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The Augustan Age in English Literature: A Golden Era of Reason and
Wit

So, you're curious about the Augustan Age in English Literature? You've come to the right place! This period,
often considered a golden age of English writing, is brimming with fascinating figures, influential works, and a
unique cultural landscape. This post will delve deep into the heart of the Augustan Age, exploring its defining
characteristics, key writers, and lasting legacy on English literature. We'll uncover what makes it so
significant, exploring its social context, artistic styles, and the echoes it continues to resonate in
contemporary writing. Get ready to journey back to a time of wit, reason, and unparalleled literary
achievement!

Defining the Augustan Age: Dates and Context (1700-1785)

The Augustan Age, spanning roughly from 1700 to 1785, gets its name from a comparison to the reign of
Augustus Caesar in ancient Rome – a period of relative peace and prosperity that fostered artistic and
intellectual flourishing. Similarly, the early 18th century in England saw a time of political stability (after
the tumultuous reigns of Charles II and James II) under Queen Anne, George I, and George II, a burgeoning middle
class, and a growing sense of national pride following the defeat of France in the War of the Spanish
Succession. This stability fostered a climate ripe for artistic creation and intellectual debate. While the dates
are somewhat fluid, this period is generally accepted as encompassing the reign of Queen Anne and the early
Georgian era.

The Reign of Reason and Order

A crucial characteristic of the Augustan Age was its emphasis on reason, order, and classical ideals. Think of
it as a reaction against the perceived excesses of the preceding Restoration period. Writers of this era sought
clarity, precision, and balance in their work, mirroring the Neoclassical movement that dominated the artistic
landscape. This manifests itself in their use of formal structures, balanced sentences, and a focus on wit and
satire.

Key Figures of the Augustan Age: Shaping Literary Landscape

This period produced some of the most enduring names in English Literature. Let's delve into a few pivotal
figures:

Alexander Pope: The Master of Wit and Satire

Pope, arguably the most prominent poet of the Augustan Age, is renowned for his mastery of satire and his
polished, witty verse. His Rape of the Lock is a masterpiece of mock-heroic poetry, while The Dunciad serves as a
scathing satire of literary mediocrity. His Essay on Criticism and Essay on Man demonstrate his profound
engagement with philosophical and moral questions of his time.

Jonathan Swift: The Master of Satire and Irony

Known for his sharp wit and biting satire, Swift stands as a giant of the age. Gulliver's Travels, while
seemingly a children's adventure, is a potent critique of human nature and societal flaws. His A Modest



Proposal, though shocking in its premise, is a devastating satire on the societal neglect of the Irish poor.

Joseph Addison and Richard Steele: The Founders of the Periodical Essay

Addison and Steele revolutionized journalism with their influential periodicals, The Tatler and The Spectator.
These essays addressed a wide range of social and moral issues, shaping public opinion and setting the stage for
future essayists. Their conversational style and witty observations made their publications incredibly
popular.

John Dryden: Bridging the Gap

Although technically preceding the strictest definition of the Augustan Age, Dryden is frequently included due
to his influence. His heroic couplets, his dramatic works, and his critical essays helped set the stage for the
stylistic norms of the period.

Literary Styles and Themes of the Augustan Age

The literature of this period is marked by several distinct characteristics:

Neoclassicism: Emulation of Classical Forms

Neoclassicism heavily influenced Augustan literature. Writers looked to ancient Greek and Roman models for
inspiration, emulating their forms and styles. This resulted in an emphasis on formal structure, balance, and
order in their works.

Wit and Satire: A Tool for Social Commentary

Wit and satire became powerful tools for social commentary. Writers used their sharp intellect to critique
societal flaws, hypocrisy, and the follies of human nature. This satirical edge was often aimed at political
figures, social trends, and even fellow writers.

Heroic Couplets: The Preferred Poetic Form

The heroic couplet, a pair of rhyming iambic pentameter lines, became the dominant poetic form. Its structure and
rhythm lent itself perfectly to the era's emphasis on wit, precision, and balance.

The Lasting Legacy of the Augustan Age

The Augustan Age left an indelible mark on English literature. Its emphasis on reason, order, and clarity
continues to influence writers today. The witty satire and social commentary of its leading figures remain
relevant, prompting reflection on enduring human flaws and societal issues. The formal elegance of its prose
and poetry still inspires admiration. Its impact on the development of the novel, the periodical essay, and other
literary forms is undeniable.

Conclusion:

The Augustan Age represents a unique and important period in English literary history. Its blend of wit, reason,
and social commentary produced works that continue to resonate with readers centuries later. By
understanding its historical context and the key figures who shaped it, we gain a deeper appreciation for the
richness and complexity of English literature.



Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

What is the difference between the Augustan Age and the Neoclassical period? While often used1.
interchangeably, the Augustan Age specifically refers to the literary and cultural flourishing in
England during the early 18th century, while Neoclassicism is a broader artistic movement that
influenced various art forms across Europe during that time. The Augustan Age is essentially the English
manifestation of Neoclassicism.

Were all Augustan writers exclusively focused on reason and order? While reason and order were1.
central themes, there were diverse voices within the movement. Some writers, like Swift, employed irony
and dark humor to critique society, hinting at complexities beyond simple rationality.

How did the Augustan Age influence later literary periods? Its emphasis on formal structure and wit1.
influenced later literary movements, including the Romantic period, which reacted against its strictness
but still acknowledged its stylistic achievements. The essay form, for example, directly benefits from the
groundwork laid by Addison and Steele.

What are some good resources for further study of the Augustan Age? Excellent starting points1.
include biographies of key figures like Pope and Swift, critical studies on Neoclassicism, and anthologies
of Augustan literature. Many university libraries and online resources offer valuable materials.

Why is the Augustan Age considered a "golden age"? The period saw significant advances in literature, a1.
flourishing of artistic production, relative political stability, and a confident national identity. This
combination of factors contributed to a flourishing of literary and intellectual creativity, earning it
the designation of a “golden age.”
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