
Dr.VipulV.Kapoor,AssociateProfessor

VisitourYouTubechannelformorevideosonEnglishlanguage

andliterature.

RENAISSANCE:

ELIZABETHANLITERATURE

ExplainedbyDr.VipulV.Kapoor,AssociateProfessor

“IfIcouldcreateanidealworld,itwouldbeanEngland
withthefireoftheElizabethans,thecorrecttasteofthe
Georgians,and therefinementand pureidealsofthe
Victorians.”
H.P.Lovecraft

INTRODUCTION:

RenaissanceortheElizabethanageishailedasthefast

breathingandthemostfloweringperiodinthehistoryof

Englishliterature.Almostallformsofliteraturerosetoits

ultimateheightofsuccessduringthisgoldenperiodof

English literature.William Shakespeare,the fatherof

English tragedy and romantic comedy became the

dazzling starin the galaxy ofElizabethan literature.

EdmundSpensertookEnglishpoetrytoanew heightof

romanticism andlyricism.BenJonsonexperimentedwith

theform ofcomedyandproducedanewtypeofcomedy
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–ComedyofHumor.Inthefieldofessaywriting,Francis

Bacon’snamehasbecomeimmortalashepublishedthe

essaysfullofwisdom ofpracticallife.SirPhilipSidney

inauguratedaneweraofcriticism bywriting‘AnApology

ofPoetry’,thefirstEnglishdefenseofpoetry.

MEANINGOFRENAISSANCE:

Theterm “RENAISSANCE”comesfrom Frenchlanguage,

whichmeans“rebirth”or“revival”.Theperiodfrom 1500

to1650/1558to1625isgenerallyconsideredasthe

broadperiodofRenaissanceinEngland.Renaissancein

Englandmeansthegradualrevivalofhumanmindafter

thedarknessofMiddleages.

ThemovementofRenaissanceactuallybeganinItaly

duringthe14th century.IttravelledinthewholeEurope

and entered into England during the reign ofQueen

Elizabeth.Themagicofthismovementbroughtdrastic

changesinthesocial,economic,religiousandliterarylife

ofthepeople.

HISTORICALBACKGROUD:

WhenweexaminethehistoryofEnglandinparticularand

Europeingeneral,wecomeacrossthreemajorevents
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whichbroughtthis“revival”or“rebirth”.

1.Invention of Typewriter: During the period of

Renaissance,thetypewritingmachinewasinvented

forthefirsttime.Beforethisinvention,theauthors

usedtowritethecopiesforthereaders.Thetype

writingmachineprovedtobeablessingtoEngland.

Social,religious and literary writings were now

printedinmass.Bookswereeasilyavailabletothe

readers.Hence,therewasanincreaseintheauthors

aswellasthereaders.Readingbecameahabitof

thepeopleandthisrubbedofftheignoranceand

orthodoxyfrom theEnglishmind.

2.DefeatofSpanishArmada:Thespiritofnationalism

andpatriotism wasfoundasEnglanddefeatedthe

SpanishArmada.ThepeopleofEnglandwerenow

infused with patriotism.Unityand self-confidence

wasfoundandthisbroughtaboutthedevelopment

ofEngland.Peoplewelcomedeachandeverychange

orinventionwithgreatcourageandpatriotism.

3.Overseas Exploration:Columbus,Vasco de Gama

andotherswenttodifferentcornersoftheworld

(India,America,Caribbean Islands,Africa) and
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returned withtheirshipsloaded withshining silk,

spices,diamonds and otherexpensive materials.

ThismadeEuropericherandmaterialism enteredin

thelifeofthepeople.

LITERARYCHARACTERISTICSOFTHE

ELIZABETHANAGE:

1.INTERESTINGREEKLITERATURE:Theinvention

ofmovabletype-writerduringRenaissancegavebirth

to interestin the study ofGreek literature and

philosophy.Thegreatpoetsandphilosopherslike

Homer,Virgil,Plato,Aristotle and others were

studiedlargely.Asaresult,therewasadeepimpact

ofGreek literature on English literature.English

authors polished the Greek style ofwriting and

produced the literature which was shining like a

glassduetoremovalofloopholesinGreekliterature.

2.ABUNDANCE OF OUTPUT: The period of

Renaissancewasveryrichinliteraryproductionsof

allkinds,literaturewasgivenagreatboostupby
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QueenElizabeth.Therewasabundanceofpamphlets

andtreatises.Theoutputofliteraturewasverywide.

Infinitepoetrywaswrittenanddrama,bothtragedy

andcomedy,becamethepassionofthepeople.

3.MATERIALISM & INDIVIDUALISM:There were

greatchanges and improvements taking place in

materialsurroundingsinEngland.ThegreatEnglish

explorerswenttoWestIndies,AfricaandIndia.They

returned to England with theirships loaded with

fragrantspices,“toeat,drinkandbemerry”wasthe

philosophyacceptedbytheEnglishpeople.There

wasagreateffectofthismaterialism onEnglish

literatureofthetime.Marlowebeautifullyexpressed

thiscrazeformaterialism foundamongtheEnglish

people,in‘DoctorFaustus’.

“O,whataworldofprofitanddelight,

Ofpowerandomnipotence

Ispromisedtoastudiousartisan,

Allthingsthatmovebetweenthequietpoles
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Shallbeatmycommand.”

Thus,literatureofthistimemainlyexpressedthe

materialism ofthepeople.

4.SPIRIT OF INDEPENDENCE: Because of the

individualism, people of England became

extravaganttoalargeextent.God,heaven,deathall

thesebecamethefairytalestoldbyanidiot.This

spiritofindependencefindsafineexpressioninthe

playsofMarlowe.In his‘Tamburlaine,theGreat’,

Mortimerrightlydeclares:

“Agodisnotsogloriousasaking,

Ithink,thepleasuretheyenjoyinheaven

Cannotcomparewithkinglyjoysoftheearth.”

Notonlythis,thespiritofindependencewasfound

among theauthorstoo.No doubt,theyborrowed

largelyfrom theancientGreekliterature,butthey

moldeditwiththeirimaginationsoastomakethe
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drossintogold.SpenserintroducedtheSpenserian

stanzawhichachievedgreatpopularityduringthe

time.

5.DEVELOPMENTOFDRAMA:DuringRenaissance

developedintoitsmaturity.IfShakespearewasthe

masteroftragedy,BenJonsonwasequallyagreat

masterofcomedy.Shakespeare’s fourimmortal

tragedies – ‘Hamlet’,‘Macbeth’,‘King Lear’and

‘Othello’became the jewels of English drama.

Comedies,tragedies,romances,historicalplays,

tragi-comedies–allreachedtheirultimateheightof

development.

“Consideringthewealthofpoeticdramathathas
come down to us from the Elizabethan and
Jacobeanperiods,itissurprisingthatsolittleofany
valuehasbeenaddedsince.”
JamesFenton

6.POPULARITYOFPOETRY:Englishpoetrybecame

somuchpopularthatitcametobeknownas“the

nestofsingingbirds”.Therewereanumberofpoets
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writingmelodious,romanticandpicturesquepoetry.

Spensewastherealmasterofpoetrywho wrote

unweatheringpoetrylike‘FairieQueene’,‘Shepherd’s

Calender’etc.Apartfrom Spenser,therewasSidney,

Thomas Wyattand many more who popularized

lyricsinEnglish.

7.RISE OF PROSE LITERATURE: Before

Renaissance,Englishprosewaslivingunderagreat

stress and impactofLatin.Butduring the 16th

century,itcameoutinitsrealcolor.Englishprose

acquired the importance ofits own.There were

many prose writers like Thomas Elyot,George

Cavendish,Thomas Wilson,Francis Bacon and

others who became the fountain-heads ofprose

literature.

CONCLUSION:

Thus,the beginning ofRenaissance during the 16th

century was indeed a heavenly blessing to English

literature.Poetry,drama,prose–allrosetoadelirious

height.Ifone wants to read the greatesttragedies,

comediesorthemostmelodiouspoetry,he/shehasno

otheroptionbuttoopenthegoldenpagesofEnglish
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literature when Shakespeare,Marlowe,Ben Jonson,

SpenserandSidneylived.


