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Abstract: The 17th century was one of the most transformative periods 
in English literature, characterized by political, religious, and cultural changes. 
Literature of this time reflected the conflicts between monarchy and 
parliament, faith and reason, as well as tradition and innovation. This study 
explores the major literary movements and writers of the 17th century, 
focusing on how historical circumstances influenced literary themes and 
styles. 
 Introduction: The 17th century in England was a time of great change 
and turmoil. Political events such as the English Civil War (1642–1651), the 
execution of King Charles I, and the Restoration of Charles II in 1660 greatly 
influenced literature. Writers began to explore new ideas about religion, 
politics, and human nature. The literature of this period was marked by 
intellectual depth, emotional intensity, and stylistic experimentation. The aim 
of this paper is to examine how 17th-century English literature reflected the 
social and cultural transformations of its time. 
 Keywords: 17th century, English literature, metaphysical poetry, 
Restoration, Puritanism 

Methods: This study is based on a qualitative analysis of primary 
literary works and critical interpretations. Major texts by John Donne, John 
Milton, Andrew Marvell, and John Dryden were analyzed to identify common 
themes and stylistic features. Historical sources were also used to understand 
the political and religious contexts that shaped literary expression. Data were 
gathered from literary anthologies, academic articles, and historical studies. 

Results: The research found that English literature in the 17th century 
can be divided into three major phases: 

1. Early 17th Century – Metaphysical Poetry: Writers like John Donne 
and George Herbert used complex metaphors and intellectual language to 
explore love, faith, and the soul. 

2. Mid-17th Century – Puritan and Political Literature: During the Civil 
War and Puritan rule, writers such as John Milton produced works expressing 
moral and religious ideals. Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) is one of the greatest 
epic poems in English. 
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3. Late 17th Century – Restoration Literature: After the monarchy was 
restored, literature became more worldly and satirical. John Dryden’s plays 
and poems reflected the elegance and wit of the Restoration court. 
  Discussion: The results show that 17th-century English literature was a 
mirror of its time—intellectually rich and emotionally powerful. The 
metaphysical poets broke from traditional forms to express the complexity of 
human experience. Milton’s epic poetry united classical form with Christian 
themes, reflecting the moral struggles of the era. Meanwhile, Restoration 
writers used humor and satire to comment on society’s corruption and 
hypocrisy. The diversity of genres—from religious epics to witty comedies—
demonstrates the creative energy of the century. This period also marked the 
transition from Renaissance ideals to the rationalism of the Enlightenment. 

Poets such as John Donne, George Herbert, and Andrew Marvell used 
intellectual wit, complex metaphors (known as “conceits”), and deep 
reflections on love, life, and faith. Prose writing in this century became more 
reflective and moralistic. Francis Bacon’s Essays introduced a clear and 
concise prose style, focusing on practical wisdom and observation of human 
behavior. John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678) is a powerful religious 
allegory that represents a Christian’s journey toward salvation. His work was 
accessible to common readers and remains one of the most influential books 
in English literature. Drama experienced major changes during the century. 
The theatres were closed under the Puritan government from 1642 to 1660, 
but when the monarchy was restored under Charles II, theatre returned with 
great enthusiasm. Restoration comedy became known for its wit, lively 
dialogue, and social satire. Writers like William Congreve, George Etherege, 
and Aphra Behn depicted the manners of high society with humor and irony. 
John Dryden, the leading dramatist and poet of the Restoration, also 
contributed to criticism and poetry, shaping neoclassical standards in English 
writing. John Donne’s poems like The Flea and A Valediction: Forbidding 
Mourning combined emotion with reasoning. George Herbert’s works, such as 
The Temple, expressed personal religious devotion through poetic artistry. 

Drama and the Restoration Period: The closing of theatres during the 
Puritan rule (1642–1660) temporarily halted dramatic production, but the 
Restoration of Charles II revived English drama with new energy. Restoration 
comedies by William Congreve and Aphra Behn focused on manners, wit, and 
social satire. Tragedy and heroic plays by John Dryden also became popular, 
blending classical influence with contemporary themes. Epic and Political 
Literature: The greatest literary achievement of the century was John Milton’s 
epic poem Paradise Lost (1667), which deals with the fall of man and explores 
themes of freedom, obedience, and divine justice. Milton’s work combined 
classical learning, biblical knowledge, and personal political conviction, 
representing the intellectual spirit of the 17th century. 
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Conclusion: The 17th century was one of the most intellectually vibrant 
periods in English literature. It bridged the gap between the Renaissance and 
the Enlightenment, combining religious faith with rational thought. Writers 
like Donne, Milton, Bacon, and Bunyan expanded the boundaries of poetry and 
prose, reflecting the moral, political, and spiritual struggles of their age. 
Literature continues to shape English writing and thought today. The 17th 
century was a dynamic period in which English literature reflected the 
nation’s political revolutions, religious conflicts, and intellectual growth. From 
the spiritual depth of Donne and Herbert to the intellectual power of Bacon 
and Milton, and the lively wit of Restoration dramatists, the century produced 
a remarkable variety of works. It was a time when literature became both a 
mirror of personal faith and a response to the changing world, laying the 
foundation for the Enlightenment and modern English thought. 

 
References 
1. Abrams, M. H. (1999). A Glossary of Literary Terms. Harcourt Brace 

College Publishers. 
2. Bush, D. (1962). English Literature in the Earlier Seventeenth 

Century, 1600–1660. Oxford University Press. 
3. Sanders, A. (2004). The Short Oxford History of English Literature. 

Oxford University Press. 
4. Daiches, D. (1960). A Critical History of English Literature. Secker & 

Warburg. 
5. Fowler, A. (1992). A History of English Literature: Forms and Kinds 

from the Middle Ages to the Present. Harvard University Press. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


