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Genre Studies

III BA English Literature

Science fiction

Science fiction and fantasy are novels and short stories that portray a

fantasy reality that is vastly different from our ordinary world. These

settings frequently occur on distant planets, a futuristic Earth, or parallel

universes. Although science fiction and fiction are not strictly defined,

science fiction typically aims to make the fictional world plausible by

referencing scientific principles, technological advances, or significant

societal changes.

Science fiction, also known as sci-fi, is a genre of speculative fiction

that explores imaginative and futuristic concepts grounded in scientific

principles, discoveries, and technology. The setting is often futuristic or

alternate reality and it involves advanced technologies, space exploration,

time travel, extraterrestrial life, and other science themes.

Mary Shelley's Frankenstein (1818) is considered an early precursor to

science fiction, but it wasn't until later in the 19th century, with works like

Jules Verne's Journey to the Center of the Earth and H. G. Wells' The War of

the Worlds, that fictional worlds were more explicitly grounded in scientific

principles. Isaac Asimov, Arthur Clarke, Ray Bradbury, J. G. Ballard, and

Doris Lessing are just a few notable authors in this genre. Science fiction

has also gained significant popularity in television and film.

Fantasy, on the other hand, has roots that date back as far as

fictional utopias, and there were satirical forms of it in Jonathan Swift's

Gulliver's Travels (1726). Prominent 20th-century fantasy writers include C.

S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien, whose works draw inspiration from classical,

biblical, and mediaeval sources. Ursula Le Guin is a notable author known

for her contributions to both science fiction and fantasy.

Some instances of science fiction and fantasy portray future utopias,

like Le Guin's The Dispossessed, while others explore dystopian outcomes of

current scientific or societal trends, as seen in George Orwell's Nineteen

Eighty-Four (1949) and Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale (1986).

Many writers, like Swift in Gulliver's Travels, use their imaginary settings for

political and social satire, as seen in Aldous Huxley's Brave New World and

much of Kurt Vonnegut's prose fiction.

Key characteristics of scientific fiction:

⮚ Many science-fiction stories are set in the future or alternative

realities.

⮚ Advanced technologies are commonly used in science fiction, such as

advanced spaceships and AI-driven robots, as well as futuristic

gadgets and devices.

⮚ Science fiction frequently speculates about how scientific

advancements, technological breakthroughs, or the emergence of new

scientific principles might influence society, individuals, and the

entire universe.

⮚ Space and interstellar travel are recurring themes in science fiction.
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⮚ Time travel is a popular concept in science fiction. It allows characters

to travel to the past or future, leading to exciting plots with paradoxes

and alternate timelines.

⮚ In science fiction, characters often face tough moral decisions due to

new technology, interactions with aliens, or the way societies are

organized.

⮚ Transhumanism is a common theme that explores how technology

can enhance humans. Characters may become part machine, transfer

their minds

⮚ Scientific fiction has had a significant impact on society and has often

inspired scientists. Science fiction provides an exciting opportunity to

explore the wonders of science and the human imagination.

The Epistolary Novel

The story of an Epistolary Novel is told through letters exchanged

between characters, making it a literary form. This narrative style gained

popularity during the 18th century in English and French literature, with

notable examples including Richardson's Pamela and Clarissa, Rousseau's

La Nouvelle Heloise, and Laclos's Les Liaisons Dangereuses.

The epistolary novel owes much of its popularity to Samuel Richardson,

who wrote the novels Pamela (1740) and Clarissa (1747-1748). In Pamela,

the main character records her experiences through letters, while in

Clarissa, several characters engage in letter exchanges.

The term 'epistolary' comes from the Latin term 'epistolare', which means

'letter,' and it permits an intimate view of characters' thoughts and feelings

without any interference from the author. This makes it a forerunner of the

modern psychological novel.

The epistolary novel has a unique appeal because it has several distinct

advantages. The story is told through the characters' own letters and

correspondence using a direct and personal language. This allows readers to

experience a deeper connection to the characters and their emotions, as

they express their thoughts in their own words. The epistolary novel's

narrative style generates a sense of dramatic immediacy. The epistolary form

has the ability to present multiple perspectives, which is a significant

strength. The exchange of letters between various characters allows readers

to gain access to different viewpoints and insights.

Despite its advantages, the epistolary form has some drawbacks. It relies

on the characters' willingness to confess their thoughts and emotions, which

can be subject to suspicion or ridicule. Henry Fielding's Shamela satirizes

Richardson's Pamela's excessive letter writing.

Even though the pure epistolary form declined in popularity after 1800,

novels that combined letters, journals, and narrative remained common. In

the 20th century, epistolary fiction adapted to modern times, with novels

written entirely in the form of emails, such as Matt Beaumont's novel e

(originally subtitled The Novel of Liars, Lunch and Lost Knickers) set in an

advertising agency.
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Overall, the epistolary novel continues to be a fascinating literary form

that is occasionally revived and appreciated for its unique storytelling

approach and psychological insights into the characters.

Gothic Novel

       The word "Gothic" originally referred to a Germanic tribe called the

Goths. Over time, it came to mean "mediaeval" and is now used to describe a

style of architecture from the mediaeval period in Europe. This architecture

includes features like high pointed arches, vaults, flying buttresses, and

intricate designs.

        The Gothic novel, also known as Gothic romance, is a type of fiction

that began with Horace Walpole's book The Castle of Otranto in 1764. These

stories were popular until the early 1800s. Many of these novels were set in

the Middle Ages or in Catholic countries like Italy or Spain. The typical

setting was a gloomy castle with dungeons, secret passages, and hidden

doors. The stories usually focused on a virtuous heroine facing the cruelty of

a villain, often involving ghosts, mysterious events, and supernatural

elements. The main purpose of these novels was to create a sense of chilling

terror through mystery and horror.

        Although many of these novels are now seen as historical curiosities,

some of the best ones explored the realm of irrational and dark thoughts

hidden beneath the surface of civilised society. Examples of Gothic novels

include Vathek by William Beckford, The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann

Radcliffe, and The Monk by Matthew Gregory Lewis. Jane Austen also

humorously mocked the more refined aspects of the Gothic genre in her

book Northanger Abbey.

          The term "Gothic" has also been used to describe a type of fiction that

creates a dark and eerie atmosphere, featuring events that are strange,

macabre, or violently dramatic. Often, these stories delve into abnormal

psychological states. In this broader sense, Gothic has been applied to

works like William Godwin's Caleb Williams (1794), Mary Shelley's

influential Frankenstein (1818), and the chilling tales by German writer E.

T. A. Hoffmann.

        The term "Gothic" has also been loosely used to describe elements of

horror and terror found in later works like Emily Brontë's Wuthering

Heights, Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre, and certain chapters of Charles

Dickens' Bleak House and Great Expectations (especially the Miss Havisham

episodes). Some critics have highlighted the significant number of women

writers in Gothic fiction, suggesting that certain aspects of the genre reflect

the repression of female sexuality or serve as a challenge to the

male-dominated culture's values. Examples include Sandra Gilbert and
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Susan Gubar's The Madwoman in the Attic (1979) and Juliann E. Fleenor's

edited collection The Female Gothic (1983).

      Gothic fiction has also thrived in America, particularly in the American

South. Authors like Charles Brockden Brown and Edgar Allan Poe

contributed to this tradition, and even later writers like William Faulkner

explored the nightmarish realms of terror, violence, and cruelty in works like

Sanctuary and Absalom, Absalom.  Truman Capote's fiction also has

elements of Gothic. This theme continued in popular novels like Daphne du

Maurier's Rebecca (1938) and Iris Murdoch's The Unicorn. Additionally,

authors of horror fiction, such as H. P. Lovecraft and Stephen King, as well

as creators of horror movies, also draw inspiration from the Gothic tradition.

Characteristics 

⮚ Gothic novels create an atmosphere of mystery, suspense, and

foreboding. 

⮚ They often take place in dark, gloomy, and isolated settings such as

haunted castles, ancient ruins, or desolate landscapes.

⮚ The inclusion of supernatural elements is common in Gothic fiction.

Ghosts, vampires, werewolves, curses, and other paranormal

occurrences are frequently featured.

⮚ Characters may experience psychological torment or struggle with

their inner demons.

⮚ Gothic fiction often features melodramatic plotlines involving

passionate romances, damsels in distress, and menacing villains.

⮚ The stories in Gothic novels tend to have a strong emotional and

dramatic impact. 

⮚ In Gothic novels, villains typically embody evil, darkness, or mystery.

These antagonists are powerful, enigmatic, or may even possess

supernatural qualities themselves.

⮚ Gothic novels sometimes criticize the decay of society, institutions, or

aristocratic families, highlighting corruption and moral decline.

⮚ Authors of Gothic fiction skilfully use foreshadowing and symbolism

to build tension and create deeper meanings within the narrative.

Symbols and hidden meanings contribute to the mysterious nature of

the stories.

Historical Novel

A Historical Novel is a genre of fiction that is set in a specific period of

history. It seeks to convey the spirit, manners, and social conditions of that

age with realistic details and historical facts. The historical novel either

revolves around real historical figures, like Robert Graves's "I, Claudius"

(1934), or incorporates a blend of fictional and historical characters.

Historical novels offer readers a valuable opportunity to learn about

history, delve into the past, and gain a deeper understanding of the

complexities of the human condition across various time periods. By
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blending real historical events, settings, and characters with imaginative

storytelling, these novels transport readers to different eras and cultures.

Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832) is often considered one of the pioneers

and masters of historical fiction. Scott's historical novels are known for their

detailed and vivid portrayal of various historical periods and settings,

particularly mediaeval Scotland. He played a crucial role in popularising

historical fiction as a literary genre and inspired many subsequent writers to

explore historical themes in their works.

Waverley, published in 1814, is often considered one of the earliest

and most significant historical novels. The story is set against the backdrop

of the Jacobite uprising of 1745 and revolves around the protagonist,

Edward Waverley, a young English soldier. Examples of historical novels

include Scott’s Ivanhoe (1819), set in the period of Norman domination of

the Saxons at the time of Richard I; Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities (1859), set

in Paris and London during the French Revolution; George Eliot’s Romola

(1863), in Florence during the Renaissance; and Margaret Mitchell’s Gone

with the Wind (1936), in Georgia during the Civil War and Reconstruction.

Characteristics of The Historical Novel.

⮚ The story, characters, and themes are closely connected to the specific

historical time and place they are set in.

⮚ They often depict the cultural and societal norms of the time,

highlighting the roles of different social classes, gender roles.

⮚ They delve into important themes like power, justice, love, war, and

societal norms of the past.

⮚ In historical novels, characters are complex and represent the values,

beliefs, and challenges of their era. As the story unfolds, their growth

is shaped by the events and societal norms of the time

⮚ They typically interweave fictional elements with real historical events,

figures, or settings.

⮚ Plot deals with themes loyalty revenge love hate evil life death

honourable causes

⮚ Historical novels often feature real historical figures and events

alongside fictional characters.

⮚ Some historical novels adopt a narrative style that spans years or

decades, using episodic structures to connect characters and events

across time.

⮚ The historical novel may use language and dialogue that reflects the

speech patterns and mannerisms of the historical period, providing a

sense of authenticity.

⮚ Romantic subplots and relationships often play a significant role in

English historical novels.

⮚ Historical novels hold a significant place in literature. By blending fact

with fiction, they breathe life into historical figures, shedding light on

their struggles, triumphs, and complexities. Historical novels not only

entertain us with captivating narratives but also educate us about the

past, making them an indispensable genre that enriches our

comprehension of history.
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The Restoration Period

The Restoration period, which lasted from 1660 to 1700, was named

after Charles II's return to the English throne after the Commonwealth and

the restoration of the Stuart line. During this time, there was a significant

shift in the cultural atmosphere, marked by urbanity, wit, and a more

indulgent lifestyle centred around the court, in contrast to the seriousness

and sobriety of the preceding Puritan rule. This change in society's values

and behavior is evident in the literature of that era.

The Puritans' ban on theatres in 1642 led to their revival, but they

remained more focused on the aristocratic classes than before. Sir George

Elliott, William Wycherley, William Congreve, and John Dryden were among

the playwrights who emerged during this period and created distinct styles

of drama. Restoration comedy, characterized by its focus on social manners

and satirical humor, became popular, and heroic drama, with its emphasis

on grand and tragic themes, also gained prominence.

John Dryden was a significant poet, critic, and playwright among the

prominent literary figures of his time. Additionally, there were notable

satirists like Samuel Butler and the Earl of Rochester, while in prose, writers

like Samuel Pepys, Sir William Temple, John Bunyan, and John Locke made

significant contributions. Aphra Behn, a pioneering female author of the era,

excelled in various literary forms, including poetry, highly successful plays,

and Oroonoko, a tragic tale of a noble African slave that would foreshadow

the development of the novel

Comedy of manners was a dominant genre in Restoration drama.

These plays focused on the artificiality and social conventions of the upper

classes, satirizing their manners, speech, and behavior. The characters often

represented various types in society, such as fops, coquettes, and witty

cynics. Playwrights and writers used humour and irony to expose the

hypocrisy, affectation, and shallowness of high society. Plots in comedies of

manners often revolve around romantic intrigues, mistaken identities, and

deceptions. Love affairs, flirtations, and extramarital relationships William

Wycherley: "The Country Wife" (1675) George Etherege: "The Man of Mode"

(1676) William Congreve: "The Way of the World" (1700) Sir John Vanbrugh:

"The Relapse" (1696) Richard Brinsley Sheridan: "The School for Scandal"

(1777) are a few examples.

The Licensing Act of 1662 established government control over

theatrical productions during the Restoration era. This led to censorship

and restrictions on certain types of plays, often aiming to suppress political

or social commentary that challenged the monarchy or the establishment.

During the Restoration, coffeehouses became centers of intellectual

and literary activity. Writers, poets, and thinkers gathered at coffeehouses to

discuss literature, politics, and current affairs. Will's Coffeehouse in Covent

Garden, associated with William Shakespeare, attracted figures like John

Dryden, Alexander Pope, and the Earl of Rochester. Button's Coffee House in

Covent Garden was frequented by Joseph Addison, known for his

contributions to "The Spectator" magazine. The Grecian Coffee House in
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Devereux Court hosted Samuel Johnson, the lexicographer and author of "A

Dictionary of the English Language."

Periodicals became a significant literary and journalistic form of

communication during the Restoration Age in England (late 17th and early

18th centuries). These periodic publications, issued regularly, served as

important channels for disseminating news, commentary, and literary

content to a growing readership. Notable periodicals of this era included The

London Gazette, which provided official government information and news;

The Tatler and The Spectator, founded by Richard Steele and Joseph

Addison, respectively.

The Restoration Age was a period of dynamic change, cultural

growth, and political transformations in England. It was characterized by its

distinct literary output, reflecting the changing societal values and the

vibrant cultural life centred around the court.
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