Historical Background: The Augustan Age

(1700-1745)

Major Movement: Neo-Classicism = Return of Classicism

Tie to the reign of Augustus in ancient Rome. The political situation was very similar and due to this the authors of the 18th Century were inspired by the Roman writers.

-1700: Radicalism: Favoring or trying to produce thoroughgoing or extreme political reforms which can 
include changes to the social order to a greater or lesser extent.

-1702: Queen Anne takes the throne. In May, England declares war on France after the death of the King of 
Spain, Charles II, to stop the union of France and Spain.
-1704: John Locke dies.

-1707: Act of Union merge the Scottish and the English parliament and thus The Kingdom of Great Britain is 
born.

-1712: Alexander Pope, “The Rape of the Lock”

-1713: Queen Anne's War ends with the Treaty of Utrecht.
-1715: Translation of “The Iliad” by Alexander Pope

-1719: Daniel Defoe, Robinson Crusoe
-1721: Pope Innocent XIII becomes pope. The First Prime Minister of Britain is chosen.

-1725: Translation of “The Odyssey” by Alexander Pope

-1727: Coronation of George II of England

-1732: “Essay on Man”, Alexander Pope

-1738: Methodist movement begins. 

-1739: British declare war on Spain

-1744: Large scale French invasion attempt on England
First novel is written. Literature used to discuss moral and social issues.
Characteristics of Augustan Age Literature

- Based on the cultural and literature situation of ancient Rome. 

- The largest literary forms of the eighteenth century were poetic expression, journalistic, letter writing, pamphleteer and early novel forms.
- Styles of the time were elegant and graceful (fluent) like those of ancient times.

- Essays and Satires gained importance due to the political situation. Most of the work from the Augustan Age had a social concern. 

- Less literature controversy within philosophy.

- Epics and Odes were translated. Homer’s epics were translated by Pope.

- Neo-classicism most often expressed through poetry

Literary Background

Jonathan Swift

Jonathan Swift was born at No. 7, Hoey's Court, Dublin, to an English mother, seven months after his father died. He was educated by his Uncle Godwin, and then sent to Swift's Heath, Kilkenny, from where, at the age of six years, he went to the Kilkenny Grammar School (also attended by the philosopher, George Berkley). He later attended Trinity College, Dublin, and he moved to live with his mother, Abigail Erick, at Leicester.

Soon afterwards an opening to work for Sir William Temple presented itself. In 1689 Swift went to live at Moor Park, Surrey, where he read to Temple, wrote for him, and kept his accounts. Growing into confidence with his employer, he "was often trusted with matters of great importance." Within three years of their acquaintance, Temple had introduced his secretary to William III, and sent him to London to urge the King to consent to a bill for triennial Parliaments.

When Swift took up his residence at Moor Park, he found there an 8-year-old girl. She was the daughter of a merchant named Edward Johnson, who had died young. Swift says that Esther Johnson was born on March 18, 1681 — she was later known as Stella and would later feature largely in Swift's life.

In the summer of 1699 Swift was offered and accepted the post of secretary and chaplain to the Earl of Berkeley, one of the Lords Justices, but when he reached Ireland he found that the secretaryship had been given to another. He soon, however, obtained the living of Laracor, Agher, and Rathbeggan, and the prebend of Dunlavin in St. Patrick's Cathedral, Dublin.

At Laracor, a mile or two from Trim, and twenty miles from Dublin, Swift ministered to a congregation of about fifteen persons, and had abundant leisure for cultivating his garden, making a canal (after the Dutch fashion of Moor Park), planting willows, and rebuilding the vicarage. As chaplain to Lord Berkeley, he spent much of his time in Dublin. When Lord Berkeley returned to England in April 1701, Swift, after taking his doctor's degree at Dublin, went with him, and soon afterwards published, anonymously, a political pamphlet, A Discourse on the Contests and Dissentions in Athens and Rome.

When he returned to Ireland in September he was accompanied by Stella — now twenty years old — and her friend Mrs Dingley. There's a great deal of mystery and controversy over Swift's relationship with Stella. Many hold that they were secretly married in 1716. 

Swift was politically active between 1707 and 1710. From February 1708 to April 1709 Swift was in London, successfully urging upon the Godolphin administration the claims of the Irish clergy to the First-Fruits and Twentieths ("Queen Anne's Bounty"), which brought in about £2500 a year, already granted to their brethren in England. His having been selected for such a commission shows that he was not yet regarded as a deserter from the Whigs, although the ill success of his representations probably helped to make him one. As a result he became more and more intimate with the Tory leaders and increasingly cool towards his older acquaintances.

Swift received the reward of his services to the Government — the Deanery of St. Patrick's, Dublin — in April 1713. Swift was back again in the political strife in London in September, taking Oxford's part in the quarrel between that statesman and Bolingbroke. On the fall of the Tories at the death of Queen Anne, he saw that all was over, and retired to Ireland, not to return again for twelve years. In 1713 he co-founded the Scriblerus Club.

In 1723 Swift became engrossed in the Irish agitation which led to the publication of the Drapier's Letters, and in 1726 he paid a long-deferred visit to London, taking with him the manuscript of Gulliver's Travels.

On January 28, 1728, Stella died. Swift could not bear to be present, but on the night of her death he began to write his very interesting Character of Mrs. Johnson. He was too ill to be present at the funeral at St. Patrick's, but afterwards, a lock of her hair was found in his desk, wrapped in a paper bearing the words, "Only a woman's hair."
Alexander Pope

Alexander Pope (May 22, 1688 – May 30, 1744) is considered one of the greatest English poets of the eighteenth century.

Born to a Roman Catholic family in 1688, Pope was educated mostly at home, in part due to laws in force at the time upholding the status of the established Church of England. From early childhood he suffered numerous health problems.

His first major contribution to the literary world is considered to be An Essay on Criticism, which was published in 1711 when he was 23. This was followed by The Rape of the Lock (1712, revised 1714), his most popular poem; Eloisa to Abelard and Elegy to the Memory of an Unfortunate Lady (1717); and several shorter works, of which perhaps the best are the epistles to Martha Blount. From 1715 to 1720, he worked on a translation of Homer's Iliad. Encouraged by the very favourable reception of this translation, Pope translated the Odyssey (1725-1726) with William Broome and Elijah Fenton. The commercial success of his translations made Pope the first English poet who could live off the sales of his work alone, "indebted to no prince or peer alive," as he put it. In this period Pope also brought out an edition of Shakespeare, which silently "regularised" his metre and rewrote his verse in several places. 

Pope directly addressed the major religious, political and intellectual problems of his time. He developed the heroic couplet beyond the achievement of any previous poet, and major poets after him used it less than those before, as he had decreased its usefulness for them.

Pope also wrote the famous epitaph for Sir Isaac Newton:

"Nature and nature's laws lay hid in night;
God said 'Let Newton be' and all was light."
to which Sir John Collings Squire later added the couplet

"It did not last: the devil, shouting 'Ho.
Let Einstein be' restored the status quo."
