
Overview of English 
Literary Periods

The Old English Period (450-1066)

Historical and Cultural Context

Marked by the arrival of Germanic tribes (Jutes, 
Angles, Saxons) to Britain.

The formation of a hierarchical society with 
distinct kingdoms and cultural practices.

Transition from pagan beliefs to Christianity, 
influenced by the establishment of monas-
teries.

Key Literary Works and Features

Notable works include Beowulf, The Wanderer, 
The Seafarer, and The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.

Characteristics: anonymous authorship, a 
blend of paganism and Christianity, strong belief in 
Fate, and the use of alliteration and kennings.

The Middle English Period (1066-
1500)

Historical and Cultural Context

Initiated by the Norman Conquest, leading to 
significant changes in governance and lan-
guage.
Influences: establishment of the English 
Parliament, the Crusades, and the rise of 
English as a legal language.

Major Authors and Literary Evolu…

Key figures include Geoffrey Chaucer, John 
Wycliffe, and John Gower.

Emergence of English prose and drama, with 
themes of love, chivalry, and social commen-
tary.

The Renaissance Period (1500-
1660)

The Elizabethan Age (1558-1603)

Characterized by political stability under 
Queen Elizabeth I, fostering a flourishing of 
arts and culture.

Influential works by authors such as Willi-
am Shakespeare, Edmund Spenser, and 
Thomas More.

Characteristics of Literature

Innovations in drama and poetry, influenced 
by Renaissance ideals.

Dominance of humanism, romantic enthusi-
asm, and exploration of human psychology.

The Jacobean Age (1603-1625)

Cultural and Political Context

Named after King James I, marked by reli-
gious conflicts and colonial expansion.

A continuation of Renaissance influences with a 
shift towards realism and satirical elements.

Prominent Writers and Their…

Notable authors: William Shakespeare, 
Ben Jonson, John Donne, and John Webster.

Works reflect the complexities of power, 
morality, and human nature.

The English Novel (18th Century 
Onwards)

Historical Background

The novel as a genre evolved, gaining 
popularity in the 18th century along-
side societal changes such as the Industrial 
Revolution.

Factors influencing its rise include increased 
literacy, the availability of printed materials, 
and the growth of the middle class.

Types of Novels

Picaresque Novel: Features a roguish 
hero; example: Don Quixote.

Epistolary Novel: Told through letters; exam-
ple: Pamela by Samuel Richardson.

Domestic Novel: Focus on everyday life; 
examples: works by Jane Austen.

Gothic Novel: Incorporates supernatural 
elements; example: The Castle of Otranto.

Historical Novel: Blends fiction with historical 
events; example: Rob Roy by Sir Walter Scott.

Comic Novel: Emphasizes absurdity; exam-
ple: The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy.


