
Classical Movement in English 
Literature

The Classical Movement in English Literature marks a significant period 

characterized by a return to the principles and values of ancient Greece 

and Rome. It spanned from the mid-17th century to the late 18th 

century, profoundly influencing the literary landscape of the time.
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Defining Classicism: Principles and Values

Reason and Logic

Classicism emphasized reason and 

logic as the guiding forces in human 

understanding and action. It 

promoted the use of clarity, 

precision, and objectivity in 

literature, rejecting the emotional 

excesses of earlier periods.

Order and Harmony

Classicism valued order, balance, and 

harmony in all aspects of life. This 

principle was reflected in literature 

through structured forms, balanced 

sentence structures, and a focus on 

clear and concise expression.

Moral and Ethical Values

Classicism placed a strong emphasis 

on morality and ethical values, 

promoting virtue, duty, and social 

responsibility. These themes often 

played central roles in literary works, 

showcasing the interplay between 

individual choices and societal 

expectations.
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The Neoclassical Period: 
Enlightenment and Reason

Age of Reason

The Neoclassical Period 

coincided with the 

Enlightenment, a 

philosophical movement 

that emphasized reason, 

individualism, and scientific 

inquiry. This intellectual 

climate greatly influenced 

literary trends, leading to a 

shift towards rationalism 

and objectivity.

Scientific 
Advancements

The period witnessed 

significant scientific 

advancements, which 

contributed to a growing 

sense of reason and a belief 

in the power of human 

intellect. These 

advancements found their 

way into literary works, 

often exploring scientific 

themes or using scientific 

metaphors.

Social Reforms

The Enlightenment also led to social reforms, advocating for 

individual rights, freedom of thought, and a more equitable 

society. These themes resonated in literary works, often 

critiquing social injustices and advocating for social progress.
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Prominent Neoclassical Writers and Their Works

Alexander Pope

Pope was a master of satire and poetic 

form. His works include "An Essay on 

Criticism," "The Rape of the Lock," and 

"The Dunciad," which satirized 

contemporary society and literary 

trends.

John Dryden

Dryden was a prolific writer who 

contributed to various genres, 

including drama, poetry, and literary 

criticism. His works include "All for 

Love," "Absalom and Achitophel," and 

"The Hind and the Panther."

Jonathan Swift

Swift was a renowned satirist known 

for his biting wit and social 

commentary. His works include 

"Gulliver's Travels," a satirical novel that 

critiques human nature and societal 

failings.
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The Influence of Greek and 
Roman Classics

1 Imitation and Adaptation

Neoclassical writers often looked to ancient Greek and 

Roman classics as models for their own work. They 

imitated their forms, styles, and themes, adapting them 

to contemporary English literary traditions.

2 Translation and Interpretation

Many Neoclassical writers translated and interpreted 

Greek and Roman texts, making these works accessible 

to a wider audience and contributing to the intellectual 

and cultural exchange between ancient and modern 

times.

3 Classical Themes and Motifs

Greek and Roman mythology, history, and literature 

provided a rich source of inspiration for Neoclassical 

writers. They drew upon classical themes of love, war, 

fate, and human nature, reimagining them within a 

contemporary context.
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The Shift from Metaphysical 
to Classical Poetry

1

Metaphysical Poetry

The Metaphysical poets of the 17th century, like John 

Donne, explored complex philosophical and theological 

themes through intellectual wit and intricate imagery. 

This style contrasted with the more rational and 

restrained approach of Classicism.

2

Classical Poetry

Classical poetry valued clarity, order, and a focus on 

reason and social themes. It aimed for a balanced and 

harmonious style, often using formal structures like 

heroic couplets or blank verse.

3

Shift in Emphasis

The shift from metaphysical to classical poetry marked a 

change in the prevailing literary sensibilities, reflecting 

the changing intellectual and social landscape of the 

time.
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Characteristic Themes and Narrative Structures

1 Reason and Logic

2 Moral and Ethical Values

3 Social Critique and Reform

4 Human Nature and Society

Neoclassical literature often explored themes related to reason, morality, social responsibility, and the complexities of 

human nature. They frequently used satirical techniques to critique social ills and advocate for societal reform. Narrative 

structures often followed classical models, like the epic or the tragicomedy.
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The Legacy of the Classical Movement in English 
Literature

1
Enduring Influence

The Classical Movement left an 

enduring legacy on English literature, 

shaping literary styles, themes, and 

values for generations to come. Its 

influence can be seen in subsequent 

literary movements and individual 

writers.

2
Formal Structure

The emphasis on formal structure, 

clarity, and rationalism in classical 

literature continued to influence 

literary styles, particularly in poetry 

and drama.

3
Social Commentary

The use of satire and social 

commentary, prominent in 

Neoclassical literature, became a 

recurring theme in English literature, 

often addressing social injustices and 

advocating for change.
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