonist and second eldest Bennet sister, Elizabeth is intelligent, 

witty, and independent-minded. She possesses a sharp tongue and a strong sense of morality. 

Elizabeth is known for her initial prejudice against Mr. Darcy and her journey towards self-

discovery and understanding. 

2. Fitzwilliam Darcy: A wealthy and reserved gentleman, Mr. Darcy initially comes across as 

proud and aloof. He is attracted to Elizabeth Bennet but struggles with his own pride and social 

prejudices. Darcy undergoes significant character development throughout the novel, 

ultimately proving himself to be loyal, honorable, and deeply in love with Elizabeth. 

3. Jane Bennet: The eldest Bennet sister, Jane is gentle, kind-hearted, and beautiful. She forms a 

romantic attachment to Mr. Bingley and represents a contrast to Elizabeth's more spirited 

personality. Jane's relationship with Bingley faces obstacles due to misunderstandings and 

interference from others. 

4. Charles Bingley: Mr. Bingley is a wealthy and amiable gentleman who quickly falls in love 

with Jane Bennet. He is easily influenced by others, particularly his sisters and Mr. Darcy, 

which complicates his relationship with Jane throughout the novel. 

5. Mr. Bennet: The patriarch of the Bennet family, Mr. Bennet is a witty and sarcastic gentleman 

who takes pleasure in teasing his wife, Mrs. Bennet. He is fond of Elizabeth for her intelligence 

and independence but is often detached from family affairs, leading to tensions within the 

household. 

6. Mrs. Bennet: Mrs. Bennet is a nervous and frivolous woman whose primary concern is 

marrying off her daughters to wealthy suitors. She is often portrayed as a caricature of the 

frivolous and overly dramatic mother obsessed with social status. 

7. Mr. Collins: A pompous and obsequious clergyman, Mr. Collins is the heir to the Bennet 

family estate. He proposes to Elizabeth early in the novel but ultimately marries her friend 

Charlotte Lucas. Mr. Collins' absurdities and lack of self-awareness provide comedic relief and 

highlight social conventions. 

8. Charlotte Lucas: Elizabeth's sensible and pragmatic friend, Charlotte marries Mr. Collins for 

financial security and social stability. Her decision contrasts with Elizabeth's ideals of marriage 

for love, illustrating different perspectives on matrimony and societal expectations. 
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9. Lydia Bennet: The youngest Bennet sister, Lydia is flirtatious, irresponsible, and impulsive. 

Her reckless behavior jeopardizes the family's reputation when she elopes with Mr. Wickham, 

highlighting the consequences of frivolity and lack of parental guidance. 

10. George Wickham: A charming and deceitful officer in the militia, Mr. Wickham initially 

charms Elizabeth with tales of his mistreatment by Mr. Darcy. His true character is revealed 

through his elopement with Lydia, exposing his mercenary motives and lack of integrity. 

11. Lady Catherine de Bourgh: Mr. Darcy's haughty and domineering aunt, Lady Catherine 

represents the epitome of aristocratic pride and social hierarchy. She opposes Darcy's growing 

attachment to Elizabeth and attempts to assert control over his romantic choices. 

These characters, with their distinctive personalities and relationships, contribute to the richness of 

Austen's exploration of love, marriage, social class, and personal growth in "Pride and Prejudice." 

Through their interactions and conflicts, Austen offers a nuanced portrayal of early 19th-century 

English society and timeless insights into human nature. 

 

     12.5 Analysis of Plot 

 

Pride and Prejudice, romantic novel by Jane Austen, published anonymously in three volumes in 1813. 

A classic of English literature, written with incisive wit and superb character delineation, it centers on 

the burgeoning relationship between Elizabeth Bennet, the daughter of a country gentleman, and 

Fitzwilliam Darcy, a rich aristocratic landowner. Upon publication, Pride and Prejudice was well 

received by critics and readers. The first edition sold out within the first year, and it never went out of 

print. 

 

Characters 

Pride and Prejudice is set in rural England at the turn of the 19th century, and it follows the Bennet 

family, which includes five very different sisters. The eldest, Jane, is sweet-tempered and modest. She 

is her sister Elizabeth’s confidant and friend. Elizabeth, the heroine of the novel, is intelligent and 

high-spirited. She shares her father’s distaste for the conventional views of society as to the importance 

of wealth and rank. The third daughter, Mary, is plain, bookish, and pompous, while Lydia and Kitty, 

the two youngest, are flighty and immature. 

 

Mr. Bennet is the family patriarch. He is fond of his two eldest daughters—especially his favorite, 

Elizabeth—but takes a passive interest in the younger ones, ultimately failing to curb their childish 

instincts. An intelligent but eccentric and sarcastic man, he does not care for society’s conventions and 

mocks his wife’s obsession with finding suitable husbands for their daughters. As several scholars 

have noted, however, Mrs. Bennet is rightfully concerned. Because of an entail, the modest family 

estate is to be inherited by William Collins, Mr. Bennet’s nephew, who is the next male in line. Indeed, 

as Austen scholar Mary Evans noted, “If Mrs. Bennett is slightly crazy, then perhaps she is so because 

she perceives more clearly than her husband the possible fate of her five daughters if they do not 

marry.” Unfortunately, Mrs. Bennet’s fervor and indelicacy often work against her interests. A woman 

of little sense and much self-pity, she indulges her lively youngest daughters. 

 

Throughout the novel, the Bennet sisters encounter several eligible bachelors, including Charles 

Bingley, Darcy, Lieutenant George Wickham, and Collins. Bingley has recently let Netherfield estate, 

which neighbors the Bennets’ home, Longbourn. Austen describes him as “good-looking and 

gentlemanlike; [having] a pleasant countenance and easy, unaffected manners.” He has come by his 

fortune through his family’s interest in trade, which was seen as a less respectable means of obtaining 
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wealth than by inheriting it, as his friend Darcy has done. Darcy is clearly a product of this hierarchical 

thinking: he believes in the natural superiority of the wealthy landed gentry. He is arrogant but 

perceptive. 

 

Darcy’s estates were once managed by Wickham’s father, but he and Wickham are no longer friendly. 

Wickham is attractive and charming, making him immediately popular among the women in the 

nearby town of Meryton, where he and other soldiers have been stationed. Collins, on the other hand, 

is “not a sensible man, and the deficiency of nature had been but little assisted by education or society.” 

He is a clergyman whose patron, the controlling Lady Catherine de Bourgh, is Darcy’s aunt. 

 

Other supporting characters in the novel include Elizabeth’s friend Charlotte Lucas, who is described 

as sensible and nearing an age where marriage is unlikely; Charlotte’s parents, Sir William and Lady 

Lucas; Mrs. Bennet’s brother, Edward Gardiner, who works in trade, and his wife, both of whom are 

generous and well-grounded; Bingley’s sisters, the snobbish and scheming Caroline and Louisa Hurst; 

and Darcy’s 16-year-old sister, Georgiana, who is painfully shy but good-humored. 

 

     12.6 Themes and Structures 

 

Themes: 

1. Love and Marriage: 

o Austen examines different forms of love and marriage, ranging from pragmatic matches 

based on financial security (e.g., Charlotte Lucas and Mr. Collins) to idealized romantic 

relationships (e.g., Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy). 

o The novel critiques societal expectations and pressures related to marriage, highlighting 

the importance of genuine affection, respect, and mutual understanding between 

partners. 

2. Social Class and Status: 

o The theme of social hierarchy permeates the novel, influencing characters' perceptions 

of themselves and others. 

o Austen explores how social status impacts relationships and opportunities, particularly 

through the interactions between the landed gentry, like the Bennet family, and the 

upper echelons of society, represented by characters such as Lady Catherine de Bourgh. 

3. Prejudice and Misjudgment: 

o The titular themes of "pride" and "prejudice" manifest in various forms throughout the 

novel, affecting characters' interactions and decisions. 

o Austen critiques the consequences of hasty judgments and the importance of 

overcoming personal biases to achieve understanding and personal growth. 

4. Individualism vs. Conformity: 

o Characters like Elizabeth Bennet challenge societal norms and expectations, asserting 

their individuality and values despite pressures to conform. 

o The novel examines the tension between personal autonomy and societal expectations, 

illustrating the consequences of both conformity and rebellion. 

5. Moral Development and Self-Awareness: 

o Austen traces the moral and emotional growth of characters like Elizabeth and Darcy 

as they confront their own shortcomings and misconceptions. 

o The theme of self-awareness underscores the importance of introspection and personal 

growth in achieving happiness and fulfillment. 
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Structure: 

1. Narrative Style: 

o Austen employs third-person omniscient narration, allowing insights into characters' 

thoughts and motivations while maintaining a degree of narrative distance. 

o The use of free indirect discourse provides a nuanced portrayal of characters' inner 

lives, blurring the lines between their thoughts and the narrator's observations. 

2. Episodic Plot Development: 

o The novel unfolds through a series of episodic events and encounters, each contributing 

to the development of characters and themes. 

o Austen interweaves subplots involving secondary characters, such as Jane Bennet's 

romance with Mr. Bingley and Lydia Bennet's elopement with Wickham, to enrich the 

narrative and highlight different aspects of society. 

3. Dialogue and Characterization: 

o Austen's mastery of dialogue serves as a key structural element, revealing characters' 

personalities, social status, and relationships. 

o The novel's wit and humor, expressed through lively conversations and verbal sparring, 

underscore the novel's critique of social norms and human foibles. 

4. Resolution and Closure: 

o The novel culminates in multiple resolutions, including Elizabeth's realization of her 

feelings for Darcy and the reconciliation of misunderstandings between characters. 

o Austen provides a satisfying conclusion that reinforces themes of personal growth, 

mutual respect, and the triumph of love over societal expectations. 

"Pride and Prejudice" continues to captivate readers for its rich thematic exploration, engaging 

characters, and insightful social commentary. Austen's skillful blending of romance, social critique, 

and narrative technique ensures its enduring relevance in the study of literature and human 

relationships. 

 

    12.7 Summary 

 

"Pride and Prejudice" by Jane Austen is a classic novel that navigates the complexities of love, 

marriage, and social hierarchy in Regency-era England. The story primarily revolves around Elizabeth 

Bennet, the spirited second daughter of the Bennet family, and her evolving relationship with the 

wealthy and enigmatic Mr. Darcy. Set against the backdrop of early 19th-century English society, the 

novel explores themes of class, prejudice, and personal growth. 

Central to the plot are the misunderstandings and misjudgments that arise between Elizabeth and 

Darcy, stemming from their initial impressions of each other. As their relationship progresses, both 

characters undergo significant development, challenging their own prejudices and societal 

expectations. The novel also portrays the marital aspirations of the Bennet sisters, highlighting the 

contrasting approaches to love and marriage within their social circle. 

Throughout the narrative, Austen employs sharp wit, irony, and social satire to critique the manners 

and morals of the English gentry. The novel's supporting cast includes memorable characters such as 

the kind-hearted Jane Bennet, the obsequious Mr. Collins, and the imperious Lady Catherine de 

Bourgh, each contributing to the exploration of themes related to societal norms and individual agency. 
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Ultimately, "Pride and Prejudice" is celebrated for its engaging plot, memorable characters, and 

Austen's keen insight into human nature and relationships. It remains a timeless work of literature, 

revered for its wit, social commentary, and enduring appeal across generations. 

 

     12.8 Key Terms 

 

  Pride: 

• A haughty or arrogant attitude often based on one's perceived superiority, as exemplified by 

Mr. Darcy's initial demeanor towards others. 

  Prejudice: 

• Preconceived opinions or judgments formed without sufficient knowledge, often leading to 

unfair treatment or misunderstanding, as seen in Elizabeth Bennet's initial biases against Mr. 

Darcy. 

  Social Class: 

• A hierarchical division of society based on wealth, occupation, and lineage, central to the 

novel's exploration of relationships and societal norms. 

 

     12.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How does Elizabeth Bennet's character evolve throughout the novel? What factors contribute to 

her growth and development? 

2. Discuss the transformation of Mr. Darcy's character from prideful and aloof to self-aware and 

compassionate. What events prompt these changes? 

3. How does Austen explore the theme of marriage in "Pride and Prejudice"? What different 

perspectives on marriage are presented through various characters? 

4. What role does social class play in the novel? How do characters' attitudes towards class influence 

their behavior and relationships? 

5. Analyze Austen's use of free indirect discourse in the novel. How does this narrative technique 

enhance characterization and provide insight into characters' thoughts and emotions? 
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     13.1 Objectives 

 

Studying domestic fiction, a genre that focuses on the everyday lives, relationships, and challenges of 

ordinary individuals within a domestic setting, serves several valuable objectives: 

1. Exploration of Social Dynamics: Domestic fiction provides a window into the social norms, 

roles, and expectations within specific time periods and cultures. By studying these narratives, 

readers can gain insights into how societal values, gender roles, class distinctions, and family 

structures influence characters' lives and decisions. 

2. Psychological Insight and Character Development: Domestic fiction often delves deeply 

into characters' inner lives, emotions, and motivations. Through the portrayal of personal 

struggles, growth, and relationships, readers can develop a nuanced understanding of human 

psychology, empathy, and the complexities of interpersonal dynamics. 

3. Representation of Everyday Life: Domestic fiction captures the rhythms and challenges of 

everyday existence, offering a realistic portrayal of mundane activities, domestic rituals, and 

familial interactions. This genre highlights the significance of ordinary experiences and the 

impact of small-scale events on characters' lives. 

 

     13.2 Introduction 

 

"Pride and Prejudice" by Jane Austen is a seminal work of English literature, renowned for its wit, 

social commentary, and timeless exploration of love and marriage in early 19th-century England. 

Published in 1813, the novel remains a beloved classic, captivating readers with its engaging plot, 

memorable characters, and astute observations of societal norms and human nature. 

At its heart, "Pride and Prejudice" is a story of personal growth and moral development set against the 

backdrop of English country life. The narrative unfolds primarily through the experiences of Elizabeth 

Bennet, the second eldest daughter of the Bennet family. Elizabeth is portrayed as intelligent, spirited, 
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and independent-minded—a character ahead of her time in her refusal to conform to societal 

expectations solely for the sake of marriage. 

The novel opens with a memorable assertion: "It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man 

in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife." This iconic line sets the stage for the 

novel's exploration of the societal pressure to marry well, especially for young women without 

substantial inheritances. 

Central to the plot are the complex dynamics between Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, a 

wealthy and initially aloof gentleman. Their relationship evolves from initial misunderstandings and 

prejudices to a deeper understanding and mutual respect. Through Elizabeth and Darcy's journey, 

Austen explores themes of pride and prejudice—both in oneself and in others—as barriers to genuine 

connection and happiness. 

Austen's narrative prowess shines through her keen observations of human behavior, social 

interactions, and the hypocrisies of the upper class. The novel is also populated by a colorful cast of 

characters, from the frivolous Mrs. Bennet and the sensible Jane Bennet to the pompous Mr. Collins 

and the charming but deceitful Mr. Wickham. Each character adds depth to the story and serves as a 

commentary on the social milieu of Austen's time. 

Beyond its romantic plotline, "Pride and Prejudice" offers a nuanced critique of marriage as an 

economic transaction and a vehicle for social mobility. Austen challenges conventional notions of love 

and marriage, advocating for relationships based on mutual respect, understanding, and intellectual 

compatibility. 

In conclusion, "Pride and Prejudice" endures as a classic novel that transcends its time and place, 

resonating with readers through its exploration of universal themes, its sharp wit, and its timeless 

portrayal of the complexities of human relationships. Austen's masterful storytelling continues to 

captivate and inspire, cementing her place as one of the most celebrated novelists in English literature. 

 

     13.3 19th Century Literary Genres 

 

The 19th century witnessed a flourishing of literary genres that reflected the social, political, and 

cultural transformations of the time. Here are some prominent literary genres and movements from the 

19th century: 

1. Romanticism: Emerging in the late 18th century and extending into the 19th century, 

Romanticism emphasized emotion, imagination, nature, and individualism. Romantic literature 

often explored themes of heroism, the supernatural, and the sublime. Key figures include 

William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lord Byron, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and John 

Keats. 

2. Gothic Fiction: Also originating in the late 18th century but gaining popularity in the 19th 

century, Gothic fiction focused on dark, mysterious, and supernatural elements. It often 

featured eerie settings, melodramatic plots, and intense emotions. Notable authors include 

Mary Shelley (with "Frankenstein"), Edgar Allan Poe, and Bram Stoker. 

3. Realism: Reacting against Romanticism, Realism emerged in the mid-19th century and sought 

to depict ordinary life with fidelity to reality. Realist literature aimed to portray characters and 



99 

 

situations truthfully, often addressing social issues such as poverty, industrialization, and the 

complexities of human relationships. Prominent realist writers include Gustave Flaubert, 

Honoré de Balzac, Leo Tolstoy, and George Eliot. 

4. Naturalism: Building on Realism, Naturalism emerged in the late 19th century and sought to 

apply scientific principles to literature. It depicted characters as products of their environment 

and heredity, often exploring themes of determinism and the struggle for survival. Authors 

associated with Naturalism include Émile Zola, Theodore Dreiser, and Stephen Crane. 

5. Victorian Literature: Named after Queen Victoria's reign (1837-1901), Victorian literature 

encompasses a wide range of genres and themes. It often reflected the moral, social, and 

religious concerns of the era, including industrialization, imperialism, gender roles, and the 

impact of scientific discoveries. Notable Victorian authors include Charles Dickens, Charlotte 

Brontë, Thomas Hardy, and Elizabeth Gaskell. 

6. Social Criticism and Satire: Throughout the 19th century, literature was used as a platform 

for social criticism and satire. Authors such as Charles Dickens critiqued the injustices of 

Victorian society, while writers like Mark Twain employed satire to expose hypocrisy and 

corruption in American society. 

7. Children's Literature: The 19th century saw the rise of children's literature as a distinct genre, 

with authors like Lewis Carroll ("Alice's Adventures in Wonderland"), Hans Christian 

Andersen, and the Brothers Grimm creating enduring tales that entertained and educated young 

readers. 

8. Poetry: Poetry continued to flourish in the 19th century, encompassing a wide range of styles 

and themes. From the lyrical Romantic poetry of Wordsworth and Keats to the dramatic 

monologues of Robert Browning and the innovative verse of Walt Whitman and Emily 

Dickinson in America, poetry remained a vibrant form of expression. 

Overall, the 19th century was a period of literary diversity and innovation, with writers exploring new 

genres, styles, and themes that continue to influence literature and culture to this day. 

 

     13.4 19th Century Novelists 

 

The 19th century was a prolific era for novelists who produced works that continue to shape literature 

and influence readers today. Here are some of the most notable novelists of the 19th century, 

categorized by their respective nationalities: 

British Novelists: 

1. Jane Austen (1775-1817): Known for her keen social commentary and wit, Jane Austen wrote 

novels that explored the lives and relationships of the English gentry with novels such as "Pride 

and Prejudice," "Sense and Sensibility," and "Emma." 

2. Charles Dickens (1812-1870): A towering figure in Victorian literature, Dickens created 

memorable characters and vivid depictions of social injustice and poverty in novels such as 

"Oliver Twist," "David Copperfield," "Great Expectations," and "A Tale of Two Cities." 

3. Charlotte Brontë (1816-1855): Alongside her sisters Emily and Anne, Charlotte Brontë wrote 

novels that explored complex characters and passionate emotions. Her most famous work is 

"Jane Eyre," a novel that challenges social norms and explores the quest for independence and 

love. 
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4. Emily Brontë (1818-1848): Best known for her only novel, "Wuthering Heights," Emily 

Brontë's work is characterized by its dark and intense portrayal of love, revenge, and the 

Yorkshire moors. 

5. George Eliot (Mary Ann Evans) (1819-1880): A pioneering female novelist, George Eliot 

wrote novels that delved into psychological insights and social issues. Her major works include 

"Middlemarch," "The Mill on the Floss," and "Silas Marner." 

6. Thomas Hardy (1840-1928): Hardy's novels often depicted rural life in England and explored 

themes of fate, moral dilemmas, and social constraints. Some of his notable works include 

"Tess of the d'Urbervilles," "Far from the Madding Crowd," and "The Mayor of Casterbridge." 

Russian Novelists: 

1. Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910): Tolstoy is considered one of the greatest novelists of all time, known 

for his epic novels that explore the complexities of Russian society and human nature. His 

masterpieces include "War and Peace" and "Anna Karenina." 

2. Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881): Dostoevsky's novels delve into philosophical and 

psychological themes, often portraying characters in moral and existential crises. Notable 

works include "Crime and Punishment," "The Brothers Karamazov," and "Notes from 

Underground." 

French Novelists: 

1. Victor Hugo (1802-1885): Hugo's novels often explored themes of social justice, human 

suffering, and redemption. His best-known works include "Les Misérables" and "The 

Hunchback of Notre-Dame." 

2. Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880): Flaubert is celebrated for his meticulous writing style and 

realistic portrayal of characters. His most famous novel, "Madame Bovary," is considered a 

masterpiece of French literature. 

American Novelists: 

1. Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864): Hawthorne's novels and short stories often explored 

themes of sin, guilt, and morality. His best-known works include "The Scarlet Letter" and "The 

House of the Seven Gables." 

2. Herman Melville (1819-1891): Melville is famous for his seafaring adventures and 

philosophical novels. His masterpiece, "Moby-Dick," is a monumental work that explores 

themes of obsession, fate, and the human condition. 

American Women Novelists: 

1. Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811-1896): Stowe's novel "Uncle Tom's Cabin" became one of the 

most influential works of fiction in American history, contributing to the abolitionist cause and 

challenging attitudes toward slavery. 

2. Louisa May Alcott (1832-1888): Alcott is best known for her novel "Little Women," a classic 

coming-of-age story that has resonated with readers for generations. 

These novelists of the 19th century not only shaped their respective national literatures but also made 

enduring contributions to world literature, exploring universal themes and creating characters and 

narratives that continue to captivate readers today. 
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     13.5 Criticisms of the Novels 

 

The novels of the 19th century, despite their enduring popularity and critical acclaim, have not been 

without criticisms. Here are some common criticisms often directed at 19th-century novels: 

1. Realism vs. Romanticism: One recurring criticism is the tension between realism and 

romanticism in 19th-century literature. Critics argue that some novels overly idealize 

characters or situations (especially in Romanticism), while others overly dwell on the mundane 

or banal aspects of life (especially in Realism), potentially sacrificing emotional depth or 

narrative engagement. 

2. Representation of Women: Many 19th-century novels, despite their progressive elements, 

often adhere to traditional gender roles and stereotypes. Female characters, while often 

portrayed with complexity and depth, are sometimes limited by societal expectations of the 

time, leading to criticisms of gender bias and lack of feminist perspectives. 

3. Social and Racial Stereotypes: Critics point out that some novels reinforce social hierarchies 

and racial stereotypes prevalent during the 19th century. Characters from marginalized groups, 

such as working-class individuals or racial minorities, are sometimes depicted in ways that 

reflect biased or prejudiced views of the era. 

4. Moralizing and Didacticism: Some novels are criticized for their moralizing tone or 

didacticism, where authors explicitly instruct readers on moral lessons or societal values. This 

can sometimes lead to characters being overly simplified as embodiments of virtues or vices, 

rather than fully developed individuals. 

5. Length and Pacing: Many 19th-century novels are known for their extensive length and slow 

pacing, which can challenge modern readers accustomed to faster-paced narratives. Critics 

argue that some novels could benefit from tighter editing and more concise storytelling. 

6. Political and Ideological Biases: Critics analyze how novels reflect or challenge prevailing 

political and ideological beliefs of their time. Some novels are seen as reinforcing conservative 

or reactionary views, while others are praised for their progressive or subversive elements. 

7. Lack of Diversity: In terms of both characters and authors, 19th-century novels are often 

criticized for their lack of diversity. Works by women, people of color, and non-Western 

authors were marginalized or overlooked during this period, leading to a narrow representation 

of perspectives and experiences. 

8. Commercialization and Serial Publication: The rise of commercial publishing and serial 

publication during the 19th century influenced the structure and content of novels. Critics argue 

that some novels were serialized to cater to popular tastes and maximize profits, potentially 

compromising artistic integrity or thematic coherence. 

Despite these criticisms, 19th-century novels continue to be studied and appreciated for their rich 

storytelling, exploration of complex themes, and enduring literary merit. They offer valuable insights 

into the social, cultural, and political contexts of their time while providing timeless narratives that 

resonate with readers across generations. 

 

     13.6 Pride and Prejudice – A Domestic Novel 
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"Pride and Prejudice" by Jane Austen can indeed be considered a domestic novel, as it primarily 

focuses on the lives, relationships, and social interactions of its characters within the confines of 

domestic and familial settings. Here are several reasons why "Pride and Prejudice" fits within the genre 

of domestic fiction: 

1. Setting: The novel is primarily set in rural England, focusing on the domestic lives of the 

Bennet family at their estate, Longbourn. Much of the action takes place within the family 

home, highlighting the everyday routines, interactions, and dynamics among family members. 

2. Family Relationships: The novel explores various familial relationships, particularly within 

the Bennet family. It delves into the dynamics between Mr. and Mrs. Bennet, their five 

daughters (Jane, Elizabeth, Mary, Kitty, and Lydia), and their interactions with extended family 

members such as Mr. Collins and Lady Catherine de Bourgh. 

3. Social Expectations and Marriage: Central to the plot are the societal expectations 

surrounding marriage, particularly for young women like the Bennet sisters. The novel 

critiques the economic and social pressures that influence marital choices and highlights the 

importance of familial relationships in shaping individual destinies. 

4. Character Development: Austen skillfully develops her characters through their domestic 

interactions, revealing their personalities, motivations, and moral values. Characters like 

Elizabeth Bennet undergo significant personal growth as they navigate familial obligations, 

societal expectations, and the pursuit of personal happiness. 

5. Themes of Morality and Conduct: The novel explores moral dilemmas, social etiquette, and 

the consequences of individual behavior within the domestic sphere. It critiques characters who 

prioritize wealth and status over integrity and genuine affection, emphasizing the importance 

of personal virtue and ethical conduct. 

6. Intimate Narration: Austen's narrative style allows readers intimate access to characters' 

thoughts, feelings, and motivations, providing insights into their domestic lives and personal 

relationships. This narrative approach enhances the novel's focus on the domestic sphere and 

interpersonal dynamics. 

7. Social Commentary: While focusing on domestic themes, "Pride and Prejudice" also serves 

as a commentary on broader social issues such as class distinctions, gender roles, and the 

limitations imposed by societal norms. Austen critiques the rigidity of social hierarchies and 

challenges readers to reconsider conventional attitudes toward marriage and personal 

fulfilment. 

In conclusion, "Pride and Prejudice" exemplifies the characteristics of a domestic novel by immersing 

readers in the everyday lives, relationships, and moral dilemmas of its characters within the context of 

early 19th-century English society. Austen's exploration of domestic themes and her insightful 

portrayal of human nature continue to resonate with readers, solidifying the novel's enduring status as 

a classic of domestic fiction. 

 

    13.7 Summary 

 

Fiction is a dynamic and expansive genre that captivates readers through its imaginative storytelling, 

exploration of themes, and creation of vivid worlds and characters. From classic literary works to 

contemporary novels and short stories, fiction continues to evolve and resonate, reflecting the diversity 

of human imagination and creativity. 
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     13.8 Key Terms 

 

  Novel of Manners: A subgenre of fiction that emphasizes the behavior, social customs, and values 

of a specific social class or group. Austen's novels are considered quintessential examples of the novel 

of manners, offering keen observations of upper-middle-class English society and its rituals. 

  Free Indirect Discourse: A narrative technique where the third-person narrator adopts the 

thoughts, feelings, or perspectives of a character, blending them with the narrator's voice. Austen 

skillfully uses free indirect discourse to provide insight into her characters' inner thoughts and 

motivations. 

  Irony: A rhetorical device characterized by a contrast between appearance and reality, often used 

humorously or to highlight contradictions. Austen employs irony extensively in her novels, particularly 

in the portrayal of characters' flaws or misunderstandings. 

  Social Critique: Austen's novels offer a critique of the social norms, class hierarchies, and gender 

roles of her time. Through her characters and plots, she challenges the limitations imposed by societal 

expectations and advocates for individual integrity and moral rectitude. 

 

     13.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How does Elizabeth Bennet's character evolve throughout the novel? What events contribute to 

her growth? 

2. Compare and contrast the characters of Mr. Darcy and Mr. Wickham. How do they serve as foils 

to each other? 

3. What role does Jane Bennet play in the novel? How does her character contrast with that of her 

sister Elizabeth? 

4. Analyze the character of Mr. Collins. What does he represent in the context of the novel's social 

satire? 

5. Discuss the theme of marriage in "Pride and Prejudice." How does Austen critique the institution 

of marriage through her characters and their relationships? 
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     14.1 Objectives 

 

  Narrative Techniques: Study Austen's use of narrative techniques such as free indirect discourse 

and focalization to provide intimate access to characters' thoughts and emotions. Explore how these 

techniques shape the reader's perspective and enhance engagement with the story. 

  Literary Style: Appreciate Austen's distinctive literary style characterized by precision of 

language, irony, and keen observation of social manners. Analyze her use of dialogue, setting, and plot 

development to create compelling narratives that transcend time and place. 

  Themes and Motifs: Identify recurring themes and motifs in Austen's works, such as marriage, 

love, social class, and morality. Explore how these themes reflect broader cultural and historical 

contexts while remaining relevant to contemporary audiences. 

 

     14.2 Introduction 

 

Jane Austen (1775-1817) remains one of the most beloved and influential novelists in English 

literature, renowned for her keen social commentary, wit, and insightful portrayal of human 

relationships. Her works, set against the backdrop of early 19th-century England, continue to captivate 

readers with their timeless themes and memorable characters. To introduce Jane Austen and her age 

effectively, we can delve into several key aspects: 

Jane Austen: A Brief Biography 

Jane Austen was born on December 16, 1775, in Steventon, Hampshire, England, to a respectable 

middle-class family. She received a primarily home-based education that included reading widely from 

her father's extensive library. Austen started writing as a teenager, producing early versions of her 

future novels, which would later undergo revision and publication. 
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Austen's literary career blossomed during the Regency era (1811-1820), a period marked by the reign 

of King George III and later, his son George IV as Prince Regent. This era was characterized by 

political upheavals, including the Napoleonic Wars, significant social and economic changes, and the 

burgeoning Industrial Revolution. Despite the turbulence of the times, the Regency period saw the rise 

of cultural refinement, with a particular emphasis on social etiquette, class distinctions, and the pursuit 

of leisure among the upper classes. 

Literary Context and Themes in Austen's Works 

Jane Austen's novels are set within this Regency backdrop and often explore the lives of the English 

gentry, focusing on themes such as love, marriage, social status, and morality. Her narratives typically 

revolve around the everyday lives and romantic pursuits of her heroines, navigating societal 

expectations and personal growth amidst complex social dynamics. 

 

 

     14.3 Austen and Her Novels 

 

Major Works and Contributions to Literature 

Austen's major works include: 

• "Pride and Prejudice" (1813): A witty and ironic portrayal of Elizabeth Bennet's journey 

towards love and self-discovery, challenging the conventions of marriage and class. 

• "Sense and Sensibility" (1811): Explores the contrasting temperaments of the Dashwood 

sisters, Elinor and Marianne, as they navigate love and loss in a society governed by propriety. 

• "Emma" (1815): Centers on the titular character's misguided matchmaking attempts and her 

eventual self-awareness, highlighting themes of self-deception and personal growth. 

 

     14.4 Analysis of Novels 

 

Major Novels by Jane Austen: 

1. "Sense and Sensibility" (1811): 

o Plot: Revolves around the Dashwood sisters, Elinor and Marianne, who navigate 

romantic entanglements, financial insecurity, and societal expectations following their 

father's death. 

o Themes: Explores the contrast between sense (practicality and rationality) and 

sensibility (emotion and passion), as well as the challenges faced by women in a 

patriarchal society. 

2. "Pride and Prejudice" (1813): 

o Plot: Follows the spirited Elizabeth Bennet as she navigates misunderstandings, 

societal pressures, and her evolving relationship with the enigmatic Mr. Darcy. 
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o Themes: Critiques the role of marriage in perpetuating social status, challenges 

prejudices based on first impressions (pride and prejudice), and celebrates individual 

integrity and personal growth. 

3. "Mansfield Park" (1814): 

o Plot: Centers on Fanny Price, a quiet and observant young woman from a poor 

background, who is taken in by her wealthy relatives at Mansfield Park. The novel 

explores themes of morality, social hierarchy, and the consequences of moral 

compromise. 

o Themes: Examines the ethical choices faced by characters, the impact of wealth and 

social position on personal virtue, and the contrast between rural tranquility and the 

moral decay of city life. 

4. "Emma" (1815): 

o Plot: Features Emma Woodhouse, a well-meaning but misguided matchmaker in the 

village of Highbury. The novel follows Emma's attempts at matchmaking and her own 

journey of self-discovery. 

o Themes: Focuses on self-deception, personal growth, and the consequences of 

meddling in others' lives. It also explores the complexities of social relationships and 

the importance of understanding one's own feelings. 

5. "Persuasion" (1817): 

o Plot: Tells the story of Anne Elliot, a woman who regrets breaking off her engagement 

to the naval officer Frederick Wentworth due to pressure from her family. The novel 

explores second chances in love and the consequences of past decisions. 

o Themes: Examines themes of constancy and change, the value of self-knowledge and 

personal integrity, and the impact of social expectations on individual happiness. 

 

     14.5 Austen’s Narrative Style and Techniques 

 

• Free Indirect Discourse: Austen's use of free indirect discourse allows readers to access 

characters' thoughts and emotions while maintaining narrative distance, providing insight into 

their motivations and inner conflicts. 

• Irony and Satire: Austen employs irony and satire to critique societal norms, manners, and 

values, often exposing the hypocrisy and superficiality of characters' behaviors. 

• Characterization: Austen creates memorable characters who embody virtues and flaws, often 

evolving over the course of the novel through personal experiences and relationships. 

Themes in Austen's Works: 

• Marriage and Social Status: Austen critiques the institution of marriage as a means of social 

advancement and financial security, while also celebrating marriages based on mutual respect 

and understanding. 

• Gender Roles and Expectations: Austen challenges traditional gender roles, depicting 

heroines who defy societal expectations and assert their independence and agency. 

• Morality and Ethics: Austen explores themes of morality, integrity, and the consequences of 

moral compromise in navigating social and personal dilemmas. 
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    14.6 Austen's Legacy and Cultural Impact 

 

Jane Austen's novels were initially published anonymously, gaining popularity primarily within 

literary circles during her lifetime. However, her insightful observations of human behavior and her 

skillful use of irony and social critique have ensured her enduring legacy. Austen's works continue to 

be widely read and studied, inspiring numerous adaptations, films, and scholarly interpretations that 

explore their relevance to contemporary society. 

 

 

 

    14.7 Summary 

 

In conclusion, Jane Austen's novels provide a captivating glimpse into the manners, morals, and 

romantic ideals of early 19th-century England. Through her astute observations and timeless 

storytelling, Austen remains a cherished literary figure whose works continue to resonate with readers, 

offering both entertainment and profound insights into the human condition. 

 

     14.8 Key Terms 

 

  Free Indirect Discourse: A narrative technique where the thoughts and feelings of a character are 

conveyed indirectly by the narrator, blending the character's perspective with the narrator's voice. 

Austen employs this technique to provide insight into her characters' inner lives while maintaining 

narrative control. 

  Satire: A literary technique that uses humor, irony, or exaggeration to critique societal norms, 

behaviors, or institutions. Austen's novels are renowned for their satirical portrayal of social classes, 

manners, and conventions of her time. 

  Irony: A rhetorical device characterized by a contrast between appearance and reality, often used 

to highlight incongruities, hypocrisy, or unexpected outcomes. Austen employs irony, both verbal and 

situational, to underscore the flaws and follies of her characters and society. 

 

     14.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How did Jane Austen's upbringing and social environment influence her writing and 

perspectives on society? 

2. In what ways does the Regency era backdrop influence the themes and settings of Austen's 

novels? 

3. Why did Jane Austen initially choose to publish her novels anonymously? How did this impact 

the reception and interpretation of her works? 

4. How does Jane Austen critique the institution of marriage in her novels, particularly in "Pride 

and Prejudice" and "Emma"? 

5. How does Austen explore class distinctions and social mobility in her novels, such as in "Sense 

and Sensibility" and "Mansfield Park"? 
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     15.1 Objectives 

 

The objectives of this unit are to:  

1) explore the central themes, characters, and stylistic features in the novels of Jane Austen,  

2) analyze how Austen’s works reflect and critique the social dynamics of early 19th-century England, 

particularly concerning class, gender, and marriage,  

3) evaluate Austen’s legacy in literature and her influence on subsequent literary traditions, and  

4) understand Austen’s development as a writer across her major works, focusing on her narrative 

techniques and character development. 

 

     15.2 Introduction 

 

Jane Austen’s novels occupy a foundational place in English literature, revered for their keen social 

observations, wit, and depth of character. Although her novels are set in the relatively contained world 

of rural England, her insights resonate widely, presenting a microcosm of society where personal 

ambitions, social structures, and moral ideals collide. Austen's works, written during the Regency 

period, shed light on the values and challenges of her time, particularly those faced by women 

navigating the pressures of social class and marital expectations. In novels like Pride and Prejudice, 

Sense and Sensibility, and Emma, Austen crafts characters whose personal growth and relationships 

reveal the complexities of love, wealth, and status. Through her precise, often ironic prose, Austen 

critiques societal norms, exposing the limitations imposed on individuals by rigid class structures and 

gender expectations. Despite her constrained settings, Austen’s novels explore universal themes—

identity, moral integrity, and the pursuit of happiness—making her works as relevant today as they 

were in her time. Austen’s unique narrative style, which often employs free indirect discourse, allows 

readers to experience the perspectives of her characters intimately, providing a nuanced view of human 

nature. Her influence extends beyond the 19th century, inspiring countless adaptations and 

reinterpretations that continue to shape the literary landscape. 
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    15.3 Early Works and Thematic Foundations: Sense and Sensibility and Pride and        

Prejudice 

 

Austen’s early novels, Sense and Sensibility (1811) and Pride and Prejudice (1813), established the 

themes and narrative techniques that would characterize her work. In Sense and Sensibility, Austen 

contrasts the dispositions of the Dashwood sisters—pragmatic Elinor and romantic Marianne—to 

explore the balance between emotion and reason in relationships. The novel critiques the societal 

expectation that women must secure financial stability through marriage, highlighting the limited 

opportunities available to women and the impact of social and financial constraints on personal 

happiness. Pride and Prejudice, one of Austen’s most celebrated works, delves deeper into themes of 

pride, prejudice, and social class through the story of Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy. Elizabeth’s 

intelligence and independence challenge the traditional roles of women, while Darcy’s character 

development reveals Austen’s interest in self-reflection and moral growth. Both novels examine the 

intricate interplay between love, class, and individual agency, setting the stage for Austen’s later 

works. 

 

     15.4 The Maturing Vision: Mansfield Park and Emma 

 

As Austen’s career progressed, her novels took on a more complex, sometimes darker tone, as seen in 

Mansfield Park (1814) and Emma (1815). Mansfield Park centers on Fanny Price, a timid but morally 

upright young woman raised by her wealthy relatives, the Bertrams. Unlike Austen’s previous 

heroines, Fanny’s quiet strength and resilience highlight Austen’s concern with moral integrity and 

social responsibility. The novel critiques the morally lax behavior of the aristocratic Bertram family, 

using Fanny’s perspective to comment on the flaws of wealth and privilege. In Emma, Austen portrays 

a protagonist who initially misinterprets her social environment and meddles in the lives of others, 

leading to misunderstandings and personal growth. Emma Woodhouse’s journey from arrogance to 

self-awareness reflects Austen’s maturing narrative style, blending humor with a deeper exploration 

of self-discovery and social harmony. Both novels reveal Austen’s evolving perspective on social class 

and individual morality, as her characters confront the limitations and responsibilities imposed by their 

social positions. 

 

     15.5 Final Works: Northanger Abbey and Persuasion 

 

Austen’s final completed novels, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, published posthumously in 1817, 

reveal a further development in her thematic and narrative sophistication. Northanger Abbey parodies 

Gothic fiction, following the naïve but well-meaning Catherine Morland as she navigates the social 

world and learns to differentiate between fantasy and reality. This novel reflects Austen’s awareness 

of literary trends and her ability to critique popular culture while entertaining her readers. Persuasion, 

often considered her most mature work, tells the story of Anne Elliot, a woman whose love for Captain 

Wentworth was thwarted by social pressures. Through Anne’s quiet resilience and second chance at 

love, Austen explores themes of regret, constancy, and the changing values of society. Both novels 

highlight Austen’s critical eye toward social norms and her sympathy for women who are constrained 

by these expectations, showing her continued engagement with themes of autonomy, resilience, and 

self-worth. 
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     15.6 Social Commentary: Gender, Class, and Marriage 

 

Austen’s novels are not only narratives of romantic entanglements but also sharp commentaries on the 

social structures of her time, particularly concerning gender, class, and marriage. Her heroines face 

societal pressures that dictate their roles, responsibilities, and futures based on gender and family 

wealth. Austen’s novels underscore the limited opportunities for women to secure financial 

independence, often portraying marriage as the only viable option for stability. For instance, in Pride 

and Prejudice, the Bennet sisters’ lack of a substantial inheritance places them in a precarious position, 

reinforcing the importance of marriage as a financial institution. In Mansfield Park, Austen addresses 

the issue of social mobility and the complex power dynamics within the British aristocracy. 

Additionally, through characters like Elizabeth Bennet and Anne Elliot, Austen critiques the societal 

expectation that women should conform to certain behaviors, offering instead nuanced portrayals of 

intelligent, independent women who seek more than mere economic security. Austen’s exploration of 

social class is equally significant; she frequently depicts how wealth and status shape characters' 

values, decisions, and sense of self-worth. Through her nuanced portrayals, Austen questions the 

rigidity of these social structures and advocates for a society that values character and personal 

integrity over wealth and lineage. 

 

     15.7 Summary 

 

Jane Austen’s novels, written during the Regency period, explore themes of love, social class, and 

individual growth within the context of early 19th-century England. Her works, including Sense and 

Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, Emma, Northanger Abbey, and Persuasion, present 

complex characters who navigate societal pressures and personal aspirations. Through her innovative 

use of free indirect discourse and irony, Austen creates a narrative style that combines empathy with 

critical distance, allowing her to comment on her characters' social environments while revealing their 

inner thoughts and motivations. Austen’s exploration of gender, class, and marriage highlights the 

limitations faced by women and the moral complexities of her time, challenging readers to consider 

the broader implications of her characters’ choices. Her novels continue to resonate due to their 

insightful social critique, memorable characters, and masterful storytelling, solidifying Austen’s place 

as a key figure in English literature. 

 

    15.8 Key Terms 

 

• Austen’s novels provide a detailed exploration of social and personal dynamics within early 19th-

century England, addressing themes of class, gender, and marriage. 

• Her use of free indirect discourse and irony allows for a nuanced portrayal of characters’ inner 

lives, contributing to her distinct narrative style. 

• Through her heroines, Austen critiques societal expectations of women, advocating for individual 

agency and moral integrity. 

• Austen’s novels highlight the limitations of social class and wealth, challenging rigid social 

structures and emphasizing personal growth. 
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     15.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How does Austen use free indirect discourse and irony to convey her characters' thoughts and 

personalities? 

2. In what ways do Austen’s novels critique the social expectations placed on women in early 19th-

century England? 

3. Discuss how marriage is portrayed in Austen’s novels. What does it reveal about the social and 

economic dynamics of the time? 

4. How do Austen’s characters navigate the constraints of social class and status, and what does this 

reveal about her views on individual agency? 

5. Compare the themes of personal growth in Emma and Pride and Prejudice. How does each 

protagonist develop over the course of the novel? 
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UNIT 16: DICKENS AND HIS AGE 
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16.2 Introduction 

16.3 Dickens and Fiction 

16.4 Dickens and His Age 

16.5 Dickens Characterization 

16.6 Dickens and Career 
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     16.1 Objectives 

 

Studying Charles Dickens and his age provides a comprehensive understanding of both the author's 

literary contributions and the socio-historical context in which he lived and wrote. Here are some 

objectives for studying Dickens and his age: 

1. Biographical Exploration: Investigate Charles Dickens' life, upbringing, and personal 

experiences that shaped his worldview and influenced his literary works. Explore how his early 

struggles, education, and career as a journalist informed his writing. 

2. Social Critique: Analyze Dickens' novels as vehicles for social critique. Examine how he 

exposed the injustices, inequalities, and hardships faced by the lower classes during the 

Victorian era. Discuss specific novels such as "Oliver Twist," "Hard Times," or "Bleak House" 

in this context. 

 

     16.2 Introduction 

 

Charles Dickens (1812-1870) stands as one of the most influential and celebrated novelists of the 

Victorian era, renowned for his vivid storytelling, memorable characters, and keen social commentary. 

His works, often serialized and addressing the inequalities and injustices of his time, continue to 

resonate with readers worldwide. 

Early Life and Career Beginnings 

Born in Portsmouth, England, on February 7, 1812, Dickens experienced a relatively comfortable 

childhood until his father's financial troubles forced the family into poverty. This early hardship deeply 

influenced Dickens's later writings, as did his brief and challenging experience working in a factory 

after his father's imprisonment for debt. 
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Literary Success and Themes 

Dickens's literary career began with the serial publication of "The Pickwick Papers" in 1836, which 

quickly garnered widespread popularity. His subsequent novels, including "Oliver Twist," "David 

Copperfield," and "Great Expectations," vividly depict the struggles of the poor and oppressed in 

Victorian England, highlighting issues such as child labor, poverty, and social injustice. 

Social Commentary and Reform 

A passionate advocate for social reform, Dickens used his novels to critique the harsh realities of 

Victorian society. His characters, from the innocent orphan Oliver Twist to the miserly Ebenezer 

Scrooge in "A Christmas Carol," became iconic representations of social inequality and the possibility 

of redemption. 

Narrative Style and Legacy 

Dickens's narrative style is characterized by richly detailed descriptions, vivid dialogue, and a penchant 

for memorable characters and melodramatic plots. His serialized novels captivated readers with their 

intricate plots and powerful emotional resonance, making him a literary celebrity of his time. 

Dickens's Enduring Influence 

Beyond his literary achievements, Dickens's legacy endures through adaptations of his works into 

plays, films, and musicals. His themes of compassion, justice, and the triumph of the human spirit 

continue to resonate in contemporary literature and popular culture, reflecting ongoing concerns about 

social justice and equality. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Charles Dickens remains a towering figure in English literature, whose works transcend 

their Victorian origins to offer timeless insights into the human condition. Through his compelling 

narratives and profound social critique, Dickens not only entertained but also challenged his readers 

to confront the injustices of his age and to envision a more compassionate and just society. 

 

     16.3 Dickens and Fiction 

 

Charles Dickens, a towering figure in the world of fiction, made significant contributions to the 

development of the novel as a literary form during the Victorian era. His novels are characterized by 

their intricate plots, vivid characters, and profound social commentary. Here’s an exploration of 

Dickens and his impact on fiction: 

Dickens' Contribution to Fiction: 

1. Serialized Storytelling: Dickens popularized the serialized novel format, publishing his works 

in installments in magazines such as "Household Words" and "All the Year Round." This 

method made his novels accessible to a wide audience and allowed for ongoing suspense and 

reader engagement. 
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2. Realism and Social Critique: Dickens is renowned for his realistic portrayal of Victorian 

society, particularly its injustices and inequalities. Through works like "Oliver Twist," "Hard 

Times," and "Bleak House," he exposed the harsh conditions faced by the poor, the exploitation 

of children, and the failings of the legal system. 

3. Memorable Characters: Dickens created a gallery of unforgettable characters, each with 

distinct personalities and quirks. From the orphaned Oliver Twist and the miserly Ebenezer 

Scrooge to the ambitious David Copperfield and the tragic Miss Havisham, Dickens' characters 

embody universal human traits and societal archetypes. 

4. Social Commentary: Dickens used his fiction as a vehicle for social critique and reform. His 

novels often championed the cause of the marginalized and underscored the importance of 

compassion, justice, and moral integrity in the face of societal corruption. 

5. Humor and Pathos: Dickens blended humor and pathos in his storytelling, creating narratives 

that could evoke laughter and tears within the same chapter. His ability to capture the 

complexities of human emotion contributed to the enduring appeal of his works. 

6. Narrative Techniques: Dickens employed a range of narrative techniques, including vivid 

descriptions, dramatic irony, and intricate plotting. His novels are known for their episodic 

structure, cliffhanger endings, and carefully crafted narrative arcs. 

Literary Legacy and Influence: 

• Literary Adaptations: Dickens' novels have been adapted into numerous stage plays, films, 

and television series, attesting to their enduring popularity and adaptability across different 

media. 

• Continued Relevance: Dickens' themes of social justice, poverty, and the resilience of the 

human spirit continue to resonate with readers and inspire adaptations that reinterpret his works 

for contemporary audiences. 

• Influence on Literature: Dickens' narrative techniques and thematic concerns have influenced 

generations of writers, both in Britain and internationally. His impact on the development of 

the novel as a form of social commentary remains profound. 

 

     16.4 Dickens and His Age 

 

Charles Dickens (1812-1870) emerged as a prominent literary figure during the Victorian era, a period 

marked by rapid industrialization, social reform movements, and significant cultural shifts in England. 

Dickens' works not only captured the spirit of his age but also provided a critical commentary on its 

complexities and contradictions. Here’s an exploration of Dickens and his relationship to the Victorian 

age: 

Victorian Society and Context: 

1. Industrialization and Urbanization: The Victorian era witnessed unprecedented industrial 

growth, leading to urbanization and the rise of cities like London. Dickens vividly depicted the 

social consequences of industrialization, including urban poverty, overcrowded slums, and 

harsh working conditions in factories. 

2. Social Class and Inequality: Victorian society was characterized by rigid class divisions, with 

a wealthy elite enjoying prosperity while a large underclass faced poverty, exploitation, and 
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limited opportunities for social mobility. Dickens' novels, such as "Oliver Twist" and "Hard 

Times," exposed these inequalities and advocated for social reform. 

3. Education and Social Reform: Dickens was a strong advocate for education and social 

reform, particularly concerning the welfare of children. His portrayal of child labor in "Oliver 

Twist" and the plight of street children highlighted the need for legislative change and social 

responsibility. 

4. Victorian Morality and Values: The Victorian era was marked by a strict code of morality, 

influenced by religious beliefs and social conventions. Dickens often critiqued hypocrisy and 

moral decay in his novels, challenging prevailing attitudes towards issues such as marriage, 

charity, and philanthropy. 

Dickens' Literary Contributions: 

1. Serialized Fiction: Dickens popularized serialized fiction, publishing his novels in 

installments that catered to a growing middle-class readership. This format allowed for ongoing 

narrative suspense and reader engagement, contributing to the popularity of his works. 

2. Characterization and Symbolism: Dickens created a diverse array of memorable characters 

who embodied both virtues and vices. Characters like Ebenezer Scrooge in "A Christmas 

Carol" and Miss Havisham in "Great Expectations" became enduring symbols of greed, 

redemption, and societal dysfunction. 

3. Narrative Techniques: Dickens' narrative style combined realism with elements of 

melodrama, humor, and social satire. His use of vivid descriptions, rich dialogue, and intricate 

plotting captivated readers and brought his fictional world to life. 

Legacy and Influence: 

1. Literary Endurance: Dickens' novels continue to be widely read and studied for their literary 

merit and social insights. His themes of poverty, injustice, redemption, and the resilience of 

the human spirit resonate with contemporary audiences. 

2. Cultural Impact: Dickens' works have inspired numerous adaptations in literature, theater, 

film, and television, reflecting their enduring relevance and adaptability to different media 

forms. 

3. Advocate for Social Change: Beyond his literary achievements, Dickens' advocacy for social 

reform and compassion towards the less fortunate left a lasting legacy, influencing public 

opinion and contributing to legislative reforms in Victorian England. 

 

     16.5 Dickens Characterization 

 

Charles Dickens is renowned for his exceptional ability to create vivid and memorable characters, each 

with distinct personalities, quirks, and complexities. His mastery of characterization enriches his 

narratives, serving as a vehicle for exploring themes, social critique, and the human condition. Here’s 

an exploration of Dickens’ characterization techniques: 

Techniques of Characterization: 

1. Physical Descriptions and Appearance: 
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o Dickens often introduces characters with detailed physical descriptions that convey 

their appearance and demeanor. These descriptions help readers visualize characters 

and understand their social standing or personality traits. 

2. Names and Nomenclature: 

o Dickens frequently uses meaningful names that reflect a character’s traits or role in the 

story. For instance, Ebenezer Scrooge in "A Christmas Carol" embodies miserliness 

and hardness, while Uriah Heep in "David Copperfield" suggests deceitfulness and 

manipulation. 

3. Dialogue and Speech Patterns: 

o Each character in Dickens’ novels has a distinctive way of speaking, reflected in 

dialects, accents, or speech quirks. This linguistic diversity adds authenticity and depth 

to characters, reflecting their background or social status. 

4. Character Development: 

o Dickens’ characters often undergo significant development throughout the course of 

his novels. They evolve in response to challenges, interactions with others, or 

revelations about themselves, demonstrating growth or decline. 

5. Psychological Depth and Motivations: 

o Dickens delves into characters’ inner thoughts, emotions, and motivations, revealing 

their psychological complexity. This exploration of inner life adds layers to characters’ 

actions and decisions, making them more relatable and compelling. 

6. Use of Foils and Contrasts: 

o Dickens creates foils—characters who contrast with each other—to highlight 

differences in personality, values, or circumstances. This technique enhances 

characterization and underscores thematic elements in the narrative. 

7. Symbolism and Allegory: 

o Some of Dickens’ characters serve as symbols or allegories, representing broader 

themes or societal issues. For example, Miss Havisham in "Great Expectations" 

symbolizes decay and revenge, while Joe Gargery embodies loyalty and moral 

integrity. 

Types of Characters: 

• Heroes and Heroines: Dickens’ protagonists often embody virtues such as resilience, 

compassion, and moral rectitude. Examples include Pip in "Great Expectations" and Esther 

Summerson in "Bleak House." 

• Villains and Antagonists: Dickens’ villains are memorable for their moral corruption, greed, 

or cruelty. Characters like Fagin in "Oliver Twist" and Mr. Murdstone in "David Copperfield" 

represent various forms of malevolence and antagonism. 

• Eccentric and Comic Characters: Dickens injects humor and satire through eccentric or 

comic characters who provide levity or social commentary. Characters like Mr. Micawber in 

"David Copperfield" and Mrs. Gamp in "Martin Chuzzlewit" are notable examples. 

Impact and Legacy: 

• Literary Influence: Dickens’ skill in characterization has influenced generations of writers, 

who study his techniques in creating multidimensional and psychologically realistic characters. 

• Cultural Legacy: Dickens’ characters have transcended literature to become cultural 

archetypes, influencing adaptations in theater, film, and other media. They continue to resonate 

with audiences worldwide, attesting to Dickens’ enduring impact on popular culture. 



120 

 

In summary, Charles Dickens’ characterization is characterized by its depth, diversity, and narrative 

effectiveness. His ability to create characters that resonate with readers emotionally and intellectually 

remains a hallmark of his literary legacy, ensuring that his works continue to be studied and admired 

for their timeless portrayal of the human experience. 

 

     16.6 Dickens and Career 

 

Charles Dickens had a prolific and varied career that spanned writing, journalism, public readings, and 

social activism. Here’s an overview of his career milestones and contributions: 

Early Career and Journalism: 

1. Journalistic Beginnings: Dickens began his career as a law clerk and then worked as a 

freelance reporter, covering parliamentary debates and social issues for various newspapers. 

This experience sharpened his observational skills and deepened his understanding of Victorian 

society. 

2. The Pickwick Papers: Dickens’ literary career took off with the serialized publication of "The 

Pickwick Papers" (1836-1837), which became hugely popular and established his reputation 

as a talented writer of comedic and satirical fiction. 

Novelist and Social Critic: 

1. Serialized Novels: Dickens pioneered the serialization of novels, publishing his works in 

monthly installments in magazines such as "Oliver Twist" (1837-1839), "Nicholas Nickleby" 

(1838-1839), and "David Copperfield" (1849-1850). This method made his novels accessible 

to a wide audience and allowed him to engage readers over extended periods. 

2. Exploration of Social Issues: Dickens used his novels as a platform for social critique, 

addressing issues such as poverty, injustice, and the plight of the working class. His works shed 

light on the harsh realities of Victorian society and advocated for social reform. 

Literary Achievements: 

1. Wide-Ranging Themes: Dickens’ novels encompassed a broad range of themes, from social 

inequality and moral redemption ("A Tale of Two Cities," 1859) to the impact of 

industrialization on society ("Hard Times," 1854). 

2. Characterization: Dickens’ skill in creating memorable characters—both heroic and 

villainous, comic and tragic—endowed his stories with depth and emotional resonance. 

Characters like Scrooge in "A Christmas Carol" (1843) and Pip in "Great Expectations" (1860-

1861) became enduring literary figures. 

Public Readings and Activism: 

1. Public Readings: In addition to his writing, Dickens was a popular public performer, 

delivering dramatic readings of his own works throughout Britain and the United States. These 

readings further enhanced his fame and popularity. 

2. Social Activism: Dickens was a passionate advocate for social reform, actively campaigning 

for better labor conditions, education reform, and the abolition of child labor. His novels, such 
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as "Hard Times" and "Little Dorrit" (1855-1857), reflected his concerns and contributed to 

public awareness of social injustices. 

Legacy and Impact: 

1. Literary Legacy: Dickens’ works continue to be widely read and studied for their compelling 

narratives, vivid characters, and profound social insights. His influence extends across 

literature, theater, film, and television, with adaptations that reinterpret his themes for 

contemporary audiences. 

2. Social Impact: Beyond literature, Dickens’ advocacy for social change and his portrayal of 

human suffering and resilience continue to inspire efforts toward social justice and reform. 

In summary, Charles Dickens’ career was marked by literary innovation, social activism, and a 

profound impact on Victorian society and beyond. His enduring legacy as a master storyteller and 

social commentator ensures that his works remain relevant and influential in the study of literature and 

social history. 

 

    16.7 Summary 

 

Dickens gained widespread acclaim with his serialized novels, which were published in installments 

in popular magazines of the time. His first major success, "The Pickwick Papers" (1836-1837), 

introduced readers to his distinctive style and keen observation of Victorian society. Over the course 

of his career, Dickens produced a diverse body of work that includes iconic novels such as "Oliver 

Twist" (1837-1839), "David Copperfield" (1849-1850), "Great Expectations" (1860-1861), and "A 

Tale of Two Cities" (1859). 

 

     16.8 Key Terms 

 

  Serialized Fiction: The publication of novels in sequential installments, a format Dickens 

popularized to reach a wider audience and maintain reader engagement. 

  Victorian England: The period of British history during Queen Victoria's reign (1837-1901), 

characterized by social, political, and economic transformations. 

  Social Realism: A literary movement depicting contemporary social realities and issues, which 

Dickens exemplified through his portrayal of Victorian society's disparities and injustices. 

  London Fog: Atmospheric phenomenon in London characterized by heavy fog due to industrial 

pollution, frequently depicted in Dickens' novels as a metaphor for obscurity and mystery. 

  London Streets: The bustling and often chaotic urban environment of London, which Dickens 

vividly described as a backdrop for his characters and stories 
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     16.9 Review Questions 

 

1. What were the major influences on Charles Dickens' early life and literary career? 

2. How did Dickens' personal experiences shape his novels and social commentary? 

3. What role did Dickens' upbringing and family background play in his development as a writer? 

4. How did Dickens use his novels to critique Victorian society and its inequalities? 

5. What are some recurring themes in Dickens' works, and how are they portrayed? 
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     17.1 Objectives 

 

Studying Charles Dickens can serve several objectives, depending on the perspective and focus of 

study. Here are some common objectives: 

1. Literary Analysis and Appreciation: Dickens is celebrated for his literary techniques, 

character development, and social commentary. Studying his works can deepen one's 

understanding of Victorian literature, narrative techniques, and the art of storytelling. 

 

     17.2 Introduction 

 

Charles Dickens, a towering figure in English literature, was born on February 7, 1812, in Portsmouth, 

England. He emerged as one of the most prolific and influential writers of the Victorian era, renowned 

for his vivid characters, keen social commentary, and enduring storytelling. Dickens's works not only 

entertained but also shed light on the injustices and complexities of his time, leaving a lasting impact 

on literature and society. 

Early Life and Influences: 

Dickens's early experiences profoundly shaped his writing. Born into a middle-class family, he faced 

financial instability when his father was imprisoned for debt. These hardships left a lasting impression 

on Dickens, influencing his themes of poverty, inequality, and social reform. His time working in a 

blacking factory as a child also provided firsthand exposure to the harsh realities of industrial London, 

which he vividly depicted in his novels. 

 



124 

 

 

     17.3 Dickens and Bildungsroman 

 

Charles Dickens frequently employed elements of the Bildungsroman technique in his novels, 

although his approach often diverged from the traditional German Bildungsroman. The 

Bildungsroman, or "novel of formation," typically follows the moral, intellectual, and psychological 

growth of a protagonist from youth to adulthood. Here's how Dickens utilized and adapted this 

technique: 

Development of Protagonists: 

• Complex Character Arcs: Dickens's protagonists, such as David Copperfield in "David 

Copperfield" and Pip in "Great Expectations," undergo profound personal development 

throughout their narratives. They often start as innocent or naive youngsters and experience 

trials, challenges, and moral dilemmas that shape their growth into mature adults. 

• Psychological Insight: Unlike some traditional Bildungsromane that focus primarily on 

intellectual or moral development, Dickens delved deeply into the psychological aspects of his 

characters. He portrayed their emotional struggles, inner conflicts, and evolving self-awareness 

with a keen observational eye. 

Social and Moral Education: 

• Exposure to Society's Realities: Dickens's protagonists typically encounter a wide range of 

social classes, from the impoverished to the wealthy, and confront the injustices and 

complexities of Victorian society. This exposure serves as an education in itself, shaping their 

understanding of morality, empathy, and social responsibility. 

• Mentor Figures and Influences: Throughout Dickens's novels, mentor figures play crucial 

roles in guiding the protagonists' moral and intellectual growth. These mentors, such as Mr. 

Micawber in "David Copperfield" or Joe Gargery in "Great Expectations," impart wisdom, 

support, and valuable life lessons. 

Narrative Structure and Themes: 

• Serialized Format: Many of Dickens's novels were serialized, with chapters published 

sequentially in magazines. This format allowed for gradual character development and episodic 

storytelling, mirroring the protagonist's journey from youth to maturity over an extended 

period. 

• Themes of Identity and Redemption: Central to Dickens's Bildungsroman technique is the 

exploration of identity formation and the quest for redemption. Characters like Pip in "Great 

Expectations" undergo transformative journeys that involve confronting their past mistakes, 

reassessing their values, and striving for personal growth and moral integrity. 

Departures from Traditional Bildungsroman: 

• Broader Social Commentary: While traditional Bildungsromane focus primarily on 

individual development, Dickens's novels often intertwine personal growth with broader social 

critique. His protagonists' journeys reflect societal injustices, class disparities, and the impacts 

of industrialization on human lives. 



125 

 

• Satirical and Humorous Elements: Dickens infused his Bildungsromane with humor, satire, 

and memorable eccentric characters. This blend of genres and tones adds richness to his 

narratives, highlighting the complexity of human experiences and societal issues. 

In essence, Dickens's adaptation of the Bildungsroman technique showcases his mastery in depicting 

the complexities of human nature, society, and moral growth. Through his protagonists' journeys, he 

not only entertained readers but also offered profound insights into the challenges and triumphs of 

becoming fully realized individuals in a rapidly changing world. 

 

     17.4 ‘Hard Times’ - Characters 

 

"Hard Times" by Charles Dickens features a diverse array of characters who represent different facets 

of Victorian society and embody various themes and ideologies. Here are some of the key characters 

from the novel: 

Thomas Gradgrind 

• Role: A wealthy and influential businessman and politician in Coketown. 

• Characteristics: Known for his strict adherence to utilitarian principles, Gradgrind values 

facts, statistics, and practicality above all else. He raises his children, Louisa and Tom, 

according to these principles, suppressing their emotions and imagination. 

• Significance: Gradgrind embodies the dehumanizing effects of utilitarianism and serves as a 

critique of the rigid, mechanistic worldview that neglects emotional and moral aspects of life. 

Louisa Gradgrind 

• Role: Thomas Gradgrind's daughter and the central female protagonist. 

• Characteristics: Louisa grows up under her father's utilitarian influence, which stifles her 

emotional development. She marries Josiah Bounderby, despite their significant age difference, 

in a union devoid of love and warmth. 

• Significance: Louisa's character explores the consequences of an upbringing devoid of love 

and emotional nurturing, highlighting the human cost of adhering strictly to utilitarian values. 

Josiah Bounderby 

• Role: A wealthy factory owner and banker in Coketown. 

• Characteristics: Bounderby boasts of his humble origins as a self-made man and loudly 

champions utilitarianism. He presents himself as a model of success and self-reliance but is 

revealed to be hypocritical and self-serving. 

• Significance: Bounderby represents the arrogance and moral bankruptcy of industrialists who 

exploit the working class while claiming to champion meritocracy and self-improvement. 

Sissy Jupe 

• Role: The daughter of a circus performer who is taken in by the Gradgrind family. 
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• Characteristics: Sissy is imaginative, compassionate, and emotionally sensitive, traits that 

sharply contrast with the Gradgrinds' utilitarian principles. She forms a close bond with Louisa 

and becomes a moral compass in the novel. 

• Significance: Sissy symbolizes the power of imagination, empathy, and emotional intelligence 

in contrast to the stifling effects of utilitarianism. She represents a counterbalance to the 

mechanistic worldview promoted by characters like Gradgrind and Bounderby. 

Stephen Blackpool 

• Role: A hardworking, honest factory worker employed by Bounderby. 

• Characteristics: Stephen is trapped in a loveless marriage and faces unjust treatment and 

hardship throughout the novel. Despite his struggles, he maintains integrity and kindness. 

• Significance: Stephen embodies the plight of the working class in industrial England, 

highlighting themes of social injustice, exploitation, and the dehumanizing effects of labor 

conditions. 

Mr. Sleary 

• Role: The proprietor of Sleary's Circus, where Sissy Jupe grew up. 

• Characteristics: Mr. Sleary is a jovial and kind-hearted man who cares deeply for his 

performers. He provides a contrast to the harsh realities of Coketown with his philosophy of 

kindness and entertainment. 

• Significance: Sleary's character serves as a critique of the industrial society's lack of humanity 

and the importance of compassion and empathy in contrast to utilitarian values. 

Conclusion 

Through these characters, Dickens explores themes of social inequality, moral development, and the 

human cost of industrialization in "Hard Times." Each character represents a different perspective on 

these issues, contributing to Dickens's critique of Victorian society and his plea for greater compassion 

and understanding amidst the harsh realities of the time. 

 

     17.5 ‘Hard Times’ - Analysis 

 

"Hard Times" by Charles Dickens is a novel set in the fictional industrial town of Coketown, England, 

during the mid-19th century. It explores the societal and personal impacts of industrialization, 

utilitarianism, and the rigid class structure of Victorian society. Here's a summary of the key elements 

and plot points: 

Plot Summary: 

Part 1: The Setting and Characters 

• Coketown: A grim and industrialized town dominated by factories and mills, where the air is 

polluted and life is harsh for the working class. 
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• Thomas Gradgrind: A wealthy and influential businessman who believes in rationality, facts, 

and utilitarian principles. He raises his children, Louisa and Tom, according to these values, 

emphasizing practical education over emotional and imaginative development. 

Part 2: Characters and Relationships 

• Louisa Gradgrind: Thomas's eldest daughter, who grows up emotionally stifled and morally 

confused due to her upbringing. She marries Josiah Bounderby, a wealthy factory owner, in a 

loveless and unhappy union. 

• Josiah Bounderby: A self-made man who boasts of his humble origins but is revealed to be 

hypocritical and self-serving. He portrays himself as a champion of industry and meritocracy 

while exploiting his workers and mistreating those around him. 

• Sissy Jupe: The daughter of a circus performer taken in by the Gradgrind family. Sissy 

represents compassion, empathy, and imagination, serving as a contrast to the Gradgrinds' 

utilitarian worldview. 

Part 3: Conflict and Resolution 

• Stephen Blackpool: A honest and hardworking factory worker who faces injustice and 

hardship due to his social class. He becomes entangled in a legal and personal conflict that 

exposes the injustices of the legal system and the hardships faced by the working class. 

• Tom Gradgrind: Thomas's son, who becomes involved in criminal activities and 

embezzlement to repay his debts to a manipulative character named James Harthouse. 

Part 4: Resolution and Conclusion 

• Resolution of Conflicts: The novel culminates in various resolutions: 

o Louisa's realization of the consequences of her choices and her eventual emotional 

growth. 

o Tom's exposure and punishment for his crimes, leading to his eventual rehabilitation. 

o Stephen's tragic fate highlights the plight of the working class and the injustices they 

face in a rapidly industrializing society. 

• Themes and Critique: Throughout the novel, Dickens critiques the dehumanizing effects of 

industrialization, the moral bankruptcy of utilitarianism, and the importance of compassion, 

empathy, and moral integrity in a society driven by materialism and profit. 

Conclusion: 

"Hard Times" remains a powerful critique of the social, economic, and moral issues of Victorian 

England. Through its characters and plot, Dickens exposes the harsh realities of industrialization and 

challenges readers to reflect on the ethical implications of societal values such as utilitarianism. The 

novel's exploration of human resilience, redemption, and the search for identity continues to resonate 

with readers, making it a timeless work of literature that addresses enduring themes of social justice 

and personal integrity. 

 

     17.6 Themes and Structure 
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"Hard Times" by Charles Dickens explores several prominent themes and employs a unique narrative 

structure that enhances its critique of Victorian society. Here’s an exploration of the themes and 

structure of the novel: 

Themes: 

1. Utilitarianism and Mechanization: 

o Critique of Utilitarian Philosophy: Dickens critiques the utilitarian belief in 

rationality, facts, and practicality above all else. Characters like Thomas Gradgrind 

embody this philosophy, emphasizing education devoid of imagination and emotional 

development. The novel exposes the dehumanizing effects of reducing human life to 

mere numbers and statistics. 

o Mechanization and Dehumanization: The industrial setting of Coketown symbolizes 

mechanization and its impact on society. Dickens portrays a world where human beings 

are treated like machines, highlighting the loss of individuality and emotional 

fulfillment. 

2. Social Injustice and Class Divide: 

o Exploitation of the Working Class: Dickens vividly depicts the harsh realities faced 

by the working class in industrial England. Characters like Stephen Blackpool 

exemplify the struggles of workers subjected to long hours, low wages, and oppressive 

working conditions. 

o Class Disparities: The novel contrasts the wealthy industrialists, like Josiah 

Bounderby, with the impoverished workers of Coketown. Dickens critiques the 

inequities perpetuated by industrial capitalism and highlights the lack of social mobility 

and opportunities for the lower classes. 

3. Family and Relationships: 

o Impact of Parenting Styles: The Gradgrind children, Louisa and Tom, suffer 

emotionally from their father’s strict utilitarian upbringing. Their marriages and 

personal choices reflect the consequences of neglecting emotional and moral education. 

o Marriage and Morality: Relationships in the novel, such as Louisa’s loveless marriage 

to Josiah Bounderby, illustrate societal expectations and the compromises individuals 

make for financial security. Dickens critiques marriages devoid of love and mutual 

respect. 

4. Redemption and Moral Growth: 

o Character Development: Several characters undergo journeys of redemption and 

moral growth throughout the novel. Louisa Gradgrind, for example, confronts the 

consequences of her choices and evolves emotionally. Tom Gradgrind faces the 

consequences of his actions, leading to self-reflection and repentance. 

o Ethical Dilemmas: Characters like Stephen Blackpool grapple with ethical dilemmas, 

highlighting the importance of integrity and moral courage in challenging 

circumstances. 

Structure: 

• Serialized Format: Like many of Dickens’s novels, "Hard Times" was originally published in 

serialized form in a magazine. This episodic structure allowed Dickens to develop multiple 

plotlines and complex characters over time. 
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• Interconnected Plotlines: The novel weaves together the lives of various characters, each 

representing different aspects of Victorian society. Their stories intersect and overlap, 

contributing to the novel’s thematic coherence. 

• Symbolism and Allegory: Dickens employs symbolic names (e.g., Gradgrind representing the 

grinding down of humanity) and allegorical settings (e.g., Coketown symbolizing 

industrialization and pollution) to enhance the thematic depth of the novel. 

• Narrative Perspective: The narrative shifts between different characters’ perspectives, 

providing insights into their inner thoughts, emotions, and motivations. This multi-perspective 

approach enriches the reader’s understanding of the characters and their development. 

Conclusion: 

"Hard Times" is a powerful critique of the social, economic, and moral issues of Victorian England. 

Through its themes of utilitarianism, social injustice, family dynamics, and moral growth, Dickens 

challenges readers to reflect on the ethical implications of societal values and the importance of 

compassion, empathy, and individual integrity. The novel’s unique structure and rich characterization 

contribute to its enduring relevance and status as a classic work of literature. 

 

 

    17.7 Summary 

 

Key themes in Dickens' novels include social injustice, poverty, the struggles of the working class, and 

the quest for personal redemption. His characters, from the innocent and downtrodden to the morally 

corrupt and eccentric, are vividly drawn and emblematic of their social milieu. Dickens' narrative skill 

combined intricate plotting with humor, pathos, and sharp satire, creating stories that resonate with 

readers on both an emotional and intellectual level. 

 

 

     17.8 Key Terms 

 

  Social Reform: Movements advocating for improvements in working conditions, education, public 

health, and welfare systems, which Dickens supported and highlighted through his fiction. 

  Child Labor: The widespread employment of children in factories and mines, often under 

hazardous conditions, a prominent theme in Dickens' novels such as "Oliver Twist." 

  Serial Publication: The practice of releasing novels in installments in magazines or newspapers, 

popularized by Dickens with works like "The Pickwick Papers" and "David Copperfield." 

  Victorian Morality: The strict code of conduct and societal norms prevalent during the Victorian 

era, influencing Dickens' portrayal of characters' moral dilemmas and societal expectations. 

 

     17.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How does Dickens critique utilitarian philosophy through characters like Thomas Gradgrind 
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and Josiah Bounderby? What are the consequences of applying utilitarian principles to 

education and social life? 

 

2. Discuss the portrayal of the working class in "Hard Times." How does Dickens highlight the 

disparities between the wealthy industrialists and the impoverished workers of Coketown? 

What role do characters like Stephen Blackpool play in illustrating these social injustices? 

 

3. Analyze the relationships within the Gradgrind family. How does Thomas Gradgrind’s 

parenting style affect Louisa and Tom? What does Louisa’s marriage to Josiah Bounderby 

reveal about societal expectations and personal fulfillment? 

 

4. Trace the character development of Louisa and Tom Gradgrind throughout the novel. How do 

they confront their respective moral dilemmas and evolve as individuals? What role does 

redemption play in their arcs? 

 

5. How does Dickens’s use of satire contribute to his critique of Victorian society in "Hard 

Times"? Provide examples of satirical elements employed throughout the novel. 
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     18.1 Objectives 

 

  Social and Historical Context: Dickens often critiqued social issues such as poverty, inequality, 

and the struggles of the working class. Studying his works provides insight into Victorian society, its 

values, and its challenges, making it valuable for understanding history and social dynamics. 

  Psychological Depth: Dickens created complex characters with intricate psychological motivations 

and developments. Exploring his characters can offer insights into human nature, psychology, and the 

portrayal of emotions and motivations in literature. 

 

     18.2 Introduction 

 

Dickens began his literary career as a journalist and gained recognition with his serialized novels, 

which were published in popular periodicals of the time. His writing style combined intricate plots, 

colorful characters, and a mastery of language that ranged from comedic satire to poignant 

sentimentality. Dickens's ability to capture the essence of Victorian society, with its contrasts between 

wealth and poverty, morality and hypocrisy, remains unparalleled. Dickens's novels often focused on 

social issues and moral dilemmas, portraying the struggles of the working class and critiquing the 

shortcomings of a rapidly industrializing society. Works like "Oliver Twist," "David Copperfield," "A 

Tale of Two Cities," and "Great Expectations" continue to resonate for their exploration of human 

resilience, redemption, and the search for identity. 

 

     18.3 ‘Hard Times’ - Bildungsroman 

 

"Hard Times" by Charles Dickens is often discussed in relation to the Bildungsroman genre, although 

it deviates from traditional Bildungsroman conventions in significant ways. Here’s an exploration of 

how "Hard Times" fits within the Bildungsroman framework: 
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Characteristics of a Bildungsroman: 

1. Protagonist’s Development: 

o A typical Bildungsroman focuses on the protagonist's moral, intellectual, and 

psychological growth from youth to adulthood. This development is often depicted 

through various experiences, challenges, and lessons learned. 

2. Journey of Self-Discovery: 

o The protagonist undergoes a journey of self-discovery, often grappling with identity 

formation, personal values, and societal expectations. This journey leads to greater self-

awareness and maturity. 

3. Conflict and Resolution: 

o The narrative typically involves conflicts and obstacles that the protagonist must 

overcome, leading to personal transformation and resolution of internal and external 

conflicts. 

"Hard Times" as a Bildungsroman: 

1. Character Development: 

o While "Hard Times" features several characters who undergo significant personal 

growth, such as Louisa and Tom Gradgrind, their development is not solely focused on 

their journey from youth to adulthood. Instead, their growth primarily revolves around 

moral and emotional awakenings prompted by their experiences in Coketown. 

2. Exploration of Social Issues: 

o Dickens uses the Bildungsroman framework to explore broader social issues and 

critiques of Victorian society, such as industrialization, social injustice, and the 

dehumanizing effects of utilitarianism. The protagonists' growth is intertwined with 

these societal critiques. 

3. Multiple Perspectives: 

o The novel shifts between different characters’ perspectives, providing insights into their 

individual growth and moral dilemmas. This multi-perspective approach enriches the 

narrative but diverges from the singular focus on the protagonist’s journey typical of 

traditional Bildungsromane. 

Departures from Traditional Bildungsroman: 

1. Social Critique vs. Individual Development: 

o "Hard Times" prioritizes its critique of social and moral issues over the singular focus 

on individual development seen in traditional Bildungsromane. Characters like Stephen 

Blackpool and Sissy Jupe serve as vehicles for exploring broader societal themes rather 

than solely serving as protagonists on personal journeys. 

2. Satirical Elements: 

o Dickens employs satire throughout the novel to critique Victorian society and its values, 

which adds layers of complexity beyond the personal growth of individual characters. 

This satirical approach challenges conventional Bildungsroman narratives focused on 

personal growth and transformation. 

Conclusion: 
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"Hard Times" showcases elements of the Bildungsroman genre through its exploration of personal 

growth, moral development, and societal critique. While it deviates from traditional Bildungsroman 

conventions by focusing more on social issues and employing satire, the novel remains a profound 

examination of human resilience, ethical dilemmas, and the complexities of Victorian society. 

Dickens’s innovative use of the Bildungsroman framework enriches our understanding of both 

individual and collective struggles in a rapidly changing world. 

 

 

     18.4 Criticisms on ‘Hard Times’ 

 

"Hard Times" by Charles Dickens has received various criticisms over the years, reflecting both 

contemporary and modern perspectives on its themes, characters, and style. Here are some common 

criticisms of the novel: 

1. Simplistic Characters: 

o One critique of "Hard Times" is that some characters are overly simplified or 

exaggerated to serve as vehicles for Dickens’s social critique. Characters like Thomas 

Gradgrind (representing utilitarianism) and Josiah Bounderby (representing industrial 

capitalism) can be seen as caricatures rather than fully developed individuals with 

nuanced motivations. 

2. Heavy-Handed Satire: 

o Dickens’s use of satire to critique Victorian society, utilitarian philosophy, and 

industrialization can sometimes be perceived as heavy-handed. Critics argue that the 

novel’s social commentary is delivered through exaggerated situations and characters, 

which may detract from the subtlety and complexity of the narrative. 

3. Lack of Psychological Depth: 

o Compared to some of Dickens’s other works, "Hard Times" is sometimes criticized for 

its relatively shallow exploration of characters’ inner lives and emotions. The focus on 

societal critique and satire may overshadow deeper psychological insights into 

characters’ motivations and development. 

4. Unbalanced Plot and Pacing: 

o The serialized nature of "Hard Times" and its multi-perspective narrative can lead to 

uneven pacing and plot development. Some critics argue that certain plotlines and 

characters receive more attention than others, affecting the novel’s overall coherence 

and impact. 

5. Didacticism and Moralizing: 

o Dickens’s moralizing tone and didactic intentions in "Hard Times" have been both 

praised and criticized. While the novel aims to highlight social injustices and advocate 

for moral integrity, critics argue that Dickens’s messages can come across as preachy 

or overly didactic, diminishing the subtlety of the storytelling. 

6. Representation of Women and Minorities: 

o Like many Victorian novels, "Hard Times" has been criticized for its limited portrayal 

of women and minorities. Female characters like Louisa Gradgrind are often confined 

to stereotypical roles, and the novel lacks diversity in its representation of marginalized 

groups. 

7. Depiction of Industrialization: 



134 

 

o While Dickens critiques industrialization and its dehumanizing effects, some critics 

argue that his portrayal of industrial workers and conditions in Coketown 

oversimplifies the complexities of the industrial revolution. The novel’s depiction of 

working-class life has been scrutinized for its accuracy and depth. 

Conclusion: 

Despite these criticisms, "Hard Times" remains a significant work of Victorian literature, admired for 

its social critique, vivid portrayal of Victorian society, and Dickens’s ability to capture the human 

condition amidst challenging circumstances. While acknowledging its flaws, many readers and 

scholars appreciate the novel’s enduring relevance and Dickens’s commitment to exposing social 

injustices and advocating for moral and ethical reform. 

 

     18.5 Commentary on ‘Hard Times’ 

 

"Hard Times" by Charles Dickens is a compelling commentary on the social, economic, and moral 

issues of Victorian England. Through its vivid depiction of characters and settings, Dickens critiques 

various aspects of society while offering profound insights into human nature and resilience. Here’s a 

detailed commentary on key aspects of the novel: 

Critique of Utilitarianism and Industrialization: 

• Utilitarian Philosophy: Dickens sharply critiques utilitarian principles through characters like 

Thomas Gradgrind, who emphasizes facts and practicality over emotions and imagination. The 

novel exposes the dehumanizing effects of reducing human beings to mere statistics, 

highlighting the importance of empathy and moral integrity in personal and societal 

development. 

• Industrialization: Coketown, the novel’s setting, serves as a microcosm of industrial England. 

Dickens portrays the grim realities of industrialization—polluted air, oppressive working 

conditions, and social inequalities. The mechanization of society is shown to dehumanize both 

the workers and the industrialists, emphasizing the toll it takes on human dignity and 

community. 

Exploration of Social Injustice and Class Divide: 

• Working Class Struggles: Characters like Stephen Blackpool represent the hardships faced 

by the working class—long hours, low wages, and limited opportunities for social mobility. 

Dickens exposes the exploitation of workers by wealthy industrialists like Josiah Bounderby, 

highlighting the stark contrast between the haves and the have-nots in Victorian society. 

• Critique of Capitalism: The novel critiques the unchecked power and greed of industrial 

capitalists who profit from the labor of others while neglecting their well-being. Bounderby’s 

hypocrisy in presenting himself as a self-made man contrasts sharply with his mistreatment of 

others, revealing the moral bankruptcy of unfettered capitalism. 

Character Development and Moral Dilemmas: 
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• Louisa Gradgrind: Louisa’s emotional and moral journey serves as a focal point in the novel. 

Raised under her father’s utilitarian principles, she struggles to reconcile her desires for 

emotional fulfilment with societal expectations. Her marriage to Bounderby and subsequent 

inner turmoil reflect the consequences of neglecting human emotions and individual happiness. 

• Tom Gradgrind: Tom’s descent into criminality and deceit underscores the ethical dilemmas 

faced by individuals in an unjust society. His actions and eventual redemption highlight the 

complexities of personal morality and societal pressures. 

Literary Techniques and Narrative Style: 

• Satire and Irony: Dickens employs satire to lampoon societal norms and values, using irony 

to highlight the disparity between appearances and reality. Characters like Mr Gradgrind and 

Bounderby become symbols of hypocrisy and moral blindness, reinforcing Dickens’s critique 

of Victorian society. 

• Symbolism and Allegory: The names of characters (e.g., Gradgrind, Bounderby) and locations 

(e.g., Coketown) carry symbolic weight, representing broader themes and societal critiques. 

These symbols enrich the novel’s thematic depth and underscore Dickens’s moral and social 

commentary. 

Conclusion: 

"Hard Times" remains a powerful and enduring critique of Victorian society, resonating with readers 

through its vivid characters, evocative settings, and profound themes. Dickens’s exploration of 

utilitarianism, industrialization, social injustice, and moral dilemmas continues to provoke thought and 

discussion about the ethical dimensions of progress and human flourishing. The novel’s relevance 

persists in its examination of universal themes—empathy versus indifference, integrity versus 

corruption—that transcend historical contexts, making it a timeless work of literature and social 

criticism. 

 

     18.6 ‘Hard Times’ – Fictious Elements 

 

"Hard Times" by Charles Dickens, while grounded in the realities of Victorian England, incorporates 

several fictitious elements to enhance its social critique, characterization, and thematic depth. Here are 

some of the fictitious elements present in the novel: 

1. Coketown 

• Description: Coketown serves as the primary setting of the novel, depicted as a heavily 

industrialized and polluted town dominated by factories, mills, and smoky chimneys. 

• Symbolism: The name itself, "Coketown," suggests the pervasive influence of coal and 

industry, symbolizing the environmental degradation and dehumanizing effects of 

industrialization. It embodies Dickens's critique of the rapid industrial expansion of his time. 

2. Characters 

• Exaggerated Characteristics: Many characters in "Hard Times" exhibit exaggerated traits 

and qualities that symbolically represent broader social phenomena: 
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o Thomas Gradgrind: His name suggests a grinding down of humanity to facts and 

figures, embodying the utilitarian philosophy. 

o Josiah Bounderby: Portrayed as a bombastic and self-made man, his exaggerated rags-

to-riches story critiques the myth of meritocracy and self-reliance. 

o Stephen Blackpool: Represents the honest and hardworking yet downtrodden worker, 

highlighting the struggles of the working class in industrial society. 

3. Satirical Elements 

• Satirical Targets: Dickens employs satire throughout the novel to critique various aspects of 

Victorian society: 

o Utilitarian Education: The exaggerated focus on "Facts, facts, facts!" satirizes the 

utilitarian approach to education, emphasizing practicality over emotional and moral 

development. 

o Industrial Capitalism: Characters like Bounderby satirize the greed and exploitation 

of industrial capitalists who profit from the labour of others while perpetuating social 

inequalities. 

4. Allegorical Elements 

• Names and Places: Dickens uses symbolic names and places to convey deeper meanings: 

o Sissy Jupe: Represents innocence, compassion, and imagination, contrasting with the 

rigid utilitarian values of the Gradgrind family. 

o Pegasus’s Arms: The name of a pub in the novel, suggesting a place of escape and 

freedom amidst the oppressive realities of Coketown. 

5. Plot Devices 

• Coincidences and Resolutions: Dickens employs coincidences and convenient resolutions to 

drive the plot forward and emphasize moral lessons: 

o Tom Gradgrind’s Redemption: Despite his wrongdoings, Tom’s eventual redemption 

and reconciliation with his sister Louisa underscore Dickens’s belief in the possibility 

of moral growth and forgiveness. 

6. Narrative Techniques 

• Serialized Format: Originally published in serial form, the novel’s episodic structure and 

cliffhangers were designed to capture and maintain reader interest, employing fictitious 

elements strategically to enhance dramatic effect and thematic coherence. 

Conclusion 

"Hard Times" uses fictitious elements skillfully to create a vivid portrayal of Victorian society while 

delivering a powerful social critique. Dickens’s use of symbolism, satire, allegory, and narrative 

techniques enriches the novel’s thematic depth and ensures its enduring relevance as a critique of 

industrialization, utilitarianism, and social injustices. By blending realism with imaginative elements, 

Dickens crafts a compelling narrative that resonates with readers by highlighting timeless truths about 

human nature and societal challenges. 
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    18.7 Summary 

 

Dickens' legacy endures today through adaptations of his works in film, television, and theatre, as well 

as ongoing scholarly interest in his contributions to literature and social commentary. His ability to 

capture the human condition with empathy and insight ensures that Charles Dickens remains a central 

figure in the canon of English literature, beloved for his storytelling prowess and enduring relevance. 

 

     18.8 Key Terms 

 

  Dickensian: Adjective describing characteristics or settings reminiscent of Dickens' novels, such 

as poverty, social inequality, and memorable characters. 

  Dickensian Character: A character exhibiting traits typical of Dickens' writing, often complex, 

eccentric, or embodying a moral lesson. 

  Social Commentary: Dickens critiques social issues such as poverty, child labour, and class 

struggle through his novels, highlighting injustices and advocating for reform. 

 

     18.9 Review Questions 

 

1. Is utilitarianism portrayed as a viable ethical framework in "Hard Times," or does Dickens 

suggest its inherent flaws and dangers? Discuss specific examples from the novel. 

2. How do characters like Stephen Blackpool navigate ethical dilemmas and challenges to their 

integrity within the rigid social structure of Victorian England? What do their experiences 

reveal about individual agency and societal constraints? 

3. In what ways do the themes and social critiques in "Hard Times" resonate with contemporary 

issues? How can Dickens’s insights into industrialization, social injustice, and moral 

development inform our understanding of present-day challenges? 

4. Explore the symbolic significance of names (e.g., Gradgrind, Bounderby) and locations (e.g., 

Coketown) in the novel. How do these symbols enhance the themes and characterization in 

"Hard Times"? 

5. Consider the impact of the novel’s serialized publication on its structure and pacing. How does 

the episodic nature of "Hard Times" influence the development of characters and plotlines? 
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     19.1 Objectives 

 

  Cultural Impact: Dickens's influence extends beyond literature into popular culture, with 

adaptations of his works in film, theatre, and other media. Studying Dickens can provide insights into 

cultural adaptation, interpretation, and enduring themes that resonate across different times and 

cultures. 

  Ethical and Moral Issues: Many of Dickens's novels grapple with ethical dilemmas, moral choices, 

and questions of justice. Studying his works can provoke discussions about ethics, morality, and the 

responsibilities of individuals and society. 

 

     19.2 Introduction 

 

Beyond literature, Dickens's impact extends into popular culture through numerous adaptations of his 

works in theatre, film, and television. His characters, such as Ebenezer Scrooge from "A Christmas 

Carol," have become archetypal figures symbolizing transformation and redemption. Charles 

Dickens's literary legacy endures not only for his storytelling prowess but also for his commitment to 

social justice and empathy for the marginalized. Through his novels, Dickens illuminated the struggles 

and triumphs of ordinary people, making him a beloved and influential figure whose works continue 

to be studied, adapted, and cherished worldwide. 

 

     19.3 Dickens and Writing Style 

 

Charles Dickens, a prominent figure in English literature, is renowned for his distinctive writing style 

that blends intricate plots, vivid characterization, and social commentary. Here are some key aspects 

of Dickens' writing style: 
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1. Characterization: Dickens created memorable characters who often represent different facets 

of society. They are typically exaggerated and sometimes caricatured, but deeply human and 

often morally complex. Characters like Ebenezer Scrooge from "A Christmas Carol" or Miss 

Havisham from "Great Expectations" are iconic examples. 

2. Rich Descriptive Detail: Dickens was adept at painting scenes with rich, vivid detail. Whether 

describing bustling London streets, eerie graveyards, or cosy domestic interiors, his writing 

evokes a strong sense of time and place. 

3. Social Critique: A major hallmark of Dickens' work is his critique of social injustices and 

inequalities. He often exposed the harsh realities faced by the poor and marginalized in 

Victorian society, highlighting issues such as poverty, child labour, and the plight of orphans. 

4. Humor and Satire: Dickens had a keen sense of humour and often employed satire to criticize 

the flaws and hypocrisies of society. His satire could be biting yet humorous, aiming to provoke 

thought and reflection. 

5. Complex Plots: Dickens' novels typically feature intricate and interconnected plots with 

numerous subplots and twists. These plots often weave together diverse characters and 

storylines, culminating in satisfying resolutions. 

6. Sentimentality: Dickens' writing is known for its sentimental tone, often appealing to readers' 

emotions and empathy. This sentimentality is evident in his portrayal of the characters' 

hardships and their eventual redemption or moral growth. 

7. Language and Rhythm: Dickens' prose is marked by a rhythmic quality, often employing 

long, flowing sentences punctuated by dashes and commas. His language can shift from formal 

to colloquial, depending on the character and context. 

Overall, Dickens' writing style is characterized by its blend of realism and romanticism, its social 

conscience, and its ability to engage readers emotionally and intellectually. His works continue to be 

celebrated for their enduring relevance and literary merit. 

 

     19.4 Dickens and Genres 

 

Charles Dickens is primarily associated with the genre of the novel, particularly within the realm of 

Victorian literature. However, his works often transcend strict genre categorizations due to their unique 

blend of elements. Here’s a closer look at the genres Dickens is most closely associated with: 

1. Social Novel: Dickens is renowned for his exploration of social issues and injustices within 

Victorian society. Many of his novels, such as "Oliver Twist," "David Copperfield," and "Hard 

Times," focus on themes like poverty, class inequality, and the struggles of the working class. 

His portrayal of these issues often serves as a critique of societal norms and policies of his 

time. 

2. Bildungsroman: Several of Dickens' novels can be classified as Bildungsromans, or coming-

of-age stories, where the protagonist undergoes personal growth and development. Examples 

include "David Copperfield," which loosely mirrors Dickens' own life, and "Great 

Expectations," where Pip matures and gains self-awareness throughout the narrative. 

3. Historical Fiction: Dickens frequently incorporated historical elements into his novels, setting 

stories in specific historical periods or using historical events as backdrops. "A Tale of Two 

Cities," set during the French Revolution, is a notable example where Dickens intertwines 

personal drama with historical upheaval. 
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4. Gothic Fiction: While not exclusively a Gothic writer, Dickens occasionally incorporates 

Gothic elements into his novels, such as eerie settings, suspenseful plots, and supernatural 

occurrences. "Bleak House" and "Great Expectations" include Gothic elements in their 

narrative structure and atmosphere. 

5. Satire: Dickens often employed satire to critique societal institutions, bureaucracy, and human 

follies. "Hard Times" is a prime example where Dickens satirizes utilitarianism and 

industrialism, using exaggerated characters and situations to convey his criticism. 

6. Christmas Literature: Dickens contributed significantly to the genre of Christmas literature 

with his novella "A Christmas Carol." This work helped popularize and define the modern 

traditions of Christmas celebrations, emphasizing themes of generosity, redemption, and the 

spirit of goodwill. 

7. Serialized Fiction: Dickens was a pioneer of serialized fiction, publishing many of his novels 

in instalments in magazines. This format allowed him to engage directly with readers and 

respond to their feedback, shaping the narrative based on popular reception. 

While Dickens is primarily known for his novels, his versatility as a writer allowed him to blend 

elements from different genres, creating works that are complex and multifaceted. His ability to 

combine social commentary with compelling storytelling continues to resonate with readers 

worldwide, ensuring his enduring legacy in literature. 

 

     19.5 Dickens’s Contemporaries 

 

Charles Dickens, a towering figure in Victorian literature, had several contemporaries who were also 

prominent writers of the time. Many of these writers contributed significantly to the literary landscape 

of the 19th century in Britain. Here are some of Dickens's notable contemporaries: 

1. William Makepeace Thackeray (1811-1863): 

o Thackeray was a novelist known for his satirical works, most notably "Vanity Fair" 

(1847-1848). Like Dickens, he often critiqued Victorian society, though his approach 

was more biting and focused on the upper classes. 

2. Charlotte Brontë (1816-1855) and Emily Brontë (1818-1848): 

o Charlotte Brontë authored "Jane Eyre" (1847), a seminal work of Victorian literature 

that explored themes of morality, social class, and the position of women in society. 

Emily Brontë wrote "Wuthering Heights" (1847), a Gothic novel known for its dark 

romance and exploration of human passion. 

3. George Eliot (Mary Ann Evans) (1819-1880): 

o George Eliot was the pen name of Mary Ann Evans, a novelist known for her realistic 

and psychologically insightful works. Her notable novels include "Middlemarch" 

(1871-1872) and "The Mill on the Floss" (1860). 

4. Anthony Trollope (1815-1882): 

o Trollope was a prolific novelist known for his series of novels set in the fictional county 

of Barsetshire, such as "The Warden" (1855) and "Barchester Towers" (1857). His 

works often explored political, social, and ecclesiastical issues of Victorian England. 

5. Elizabeth Gaskell (1810-1865): 

o Gaskell was a novelist and short story writer known for her social novels depicting the 

lives of the working class and industrial communities. Her notable works include "Mary 

Barton" (1848) and "North and South" (1854). 
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6. Wilkie Collins (1824-1889): 

o Collins was a novelist and playwright known for his sensation fiction, a genre 

characterized by sensational plots, suspenseful storytelling, and often Gothic elements. 

His most famous works include "The Woman in White" (1859) and "The Moonstone" 

(1868). 

7. Thomas Hardy (1840-1928): 

o While primarily known for his later works, Thomas Hardy began writing in the 

Victorian period. His novels, such as "Tess of the d'Urbervilles" (1891) and "Jude the 

Obscure" (1895), examined themes of fate, social class, and the rural landscape. 

These writers, alongside Dickens, shaped and defined the Victorian literary canon with their diverse 

styles, thematic concerns, and contributions to the novel as a form of social commentary and 

exploration of human experience. Their works continue to be studied and celebrated for their enduring 

relevance and literary merit. 

 

     19.6 Dickens and Society 

 

Charles Dickens had a profound impact on Victorian society through his writings, which vividly 

portrayed the social issues and injustices of his time. Here are some key ways in which Dickens 

engaged with and influenced society: 

1. Critique of Social Issues: Dickens used his novels to critique the inequalities and injustices 

prevalent in Victorian society. He highlighted the plight of the poor, the harsh conditions of 

industrial workers, and the exploitation of children through themes and characters that 

resonated deeply with readers. 

2. Advocacy for Social Reform: Dickens was a vocal advocate for social reform. His novels, 

such as "Oliver Twist" (1837-1839), exposed the realities of child labour and poverty, 

contributing to public awareness and the eventual passing of reforms like the Factory Acts, 

which aimed to improve working conditions. 

3. Representation of Marginalized Groups: Dickens gave voice to marginalized groups in 

society, including orphans, the impoverished, and those affected by urbanization and 

industrialization. His characters, like Little Dorrit and the Cratchit family in "A Christmas 

Carol" (1843), elicited empathy and spurred discussions about social responsibility. 

4. Popularization of Issues: Through the serialized format of his novels, Dickens reached a wide 

audience and popularized discussions about social issues. His novels were eagerly awaited and 

read by a broad spectrum of society, influencing public opinion and fostering empathy for the 

less fortunate. 

5. Reflection of Victorian Society: Dickens's works serve as a mirror to Victorian society, 

capturing its complexities, contradictions, and moral dilemmas. His keen observations of 

everyday life, from bustling London streets to rural landscapes, provide a vivid depiction of 

the social fabric of his time. 

6. Legacy of Compassion and Humanity: Dickens's emphasis on compassion, generosity, and 

the importance of family resonated deeply with readers then and continues to do so today. His 

characters' struggles and triumphs underscore universal themes of resilience and the quest for 

a better life. 
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In summary, Charles Dickens not only entertained and captivated readers with his storytelling prowess 

but also played a pivotal role in shaping public discourse and promoting social change during the 

Victorian era. His legacy as a champion of social justice and human rights endures through his 

enduring literary works. 

 

    19.7 Summary 

 

Dickens gained widespread acclaim with his serialized novels, which were published in instalments in 

popular magazines of the time. His first major success, "The Pickwick Papers" (1836-1837), 

introduced readers to his distinctive style and keen observation of Victorian society. Throughout his 

career, Dickens produced a diverse body of work that includes iconic novels such as "Oliver Twist" 

(1837-1839), "David Copperfield" (1849-1850), "Great Expectations" (1860-1861), and "A Tale of 

Two Cities" (1859). Beyond his literary achievements, Dickens was a vocal advocate for social reform, 

using his platform to address issues such as child labour, education reform, and prison conditions. His 

novels played a significant role in shaping public opinion and influencing Victorian social policies. 

 

     19.8 Key Terms 

 

  Serialized Fiction: The publication of novels in sequential instalments, a format Dickens 

popularized to reach a wider audience and maintain reader engagement. 

  Victorian England: The period of British history during Queen Victoria's reign (1837-1901), 

characterized by social, political, and economic transformations. 

  Social Realism: A literary movement depicting contemporary social realities and issues, which 

Dickens exemplified through his portrayal of Victorian society's disparities and injustices. 

  London Fog: Atmospheric phenomenon in London characterized by heavy fog due to industrial 

pollution, frequently depicted in Dickens' novels as a metaphor for obscurity and mystery. 

  London Streets: The bustling and often chaotic urban environment of London, which Dickens 

vividly described as a backdrop for his characters and stories. 

 

     19.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How does Charles Dickens employ narrative voice and perspective shifts to enhance 

storytelling in his novels, including "Hard Times"? 

2. Explore Dickens's use of language, including vivid descriptions, symbolism, and metaphorical 

language. How do these elements contribute to the themes and characterization in his works? 

3. Discuss Dickens's approach to character development. How does he create memorable and 

multi-dimensional characters, such as those in "Hard Times"? What techniques does he use to 

reveal their personalities and motivations? 

4. Dickens is known for his social commentary in novels like "Hard Times." How does he use his 

characters and plotlines to critique Victorian society, particularly its treatment of the poor, the 
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impact of industrialization, and educational reform? 

5. Dickens often infuses his novels with humour and satire. How does he use these elements to 

critique societal norms and human foibles in "Hard Times"? 

 

     19.10 References 

 

 

• Manning, Mick & Granström, Brita, Charles Dickens: Scenes From An Extraordinary Life, 

Frances Lincoln Children's Books, 2011. 

• Mendelsohn, Ezra (1996). Literary Strategies: Jewish Texts and Contexts. Studies in 

Contemporary Jewry. Vol. 12. Oxford University Press. ISBN 978-0-19-511203-0. Archived from 

the original on 23 September 2015. Retrieved 2 July 2015. 

• Meckier, Jerome (2002). Dickens's Great Expectations: Misnar's Pavilion Versus Cinderella. 

Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky. ISBN 978-0-813-12228-1. 

• Moore, Grace (2002). "Reappraising Dickens's 'Noble Savage'". The Dickensian. 98 (458): 236–

243. 

• Nayder, Lillian (2002). Unequal Partners: Charles Dickens, Wilkie Collins, and Victorian 

Authorship. Cornell University Press. p. 96. ISBN 978-0-8014-3925-4. 

• Dickens, Charles (1978). "Introduction". In Patten, Robert L. (ed.). The Pickwick Papers. Penguin 

Books. ISBN 978-0-415-22233-4. Archived from the original on 30 October 2015. Retrieved 2 

July 2015. 

• Pointer, Michael (1996). Charles Dickens on the screen: the film, television, and video 

adaptations. Scarecrow Press. ISBN 978-0-8108-2960-2. Archived from the original on 26 

September 2015. Retrieved 2 July 2015. 

• Pope-Hennessy, Una (2007). Charles Dickens. Hennessy Press. ISBN 978-1-4067-5783-5. 

• Slater, Michael (2011) [2004]. "Dickens, Charles John Huffam". Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography (online ed.). Oxford University Press. doi:10.1093/ref:odnb/7599. (Subscription or UK 

public library membership required.) 

• Waller, John O. (July 1960). "Charles Dickens and the American Civil War". Studies in 

Philology. 57 (3): 535–548. JSTOR 4173318. 

• Waller, Philip J (2006). Writers, Readers, and Reputations: Literary Life in Britain, 1870–1918. 

Oxford University Press. p. 194. ISBN 978-0-19-820677-4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://books.google.com/books?id=4k3ZL8Pf0SQC&pg=PA76
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/978-0-19-511203-0
https://web.archive.org/web/20150923140859/https:/books.google.com/books?id=4k3ZL8Pf0SQC&pg=PA76
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/978-0-813-12228-1
https://archive.org/details/unequalpartnersc00nayd
https://archive.org/details/unequalpartnersc00nayd
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cornell_University_Press
https://archive.org/details/unequalpartnersc00nayd/page/96
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/978-0-8014-3925-4
https://books.google.com/books?id=xf2QqVI19b8C&pg=PA261
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Penguin_Books
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Penguin_Books
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/978-0-415-22233-4
https://web.archive.org/web/20151030100043/https:/books.google.com/books?id=xf2QqVI19b8C&pg=PA261
https://books.google.com/books?id=031aAAAAMAAJ
https://books.google.com/books?id=031aAAAAMAAJ
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/978-0-8108-2960-2
https://web.archive.org/web/20150926012855/https:/books.google.com/books?id=031aAAAAMAAJ
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Una_Pope-Hennessy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/978-1-4067-5783-5
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dictionary_of_National_Biography#Oxford_Dictionary_of_National_Biography
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dictionary_of_National_Biography#Oxford_Dictionary_of_National_Biography
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1093%2Fref%3Aodnb%2F7599
https://www.oxforddnb.com/help/subscribe#public
https://www.oxforddnb.com/help/subscribe#public
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/JSTOR_(identifier)
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4173318
https://archive.org/details/writersreadersre0000wall
https://archive.org/details/writersreadersre0000wall/page/194
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ISBN_(identifier)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/978-0-19-820677-4


145 

 

 

UNIT 20: SOCIAL CRITIQUE IN DICKENS’S NOVELS 

 

 

STRUCTURE 

20.1 Objectives 

20.2 Introduction 

20.3 Industrialization and Class Disparity: Hard Times 

20.4 Poverty and the Plight of Children: Oliver Twist and David Copperfield 

20.5 Corruption and Social Decay: Bleak House 

20.6 Hypocrisy and Charity: Martin Chuzzlewit and Little Dorrit 

20.7 Summary 

20.8 Key Terms 

20.9 Review Questions 

20.10 References 

 

 

     20.1 Objectives 

 

The objectives of this unit are to:  

1) examine the social critiques presented in Charles Dickens's novels,  

2) understand Dickens's portrayal of poverty, class disparity, and social injustice in 19th-century 

England,  

3) analyze how Dickens used his works to expose and challenge societal ills, including child labour, 

industrialization’s impact, and corruption, and  

4) appreciate Dickens's literary style, character development, and narrative techniques that render his 

social commentaries powerful and enduring. 

 

     20.2 Introduction 

 

Charles Dickens is renowned not only as a storyteller but also as a fierce critic of the social injustices 

of his time. Living through the Victorian era, an age of vast social, economic, and industrial change, 

Dickens witnessed the rapid growth of cities, the rise of industrial capitalism, and the stark division 

between the wealthy and the impoverished. His novels provide a vivid account of the hardships faced 

by the working class, the plight of orphans and vulnerable children, and the corrupt systems that kept 

society's most disadvantaged in perpetual poverty. Novels like Oliver Twist, Bleak House, and Hard 

Times present a world where social institutions fail to protect the vulnerable, exposing the harsh 

realities of life for many in Victorian England. Dickens’s writing, often laced with humor, irony, and 

satire, forces readers to confront the stark realities of the era. His detailed portrayals of urban life reveal 

both the physical and moral squalor that plagued the growing cities, capturing the despair of factory 

workers, orphans, and the poor. Through his characters, Dickens illuminates the human side of these 

issues, transforming societal critiques into deeply personal stories of suffering, resilience, and hope. 

By weaving social commentary into compelling narratives, Dickens crafted stories that are not only 

entertaining but also deeply resonant calls for social reform, making him one of the most influential 

writers in advocating for social justice through literature. 
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    20.3 Industrialization and Class Disparity: Hard Times 

 

In Hard Times (1854), Dickens addresses the effects of industrialization on society, portraying the 

harsh lives of factory workers in the fictional Coketown. The novel critiques the utilitarian philosophy, 

represented by characters like Mr. Thomas Gradgrind, who values facts over emotions and 

productivity over well-being. The factory system, depicted as a dehumanizing force, reduces workers 

to mere machines, stripping them of their individuality and humanity. Characters like Stephen 

Blackpool, a mill worker trapped by his poverty and oppressive labor conditions, represent the 

struggles of the working class. Dickens exposes the exploitation and drudgery experienced by 

industrial workers, highlighting the lack of social mobility and the suffering caused by rigid economic 

systems. Through vivid imagery and metaphors, Dickens brings the harsh environment of industrial 

towns to life, criticizing a society that values profit over people. Hard Times serves as a condemnation 

of industrial capitalism, urging readers to consider the human cost of economic progress and to 

advocate for the rights and dignity of workers. 

 

     20.4 Poverty and the Plight of Children: Oliver Twist and David Copperfield 

 

In Oliver Twist (1837-1839) and David Copperfield (1849-1850), Dickens sheds light on the 

experiences of orphaned and impoverished children. Oliver Twist follows the journey of a young 

orphan who encounters criminals, poverty, and violence, exposing the lack of support for vulnerable 

children. Dickens presents a bleak view of institutions like workhouses and boarding schools, where 

neglect and cruelty are common. The novel critiques a system that treats poverty as a crime and 

punishes those who are already marginalized. Similarly, David Copperfield, a semi-autobiographical 

novel, explores the protagonist’s struggles through childhood, working in a factory and facing financial 

insecurity. Through David’s experiences, Dickens addresses the limited opportunities for social 

advancement and the hardships of child labor. Both novels advocate for the humane treatment of 

children, urging society to reform the institutions that fail to protect and nurture its youngest and most 

vulnerable members. 

 

     20.5 Corruption and Social Decay: Bleak House 

 

Bleak House (1852-1853) is one of Dickens's most complex novels, using the prolonged Chancery 

Court case of Jarndyce v. Jarndyce as a metaphor for the inefficiency and corruption of England’s 

legal system. The novel’s vast array of characters includes lawyers, clerks, debtors, and wealthy elites, 

all entangled in a legal quagmire that ruins lives and perpetuates injustice. Through the character of 

Esther Summerson, Dickens contrasts the indifference of the upper classes with the struggles of the 

poor, illustrating how the powerful exploit the vulnerable for personal gain. The novel’s portrayal of 

London, shrouded in fog and filth, symbolizes the moral decay of a society that allows corruption to 

flourish unchecked. Bleak House criticizes the slow, indifferent bureaucracy of the legal system and 

exposes how institutional corruption perpetuates poverty and despair. Dickens’s vivid description of 

the squalid living conditions and the hopeless plight of debtors in London further underscores his 

demand for reform and justice. 
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     20.6 Hypocrisy and Charity: Martin Chuzzlewit and Little Dorrit 

 

In Martin Chuzzlewit (1844) and Little Dorrit (1855-1857), Dickens explores themes of hypocrisy, 

selfishness, and false charity. Martin Chuzzlewit presents a satirical view of both England and 

America, critiquing individuals who prioritize wealth and status over kindness and integrity. Through 

characters like Mr. Pecksniff, a hypocritical philanthropist, Dickens exposes the moral emptiness 

behind superficial acts of charity. Similarly, Little Dorrit highlights the gap between the wealthy and 

the impoverished, portraying the lives of the residents of the Marshalsea debtors' prison. Characters 

like Mr. Dorrit, who is imprisoned due to his debts, illustrate the limitations of a system that punishes 

the poor instead of offering assistance. Dickens critiques a society that claims to value charity and 

morality but fails to address the underlying issues of poverty and social inequality. Through these 

novels, he calls for genuine compassion and accountability in addressing social problems, urging 

readers to recognize and confront hypocrisy in society. 

 

     20.7 Summary 

 

Charles Dickens’s novels offer a powerful critique of the social issues that plagued 19th-century 

England, including poverty, class disparity, industrialization, corruption, and the mistreatment of 

children. His works such as Hard Times, Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, Bleak House, Martin 

Chuzzlewit, and Little Dorrit provide a vivid depiction of Victorian society, highlighting the 

exploitation and neglect faced by the poor and vulnerable. Through his memorable characters and 

innovative narrative techniques, Dickens exposed the injustices of his time, advocating for social 

reform and justice. His writing remains influential for its ability to blend storytelling with social 

commentary, encouraging readers to empathize with society's marginalized and reflect on the need for 

compassion and integrity. Dickens’s enduring legacy lies in his commitment to portraying the struggles 

of ordinary people and his belief in the power of literature to inspire change. 

 

     20.8 Key Terms 

 

• Dickens’s novels provide an incisive critique of Victorian society, addressing issues such as 

poverty, child labor, class disparity, and institutional corruption. 

• Through characters and settings, Dickens highlights the dehumanizing effects of industrialization 

and the moral failings of a society focused on profit. 

• Dickens’s portrayal of children and the poor underscores the need for compassionate and effective 

social reform. 

• His use of satire, irony, and social realism renders his works both entertaining and thought-

provoking, establishing Dickens as a literary advocate for social justice. 

 

     20.9 Review Questions 

 

1. How does Dickens portray the effects of industrialization on the working class in Hard Times? 

2. What social institutions does Dickens critique in Oliver Twist and David Copperfield, and how do 

they impact the lives of children? 

3. In what ways does Bleak House highlight the inefficiency and corruption of the English legal 

system? 

4. Discuss how Dickens addresses themes of hypocrisy and charity in Martin Chuzzlewit and Little 

Dorrit. 



148 

 

5. How does Dickens use character development and setting to critique social issues in his novels? 
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