the restoration period in english literature

The Restoration Period in English Literature is a significant era that spans from 1660 to 1700,
marking the return of King Charles Il to the English throne and the revival of the monarchy after the
Interregnum. This period is characterized by a vibrant cultural life, a flourishing of the arts, and a
distinct shift in the themes and styles of literature. The Restoration not only saw the reopening of the
theatres, which had been closed under Puritan rule, but also the emergence of new literary forms that
were influenced by European styles, particularly from France. This article delves into the essential
aspects of the Restoration period in English literature, exploring its historical context, key literary
figures, genres, and themes.

Historical Context

The Restoration period was born out of a tumultuous time in English history. The English Civil War
(1642-1651) led to the execution of King Charles I, the establishment of the Commonwealth under
Oliver Cromwell, and the subsequent period of Puritan rule. With the death of Cromwell in 1658 and
the failure of his son Richard to maintain control, the monarchy was restored in 1660, heralding a new
era. The restoration of Charles Il brought with it a sense of optimism and a return to traditional values,
but it also opened the door to new ideas and challenges.

Political and Social Changes

The Restoration period was marked by significant political and social changes:

1. Monarchy Restoration: The return of Charles Il symbolized a return to royal authority and traditional
governance.

2. Cultural Liberalization: The re-opening of theatres and the resurgence of artistic expression
reflected a cultural shift towards liberalism.

3. Colonial Expansion: The period saw the expansion of the British Empire, which influenced literature
through themes of exploration and colonialism.

4. Scientific Advancement: The Scientific Revolution also influenced writers, as ideas about the
natural world began to shape literary themes.

Major Literary Figures

The Restoration period produced a host of influential writers and poets whose works defined the era.
Among them are:

John Dryden

John Dryden (1631-1700) is often considered the premier poet and playwright of the Restoration



period. He was a prolific writer and served as the first Poet Laureate of England. His works include:
- "Absalom and Achitophel": A satirical poem that comments on politics and the court.
- "The Conquest of Granada": A heroic play that showcases Dryden's dramatic skills.

- "All for Love": A tragedy that reinterprets Shakespeare's "Antony and Cleopatra."

Dryden's writing is marked by its clarity, wit, and mastery of the heroic couplet.

Samuel Pepys

Samuel Pepys (1633-1703) is best known for his diaries, which provide a detailed account of life in
17th-century England. His observations on politics, society, and culture give invaluable insights into
the Restoration period. Pepys' diary reflects:

- The political climate of the time, including the Great Fire of London and the Plague.

- The social life of the Restoration, including theatre and court life.
- His personal experiences, relationships, and reflections.

Aphra Behn

Aphra Behn (1640-1689) was one of the first professional female writers in England. Her contributions
to literature include:

- "Oroonoko": A novella that addresses issues of race and colonialism.
- "The Rover": A comedy that explores themes of love, sexuality, and gender roles.

Behn's works were groundbreaking for their time, challenging societal norms and offering a female
perspective in a male-dominated literary landscape.

Genres of the Restoration Period

The Restoration period saw the emergence of several literary genres, which reflected the complexities
of the time. Key genres include:

Drama

Restoration drama is characterized by its mix of comedy and tragedy, with a focus on wit and social
commentary. Notable forms include:

- Restoration Comedy: Known for its emphasis on sexual politics and social satire. Prominent
playwrights include William Congreve and George Etherege.

- Tragedy: While less popular than comedy, tragic plays often tackled serious themes and were
marked by heightened emotional intensity.



Satire

Satirical writing flourished during the Restoration, as writers critiqued society, politics, and human
nature. Key features include:

- Political Satire: Used to comment on and ridicule political figures and events, exemplified by

Dryden's works.
- Social Satire: Targeted societal norms and behaviors, often using humor and irony.

Poetry

Poetry in the Restoration period saw the refinement of the heroic couplet and the exploration of new
themes, including love, politics, and morality. Notable poets include:

- John Dryden: As mentioned, his mastery of the heroic couplet set a standard for poetic form.

- Andrew Marvell: Known for his metaphysical poetry, which combined philosophical depth with lyrical
beauty.

Themes in Restoration Literature

The themes prevalent in Restoration literature often mirrored the complexities of the era:

Sexuality and Gender Roles

Many Restoration comedies explored the themes of love, seduction, and the roles of women in
society. The portrayal of women often challenged traditional gender norms, as seen in:

- Aphra Behn's works, which presented strong female characters.
- The comedic treatment of courtship and marriage, highlighting the intricacies of sexual politics.

Political and Social Commentaries

Restoration literature frequently engaged with political issues, reflecting the tumultuous climate of
the time. Writers used satire to address:

- The conflicts between monarchy and Parliament.
- The societal implications of the Great Fire of London and the Plague.

Individualism and Human Experience



The Restoration period also saw the emergence of themes centered on individualism, reflecting the
shifting focus from collective societal norms to personal experiences. This can be seen in:

- Samuel Pepys' diary, which provides a personal lens on historical events.
- The exploration of human emotions and desires in poetry and drama.

Conclusion

The Restoration period in English literature was a vibrant and dynamic era that reflected the
complexities of a society in transition. With the return of the monarchy, a cultural renaissance
emerged, characterized by a flourishing of drama, poetry, and satire. Key literary figures such as John
Dryden, Samuel Pepys, and Aphra Behn left an indelible mark on the literary landscape, challenging
traditional norms and exploring new themes. The legacy of the Restoration period continues to
resonate today, as it laid the groundwork for the evolution of English literature in the centuries to
come. Through its exploration of sexuality, politics, and individualism, the literature of this period
remains relevant, inviting readers to reflect on the enduring human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What time period does the Restoration period in English
literature refer to?

The Restoration period in English literature refers to the time from 1660 to 1688, marking the return
of Charles Il to the throne.

What was the significance of the Restoration in the context of
English literature?

The Restoration marked a revival of drama and the arts after the Puritan rule, leading to the
emergence of new genres and styles in literature.

Which literary forms became prominent during the
Restoration period?

The Restoration period saw the rise of comedy, particularly Restoration comedy, as well as the
development of satirical literature and the novel.

Who are some notable playwrights from the Restoration
period?

Notable playwrights include Aphra Behn, William Wycherley, and George Etherege, who are known for
their contributions to Restoration comedy.



What themes are commonly explored in Restoration
comedies?

Restoration comedies often explore themes of love, marriage, social class, and the complexities of
human relationships with a focus on wit and satire.

How did the role of women in literature change during the
Restoration period?

The Restoration period saw an increase in women's participation in literature, with female authors like
Aphra Behn gaining prominence and challenging traditional gender roles.

What impact did the Restoration period have on poetry?

The Restoration period led to the emergence of key poetic figures like John Dryden, who influenced
the development of satire and heroic couplets in English poetry.

What is the significance of the 'The Rover' by Aphra Behn?

‘The Rover' is significant as it is one of the first plays written by a woman to achieve critical and
commercial success, showcasing themes of love and freedom.

How did political events influence literature during the
Restoration period?

Political events, such as the Glorious Revolution and the shifting power dynamics, influenced
literature, leading to works that commented on governance, morality, and society.

What is the legacy of the Restoration period in contemporary
literature?

The Restoration period laid the groundwork for modern comedy, satire, and the novel, influencing
subsequent literary movements and the evolution of English literature.
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