Literature of Love in Context

Chaucer can be regarded as perhaps the most celebrated writer of the early period of English literature, with love being an important theme in his work.

The Canterbury Tales:

Pilgrims tell tales concerned with love, and they reflect a variety of views about attitudes towards love relationships.

Courtly, chivalric love of The Knight’s Tale to the bawdy, comic story of adultery by the Miller, Chaucer explores the many different forms love can take, sometimes using the tales to satirize the foolish expectations of humanity, at other times celebrating the beauty of romance and romantic ideals.

Literature of the Tudor period, 16th Century

You can see the many ways in which love was important in the writing of the time. 

First use of the sonnet form in English

Imagery to reflect the idea of love as a war of the passions is repeated throughout the period.

Poets such as Thomas Wyatt were influential in the development of love poetry during this era – influenced by Petrarca (Italian writer) credited with introducing the Petrarchan sonnet form. 

Sense that love is painful and challenging yet infinitely rewarding is perhaps what best characterises the era

Jacobean period:

Shakespeare – reflect a range of different views on love. Explored conventional love in works  such as ‘Shall I compare the to a summer’s day’ (Sonnet XVIII)

Also more diverse ideas such as beauty being in the eye of the beholder, explored in ‘My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun.’

Other types of love and issues surrounding the theme explored in this era. Love of God – relates to the demands of love on the individual – can be related to both religious and ‘normal’ love

Tudor period:

Social and political influences on the presentation of love can be seen.

Growth of drama in this period:

Shakespeare and Marlowe launched the English theatre to its greatest glory

Shakespeare’s plays challenged the expected presentation of love. Although many followed the traditional romantic view, he created resourceful women who if necessary woo reluctant males, an image that challenges the stereotypical presentation of gender roles within courtship.

Dark complexities of love are fully explored in plays such as Othello and King Lear – invites the audience to engage with the problems of jealousy, greed, lust and self-love.

Even in texts that can be considered traditional romances, Shakespeare constantly challenges ideas about love. Comedies such as ‘As You Like It’, ‘Twelfth Night’ and ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ set a different tone by humorously exploring the varying roles en and women play within relationships. ‘Antony & Cleopatra’ examines what happens when duty and politics clash with passionate love.

Shakespeare also addressed another type of love: Love of one’s country. 

Poets of the Seventeenth Century:

One of the greatest poets of the era = John Donne

Metaphysical poets – the growing interest in astrology and science around the time. 

This time also sees an increase in satirical writing about love. The idea that love could be corrupted and corrupting. Portrayal of men idealising women and the love between parent and child also dominated the writing of the time.

Romantic Literature and the Victorian era:

Eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries are characterised as the Age of Enlightenment, a time when philosophical thinking and new ideas on politics and religion dominated.
Mary Shelley explored the ideas abut the changing moral structure of the modern world but often portrayed the ideas through relationships; Shelley’s ‘Frankenstein’ for example, considers the progress of science and challenges ideas about the human soul. However, at its heart is the traumatic, destructive search for love by Frankenstein’s monstrous creation.

Romantic poets – William Blake, Wordsworth, did not simply write about romance. Interested in the love of the landscape, often tried to capture in their writing a feeling of the sublime and an overwhelming passion for nature and for God.

Industrial revolution brought widespread social change and great expansion – importance of marriage as a mean of maintaining a family’s inheritance and status grew.

Strict social codes hat governed the way in which a woman must behave. Look at ‘A Doll’s House’.

Development of he novel in this era added a new dimension to the ways in which love was presented. Gave writers the chance to explore a broader range of situations and views. Bronte sisters challenged the stereotypes of romance in their work by creating passionate heroines such as Jane Eyre.

While Victorians enjoyed reading about this kind of romantic love, it does not necessarily reflect the realities of the time for the majority of people.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Christina Rossetti explored the issue of love and marriage by considering the sacrifice of individualism that had to be made by women if they were to become wives. Again, you can view A Doll’s House for this too.

Sonnets from the Portuguese – expresses her love for the poet Robert Browning and reflects on elements of their courtship.

Many late Victorian writers questioned well-established social and economic customs, and the presentation of love in literature from the latter half of the century often challenged traditional views of marriage in a more drastic way. Oscar Wilde’s ‘A Woman of No Importance’, for example, champions the ‘fallen woman’ and questions society’s views about sex outside marriage. Wilde was considered one of the new radicals and his literature reflects a changing perception of love that included direct criticism of the institution of marriage and an interest in those who challenged social norms. You can look at Wilde’s own life and how it influenced his literature too.

Modern and post-modern writing:

As the economic and cultural expansion of the Victorian age came to a close, particularly after the end of the First World War in 1918, the modern era promoted radical thinking and a change in political and social consciousness from earlier years.

Rise of Marxist ideologies, feminism and the growing interest in the work of psycho-analysts meant that the social climate was fast-changing.

Increased social mobility and technological advancements were reflected in literature. More diverse range of topics in literature, but love still remained a fascinating subject

First World War had an enormous impact on the literature of the time. Changing relationship between men and women during these years as the deployment of so many men to the battle-fields meant women were forced to become more independent. 

Creation of the ‘modern novel’ – Virginia Woolf and James Joyce. Development of techniques such as the stream of consciousness in prose and free verse in poetry. Writers reflected their thoughts and feeling in a more versatile way.

Second World War led to a more liberal social climate and freedom from censorship influenced writing on love. 

Era of the ‘sexual revolution’ – looked at in On Chesil Beach by Ian McEwan.

Carol Ann Duffy’s poetry often reflects on different types of love. Social perceptions of beauty and sexuality, challenging views of relationships and female identity.

Conclusion:

Love is still a central topic of creative writing. Although it can be seen that the purpose of presenting love and the types of love in literature across different literary eras may change, the sense that it is a fundamental part of the human condition remains a constant.
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