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Restoration and 18th Century Literature: A Journey Through

Societal Shifts and Literary Styles

Ever wondered how the overthrow of a king could spark a revolution in literature? The period spanning

the English Restoration (1660-1714) and the 18th century (1700-1800) witnessed a dramatic

transformation in literary styles, reflecting profound societal changes. This post delves into the

fascinating interplay between the Restoration's political upheaval and the subsequent literary

flourishing, exploring key themes, authors, and movements that defined this pivotal era. We’ll uncover

how the restoration of the monarchy shaped the literary landscape, paving the way for the

Enlightenment's intellectual ferment and the rise of new genres. Get ready for a captivating journey

through a period that continues to resonate with us today.

The Restoration: A New Dawn for Literature

The Restoration, following the Interregnum (the period between the execution of Charles I and the

restoration of the monarchy under Charles II), was a time of remarkable change. The Puritan

restrictions on the arts were lifted, leading to a surge of creativity across various forms. The theatres,

silenced for decades, reopened their doors, creating a platform for a new wave of playwrights to

emerge. This period is characterized by its wit, satire, and a distinct focus on the complexities of

human relationships, particularly within the aristocratic circles. Think libertinism, social commentary

disguised as comedy, and an exploration of the changing moral landscape.

Key features of Restoration literature include:

Restoration Comedy: Plays like William Wycherley's The Country Wife and William Congreve's The

Way of the World are prime examples. These comedies, often sexually suggestive and laced with witty



dialogue, reflected the changing social norms and challenged conventional morality. They were known

for their clever plots, witty repartee, and satirical portrayal of aristocratic life.

Heroic Drama: In contrast to Restoration comedy, heroic drama presented idealized characters and

extravagant plots, often involving heroic deeds, love, and honour. John Dryden, a dominant figure of

this era, exemplified this genre with plays like All for Love.

Rise of the Novel: Though the novel as a form was still developing, this era saw the emergence of

early novels that explored social issues and individual psychology with increasing depth. Aphra Behn,

considered the first professional female writer in English, made significant contributions to this

developing genre.

The 18th Century: The Age of Reason and Sentiment

The 18th century, often referred to as the Age of Reason or the Enlightenment, built upon the

foundations laid during the Restoration. It was a period characterized by intellectual curiosity, scientific

advancements, and a strong emphasis on reason and order. This shift in thinking profoundly

influenced literary styles and themes.

This era saw the rise of:

The Novel's Maturation: This century witnessed the blossoming of the novel as a major literary form.

Authors like Daniel Defoe (Robinson Crusoe), Jonathan Swift (Gulliver's Travels), and Samuel

Richardson (Pamela) developed sophisticated narrative techniques and explored a wider range of

themes, including social commentary, adventure, and psychological realism.

The Rise of the Essay: The essay, as a form of intellectual discourse, flourished. Joseph Addison and

Richard Steele's The Spectator played a significant role in shaping public opinion and promoting a

more rational and moral approach to life.

Poetry of Wit and Satire: While the focus shifted towards reason, poetry retained its power and wit.

Alexander Pope, known for his satirical wit and mastery of the heroic couplet, dominated the poetic

landscape. His works, such as The Rape of the Lock, cleverly critiqued the follies of society.

The Gothic Novel: As the century progressed, a new genre emerged: the Gothic novel. Works like

Horace Walpole's The Castle of Otranto introduced elements of horror, mystery, and the supernatural,



foreshadowing the Romantic movement.

The Interconnection: Society, Politics, and Literature

The Restoration and 18th-century literature cannot be understood in isolation from the socio-political

context. The overthrow of the monarchy, the subsequent restoration, and the intellectual ferment of the

Enlightenment all profoundly shaped the literary output of the time. The plays, novels, and poems of

this era serve as a window into the lives, anxieties, and aspirations of the people living through these

momentous changes. The shift from a focus on aristocratic life in Restoration comedy to a broader

exploration of social issues in 18th-century novels reflects the changing social dynamics. The

emphasis on reason and order in Enlightenment thought influenced the structure and style of literary

works.

Conclusion

The Restoration and 18th century represent a crucial period in the history of English literature. The

dramatic shifts in political landscape, the rise of new genres, and the exploration of profound themes

continue to fascinate and challenge readers today. By understanding the historical context, we gain a

richer appreciation for the literary masterpieces that emerged from this era, appreciating the

complexities of human nature and the enduring power of storytelling to reflect societal change. This

exploration into the interwoven tapestry of history and literature offers a compelling journey through a

period that profoundly shaped the literary world we know today.

FAQs

What is the main difference between Restoration and 18th-century literature? While both periods1.

are interconnected, Restoration literature is characterized by a focus on wit, satire, and often

sexually suggestive themes within aristocratic circles. 18th-century literature, while building on

Restoration foundations, expands to encompass a broader range of social issues, the rise of the



novel as a dominant form, and a stronger emphasis on reason and order (Enlightenment ideals).

Who are some of the most influential female writers of this period? Aphra Behn stands out as a1.

pioneering female playwright and novelist during the Restoration. While female voices were less

prominent than their male counterparts, women like Delarivier Manley and Mary Astell made

contributions to the literary landscape through various genres.

How did the Enlightenment influence literature? The Enlightenment's emphasis on reason, logic,1.

and scientific inquiry influenced literature by promoting clear prose, structured arguments (as

seen in essays), and a focus on exploring the world through observation and rational analysis.

This contrasts with the more emotional and subjective approach of later Romantic writers.

What are some key themes explored in Restoration and 18th-century literature? Key themes1.

include social class and hierarchy, morality and ethics, the nature of power, gender roles, the

individual versus society, and the relationship between reason and emotion. These themes

continue to resonate with modern readers.

Where can I find more information about Restoration and 18th-century literature? A good starting1.

point would be academic libraries, university archives, and online resources dedicated to literary

history. Searching for specific authors or genres within this period will yield valuable results.

Exploring online databases of digitized primary sources (books, plays, essays) can provide direct

access to the works themselves.
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