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In Core Paper-I, we are going to study British Poetry and Drama particularly from 14 th to 15th
centuries. Even though poems were written before the 14 th century, it was during this century
in England there was a visible change in the style and content of Poetry. For various reasons,
Chaucer came to be regarded as the pioneer of Modern British Poetry. Hence we are going to
study the historical and cultural background of this period when Chaucer was writing and
also study one of the poems- ‘The Pardoner’s Tale’ written by him.
Apart from this, we are also going to study about the period known as the Renaissance in
British Literature, when Drama as a form of literary creation reached its pinnacle in the hands
of William Shakespeare in particular and in other playwrights like Christopher Marlow and
Ben Jonson. We will also study ‘Macbeth’, one of the immortal plays of Shakespeare and
make an assessment of it to know how great he was as a writer.
Finally we will critically look into some of the most significant poems written during this
period and analyze them individually to make our understanding and enjoyment of these
poems better.

BLOCK 1

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

This block has three units: The Age of Chaucer; The Renaissance and the Age of Christopher
Marlowe and Elizabethan Age. The Age of Chaucer will focus on the historical, cultural,
intellectual and literary backgrounds of that age. But more importantly, the thrust would be on
justifying why the age is known as the Age of Chaucer. Then, there would be a brief discussion
on the Renaissance period and its characteristics. Finally, efforts would be made to discuss how
Shakespeare made the most significant impact during that period as a playwright of great
imagination and how Marlowe, one of the University wits, was close behind him as a
playwright.
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OBJECTIVES

Our aim in this unit is to provide an overview of the age in which Geoffrey Chaucer
lived and wrote. He was the outstanding English poet of the late middle Ages. Since
literature and society are closely related, this background will help you understand
Chaucer's poetry. Background or context is particularly important here since the
medieval world was very different from our own.
1.1

INTRODUCTION

The unit will introduce you to the different aspects of the world of the late Middle
Ages. It was an age of transition from declining feudalism to an emerging moneyeconomy. The Norman Conquest in 1066 had brought in French words, literary
conventions and artistic tastes. Historical events in the fourteenth century undermined
the older chivalric, aristocratic culture. The growth of trade and commerce led to the
growth of London. Apart from the conventions of romance and realism, Chaucer's
times also saw the revival of alliterative verse, the vehicle of social and moral protest.
1.2

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The poetry of Chaucer and his contemporaries is best understood in the context of the
transition in European society from declining feudalism to an emerging moneyeconomy characterized by the rise of the middle classes. Although the English people
still largely lived in small, self-sufficient villages, the very fact that Chaucer was an
urban poet already suggests a change. Here we need to remember that unlike France,
England had broken out of the feudal system rather early.
We could begin by taking a preliminary look at the growing importance and wealth of
towns because of trade and commerce. Because of the lucrative wool trade,
agricultural land was being converted at many places in to pasture for rearing sheep.
This required fewer farm-hands, giving rise to a gradual exodus of labor from country
to town, from farming to the craft-gilds. Of course, such processes of social
transformation do not take place abruptly: in the reign of Henry VIII, Thomas More
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continues to attack the 'enclosure' system, that is, the conversion of arable land into
pasture. But at least three historical events can be identified which accelerated
change: the Hundred Years’ War, the Black Death and the Peasants' Revolt.
In a sense the Hundred Years' War between England and France (beginning in 1337)
is rooted in the feudal structure of European society. The modern nation-state comes
into being in the transition from medieval to Renaissance Europe. Before that,
through matrimonial alliances Kings were feudal lords of laid and property in foreign
countries and often laid claim to their thrones. The basic cause of dispute between
England and France was thus the English possessions on French soil. War with
France and Scotland brought honor to the English monarchy but drained the resources
of the Crown, making the barons more powerful. In the changing situation, the barons
often included the magnates and comparatively recent merchant princes. After the
deposition and murder of the weak and willful king, Edward II, Edward III decided to
recover prestige through foreign campaigns, and for some time, succeeded in catching
the popular imagination. Flanders, the biggest customer for English wool, appealed
for aid to Edward in their conflict with the King of France. Edward's alliances against
France in the Netherlands and the Rhineland (Germany) were matched by the
counter-alliances of Philip VI, the French monarch. The immediate pretext of the
protracted Hundred Years' War was Edward's claim to the .French throne through his
mother, Isabella, challenging that of Philip VI. It is ironic that the same Philip had
been crowned in 1327 and Edward had done homage to him for Gascony in 1329.
A series of victories bolstered English pride in the mid-fourteenth century. The
victory at Crecy (1346), where English yeomen archers and Welsh knifemen routed
French chivalry was immediately followed by the Crushing defeat of the Scots at
Neville's Cross. Military glory and patriotic fanaticism that accompanied these
successes reached a peak in the triumph of the Black Prince, son of Edward, over the
French near Poitiers (1356), where the French king was taken prisoner. The peace of
Bretagne in 1360 made Edward ruler of one-third of France, but the financial burden
of the war began to tell on England. The intervention in Spain proved to be unwise,
since despite the Black Prince's last victory against Spain at Najera (13671, the war
dragged on, and reverses mounted upon reverses until finally England was left with
only a foothold around Calais and a weakened navy.
Ultimately what the Hundred Years' War did was to change the old code of chivalry:
Shakespeare brings this out ironically in his history plays (the second tetralogy from
Richard II to Henry V). Edward I and Edward III in a sense created the modern
infantry. The yeoman archer, the development of a local militia at home and
something akin to modern conscription gave the English soldiers a definite edge over
the French, The situation on the battlefield contributed to the emergence of
democratic forces in England. The sense of a people's will, representing the rise of the
English people with all their proud defiance, presents a sharp contrast to the French
peasants' situation, and adds new life to the poetry of Chaucer. More immediately, the
looting and pillage of France by English soldiers, that Chaucer must have witnessed
in his French campaigns, may well have resulted in his sympathy for the helpless.
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The war, which had brought prosperity to various classes in England because of the
rich booty and high wages for soldiers, suffered a severe check from the Black Death
(1348-49), a deadly form of the highly infectious bubonic plague carried across
Europe by black rats. Because of insanitary conditions, it affected towns more than
villages, and the poor died everywhere like flies. Probably one-third of England's
population perished in the plague. Abating towards the end of 1349, the epidemic
revived in 1361, 1362 and 1369, continuing to break out sporadically until the late
seventeenth century, when medical science improved and the black rat was driven out
by the brown rat, which did not carry the disease.
The high mortality at once increased the demand for labor on the farm and weakened
the obligations of feudal tenure. This situation found a parallel among the clergy.
Many livings (ecclesiastical posts) fell vacant, and the clergy often supported the
laborers’ demand for higher wages. It is thus not surprising that Chaucer's Franklin
was a freeholder and that even his Plowman had acquired a new freedom enabling
him to offer his services to others. The devastation, however, failed to dampen the
martial ardor of the king and his barons. Even as the Black Death was raging, Edward
III developed his Order of the Garter which became the model for all later chivalric
orders.
It was thus a time of political unrest and uncertainty: we must not forget that two
kings, Edward III and Richard II, were deposed and murdered in the fourteenth
century. The Peasants' Revolt of 1381 has to be seen in this background. But first let
us have some idea of the condition of the poor in England. In 1381, more than half
the people did not possess the privileges that had been guaranteed to every 'freeman'
by the Magna Carta (1215) in the reign of King John. The serf and the villein had the
status of livestock in the master's household, although the above-mentioned factors
had started to push them out of bondage to the comparative freedom of crafts in
towns. In theory the-laborers had an elected representative, the Reeve, supposedly to
counterbalance the Steward or Bailiff. But as the wealth of the towns often drew
away an absentee landlord, the Reeve as substitute became a feared enemy of the
people, as in the portraits of Chaucer and Langland. The poor had to pay fines for
marriage or sending a son to school, and the inhuman heriot or mortuary tax exacted
at death-bed was responsible for much resentment.
The immediate provocation for the revolt was the Poll Tax or head tax. The financial
burden of the wars forced the government to ask Parliament to allow heavy taxes. But
since such taxes usually affected the propertied classes which dominated Parliament,
in 1380, taxes were levied on even the poorest. The sudden outbreak of rebellion
under the leadership of Wat Tyler resulted in the peasants, accustomed to levies for
French campaigns, attacking London, destroying property and putting the Archbishop
of Canterbury lo death. The uprising collapsed equally suddenly, partly because of the
shrewdness and courage of King Richard II, who promptly went back on his promises
as soon as the rebels had dispersed. Although the movement failed, it was for the first
time that the poor peasant had fought for his basic right of freedom; there was very
little looting in the Revolt. Despite a brief reference to it in The Nun’s Priest's Tale,
Chaucer concerns himself with the sufferings of individual poor men and not the poor
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in bulk. For the portrayal of the rural proletariat as opposed to the prosperous farmer
class which also grew at that time, we have to go to Langland.
What was the situation in the towns? Apart from London, all English towns were
smaller than those of industrialized Flanders and northern Italy. A medium-sized
English town would have only 3,000 or 4,000 inhabitants, and town and country
flowed into one another. They were fortified by walls since there were no policemen
in the modern sense. Their social and economic life was dominated by the merchants
and the gilds. The merchant gilds were the most powerful and important; the craft
gilds took second place. Parish gilds were also organized for charitable work. Often
engaged in rivalry and competition-in the thirteen-eighties there was virtually a war
between the older food-trade gilds and the newer cloth gilds-the gilds were easily
identified by their distinctive liveries. They also competed with each other to put up
on Feast days the colorful pageantry of Miracles and Moralities, drama based on the
Bible and saints' lives.
While working at the Custom-House and living over the Aldgate Tower, Chaucer
came to know and love this colorful London life. He would have noticed churches as
well as taverns around him: we may note in passing that the pilgrimage to the
Canterbury Cathedral (in The Canterbury Tales) begins at the Tabard Inn. London
was a busy town of about 40,000 people with a certain openness about its markets and
shops. Apart from churches and splendid houses of noblemen, the ordinary citizens’
and artisans' dwellings had an equally arresting variety. Most of them were of timber
and plaster with only side-gables of masonry to prevent the spreading of fires. The
ground floor was generally open to the street and outside stairs seem to have been
common: There was little comfort or privacy, and instead of glass, the windows had
wooden shutters. Since such shutters and weak walls made eavesdropping and
housebreaking easy, and streets were unlit, wanderers at night were severely
punished. Furniture was kept at the barest minimum. There was generally only one
bedroom; for most of the household, the house meant simply the hall. But the
common life of the hall was declining among the upper classes with increasing wealth
and material comfort. The energy and excitement of London was primarily outdoors,
in the street, which was the scene of royal processions and tournaments, the Mayor's
annual ride as well as crime and riot.
1.3

CULTURAL BACKGROUND

As it is well known, Chaucer divides society into the three conventional estates-the
knight (nobility), the working man (the third estate) and the ecclesiastic (the church).
The fact that he leaves out the two extremes of aristocracy and serfdom suggests a
deliberate choice of a bourgeois perspective: he observes society mainly through the
eyes of the rising middle classes. At the same time, his irony is also directed at them.
This technique enables him to capture the old and the new in his time with rare
subtlety. He begins in The Canterbury Tales fairly high in the ecclesiastical hierarchy
with the Prioress and the Monk, then come the Friar and the Nun's Priest or Chaplain,
then the Parson and the Clerk, then the Summoner and the Pardoner.
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Perhaps no other element in Chaucer's world brings out the gap between the ideal and
the actual as the code of chivalry and the conventions of courtly love. Harking back to
pagan morality, chivalry anticipates the concept of the modem gentleman. The true
and perfect knight was distinguished by fearless strength, charity and faith. Actually
the knights had been only mounted soldiers and not much more. In 1095, Pope Urban
II in Rome exhorted the knights of the First Crusade on their way to the Holy Land to
give up cruelty and greed in favor of Christian values of charity, sacrifice and faith.
The Cross is joined with the Sword. With the reduction of war as the twelfth century
advanced, leisure gave rise to war games like jousts and tournaments and the allied
concept of courtly love. Although as a cultural ideal, courtly love had a refining and
civilizing influence, it remained primarily a literary convention and hence will be
dealt with later.
What was the actual state of affairs? From the earliest age of chivalry, chroniclers and
observers have pointed out so many inconsistencies and corruptions that one is left to
question the entire social code. Despite the values of moderation, magnanimity and
protection of the weak, the chivalric ideal presupposed a society where serfs
outnumbered freemen. The code did reach a high point in the first half of the
thirteenth century. But even here the decay began soon enough, caused by the decline
in crusading zeal and by the rising wealth of the merchant classes. Instead of fighting
the infidel for the possession of the Holy Land, Christians either fought among
themselves or led a life of pleasure. The rich citizens brought much material comfort
but their wealth weakened the feudal aristocracy: they began to buy for themselves
the ranks of knighthood. In fact, Edward I perhaps wanted to accelerate this process
by compelling all freeholders possessing an estate of £20 a year to become knights.
At the same time, honest commerce acquired a dignity in every field of life; although
the knights were forbidden by civil law to become traders or merchants, they could
hardly resist the forces of history. The Cistercians, possibly the richest religious body
in England derived their wealth mainly from success in the wool trade. Of course, in
the Hundred Years' War, the knights made themselves suddenly rich by looting
efficiently certainly, the custom of ransoming prisoners brought a commercial
element into knightly life. The real trouble between Shakespeare's Henry IV and
Hotspur begins, we may briefly note, with the ransoming of prisoners.
Courtly love conventions are not a reliable guide to the actual conditions of love and
marriage in Chaucer's time. Marriages were negotiated with great haste on purely
commercial motives; this was also the reason for the many child-marriages. A woman
could inherit property but in order to defend it she needed a husband. Divorce was
easy, though only for rich people who were scheming for larger inheritance. The
idealized woman of courtly love who was put on a pedestal to be worshipped by the
knight contrasts violently with the widespread practice of beating wives, sisters and
daughters.
Perhaps the idealization was the natural outcome of the unbearable harshness of
actuality. There being little privacy in the medieval castle, and women being debarred
from the masculine recreations of physical exercise, drinking and war, they were
confined to an intolerable boredom that often encouraged furtive debauchery. Since
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marriage was inimical to romantic love, illicit love was idealized in the courtly
convention. The power of the code is evident in Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde.
Although Criseyde can marry as a young widow, her love with Troilus begins and
ends in secret. Even when Troilus comes to know that Criseyde is to be handed over
to the Greek camp in exchange for the Trojan prince Antenor, he does not make
public their love. That would have at once made them man and wife.
1.4

INTELLECTUAL BACKGROUND

The intellectual milieu of Chaucer was ultimately controlled by a religious vision
common to medieval culture. It is of course to be found in the Retraction at the end of
The Canterbury Tales, where the poet prays that his sin of writing secular and courtly
literature may be forgiven. Similarly, gentilesse or nobility and courtly love acquire a
deep spiritual content. This is hardly surprising since the Christian church played a
central role in the life of the people, and the parish priest, even more than the passing
friar, was the chief instructor. Its dedication to Christ's teachings led it or, at least,
sections of the clergy to denounce the social evils of the day. The Lollards dominated
the literature of satire and complaint. Followers of the heretical Wyclif, they were
aided in their criticism by mystical writers like Dame Juliana of Norwich, Richard
Rolle and the anonymous author of The Cloud of Unknowing. These mystics
undermined institutional religion by their emphasis on a personal relationship with
God. The Lollards are also remembered for the first English translation of the Bible
under the guidance of Wyclif.
The cosmos of the Middle Ages was providentially ordered and harmonious. The
earth was the point-sized center of a system of crystalline concentric spheres for the
planets to go around. This Ptolemaic, geocentric model was displaced in the
Renaissance by the Copernican heliocentric (sun at the center) universe. But in the
Middle Ages it was held together by Gods' love, which controlled all the cycles of
seasons, tides, birth and death. According to medieval belief, the stars as agents of
Destiny combined with Fortune as powerful influences on human life. Of course,
God's providence worked in everything, although men could not grasp its ways.
Astrology and medicine were closely related in Chaucer's world. Each of the twelve
signs of the zodiac was thought to control a different part of the human body;
moreover, the physical characteristics and nature of each person were determined by
his horoscope at birth. This gave rise to the four medieval 'humors.' Physicians
treating a patient would first cast his horoscope; then combining this with the
positions of the stars when the illness began and when the doctor paid his visit, they
would attempt to heal.
Related to astrology was the pseudo-science of alchemy. Chaucer's yeoman in The
Canon's Yeoman's Tale knowledgeably refer6 to the four spirits and seven bodies.
The spirits are quicksilver, arsenic, crystalline salt and brimstone and the bodies are
the medieval planets (including the sun and the moon). Thus gold belongs to the sun,
silver to the moon, iron to Mars, quicksilver to Mercury, lead to Saturn, tin to Jupiter
and copper to Venus. Chaucer's contemporary, John Gower, wrote nearly two
hundred lines in the Confessio Amnntis on alchemy.
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Chaucer's doctor refers to many learned authorities on medicine. Among the classical
sources are Hippocrates and Galen; among the Moslem physicians we find Avicenna
and Averroes. Finally we have English physicians of the late thirteenth and early
fourteenth centuries: Gilbertus, Anglicus, Bernard, Gaddesden. The human body was
believed to have four fluids or 'humors' of which one would always predominate. If
blood was predominant, we would have a 'sanguine' person; if phlegm, a 'phlegmatic'
person, if choler, a choleric person and if black bile, a 'melancholic' person. Chaucer's
Reeve is choleric, Franklin melancholic. Humors determined temperament and
physical make-up, and the latter was also shaped by the stars. According to Galen, the
doctor had to consider the four elements of earth, water, air, fire and the four qualities
of hot, cold, dry, and moist in treating the body. 'Each of the twelve zodiac signs was
related to the elements, qualities and humors. Not only are the human mind and body
thus closely related but man himself is further related to the larger order in the
universe.
Another medieval science in which Chaucer had an interest was the science of
dreams. Here, his source, Macrobius' commentary on The DI-earn of Scipio, lists five
types of dream: the Somnium, the visio, the oraculum, the insomnium, the phantasma
or visium. The somnium is a dream requiring symbolic interpretation by an expert.
The visio reveals a coining event exactly as it will be. In the oraculum a spirit or
relative or an important person appears to the dreamer and announces what is lo
happen. By contrast to these prophetic dreams, the insomnium and the phantasma
indicate nothing apart from the dreamer's physical state. The former may be produced
by fear or worry or digestive disturbances; the latter is a kind of delusion.
1.5

LITERARY BACKGROUND

The Middle Ages are usually held to begin in Europe with the sack of Rome, but in
England it begins conventionally with the Norman Conquest (1066-87) and ends with
the Reformation (1533-59). In terms of the literary output, this lime-span could be
divided into three periods. In the first period, up to 1250, religious writings
predominate, in the second (1250-1350), romances. In the third period we have
Chaucer, Langland, Gower, the Pearl poet and so on.
In 1066 William, the Duke of Normandy, invaded England claiming the English
throne as the next of kin to Edward the C:onfessor and defeated his rival, Harold, at
the Battle of Hastings. In the next four years, the English nobility was virtually wiped
out, and the new king's French supporters constituted the new aristocracy in England.
Before the Norman Conquest, Latin was the language of divine worship and learning
while English (that is, Old English) was widely used in other spheres. The Normans
introduced the French language into England as the language of the ruling classes.
But the English language continued to be spoken by the uncultivated masses. Thus
the initial effect of the Conquest was no doubt damaging to the vernacular literature.
But it never died out because while Anglo-Norman French increasingly became a
special and fashionable accomplishment (as in the case of Chaucer's Prioress), the
oral nature of English kept it alive among the largely illiterate people. Understood by
all, it had a clear metrical shape and held the listener's attention by clever appeals to
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him and summarizing the content from time to time. This non-private character of
Middle English literature fitted neatly into or grew out of crowded communal life in
households and religious communities. Above all, the language survived as the
popular medium of preaching.
After England lost Normandy in 1204 and the nobility was no longer allowed, in
1244, to possess lands in both England and France, the tide turned in favor of English.
After 1250, there is a substantial increase in the number of French words in English,
indicating clearly that a people or class, used to French, was switching over to
English. In fifty years, from 1250 to 1300, the language of the governing classes
changes back to English. Thus ultimately the Norman influence was not wholly
negative. The Normans imported the French literature and literary standards of the
twelfth-century Renaissance: these provided the models for a new native literature of
politeness and urbanity. English vocabulary was enriched with many French words
which made the language more cosmopolitan and literary. Further, the old Teutonic
alliterative measure was largely replaced by French syllabic verse, standard in
Europe. Actually the Conquest resulted in a fusion of Teutonic (northern) and
Romance (southern) traditions. Subsequently, literature in England was written in
three languages: Latin, French and English. The imitation of French works like the
Songs of Roland gradually produced an upper-class English literature. Even the
British legend of King Arthur reached English romance not directly from Celtic
traditions but through the French romances of Chretien de Troyes and his successors.
All medieval literature offers a sharp contrast to modem literature in its
impersonality, religious feeling and didactic content. Much of this literature is in fact
anonymous, and the conditions of publishing and book reproduction (before the
printing press) give it a communal character. The medieval author also did not place
value on originality as we now understand it: an old and authoritative source only
heightened the appeal of literature. As narrative poetry moved out of the mead-hall
into the castle, the presence of women in the audience produced an important stylistic
change: instead of the heroic (Beowulf), we have the courtly (Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight). Even where the writing was not religious, a deep moral concern
located the secular in a sacred framework.
The fertility and variety of literature around Chaucer's time-romance, lyric, drama,
mystical meditation-are evident also in the alliterative revival of the fourteenth
century. This meant primarily the revival of the old four-beat alliterative measure of
Old English poetry, of Beowulf, for instance. The twenty odd poems written in this
older meter in Middle English mostly came from the north and the north-west of
England, although Piers Plowman originated in the west Midlands. From the west
also came four poems in the north-western dialect contained in a single manuscript.
Originally untitled, they are now identified in the order in which they appear, as Pear,
Purify, Patience, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.
The similarities among them suggest some common ground, perhaps even a common
author. Pearl is the important religious poem in the collection, describing in elevated
mystical language the vision of a father whose child has died. Even if the poem is not
taken in autobiographical terms, the allegory of the pearl reveals an ethical concern
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for purity. The poem handles the theme of salvation in the framework of a personal
elegy, using time-honored medieval conventions of dream and debate. What strikes
the modem reader is the deep personal feeling and sensuous description controlled
with artistic restraint by considerable metrical skill. Purity shows similar ethical
preoccupations with uncleanness and grace, and Patience tells the story of Jonah and
the whale in realistic detail.
Sir Gawain is perhaps the most complex verse romance in Middle English literature.
Courtly in tone, it is the finest Arthurian romance in English dealing without didactic
considerations the theme of knightly courage and truth. It combines two stories '
found separately either in Celtic or Old French romances: a) Gawain's encounter with
the Green Knight and the three blows exchanged with the latter, b) the three
temptations held out by the host's wife at Bercilak's castle. The three blows match the
three temptations, and the plot is well-knit. But the modem reader is moved by the
color, energy and vivid detail that make it a veritable tapestry. The freshness of
observation is reflected in dialogue (between Gawain and the lady of the castle) and
above all we are given a sense of multiple actions moving simultaneously. The
Gawain poet belongs to the north-west Midlands, probably south Lancashire as
indicated by the landscape and local allusions. He has a good knowledge of moral and
theological problems and his vocabulary contains a large French element.
The alliterative revival is marked by poems of social and moral protest: they respond
actively to the unrest of the period. The anti-establishment satire is appropriately
presented in alliterative verse and not in the conventional courtly measure. The
outstanding poem in this respect is The Vision of William Concerning Piers the
Plowman. The multiple extant manuscripts show that it was a popular work, and the
author's keen interest in the text is revealed in his three versions. The earliest version
or A-text is short (2579 lines) and consists of a prologue and eleven passus (or
cantos). The B-text is a revision with a prologue and twenty passus (7241 lines). The
C-text revises further (7353 lines) and is divided into twenty-three passus. Beginning
with a vision on the Malvern Hills in the west of England of a 'field full of folk,' it
develops into a comprehensive portrait of fourteenth-century life. Although the
multiple visions include familiar allegories like the Seven Deadly Sins, the poem's
strength does lie in the narrative. Lacking in orderliness and logical plan, digressive
in impulse, the poem, especially in its A and B texts, offers a powerful contrast to the
ironic detachment of Chaucer. It’s realistic and biting satire often reaches the
visionary intensity of Dante. Its religious and political message is inseparable from its
sanctification of honest labor.
Among the other contemporaries of Chaucer, Gower's earnestness is conventional and
unrelieved by humor; he also lacks Langland's intensity. But in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries, Gower was considered equal to Chaucer. His Speculum
Meditantis is in French, Vox Clamantis, which has a vivid account of the Peasant's
Revolt, is in Latin, and Confessio Amantis is in English. In the last poem Gower goes
beyond mere didactic content to write of love as an unrewarded servant of Venus. But
even here the framework of the stories is the seven deadly sins since he confesses to a
priest (Genius, the priest of Venus).
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Chaucer had many imitators in his time or a little after. Among these, Thomas
Hoccleve and John Lydgate, despite the latter's Fall of Princes (which anticipates the
sixteenth-century Mirror for Magistrates) are not half as successful as the Scottish
Chaucerians: the Scottish king, James I, Robert Henryson, William Dunbar and Gavin
Douglas. The Kingis Quhair of James celebrates love and its fulfillment through trials
and adversities. Dunbar's Twa Mariit Wemen and the Wedo was influenced by
Chaucer's Wife of Bath’s Prologue, while Douglas's The Palice of Honour shows a
debt to Chaucer's Hous of Fame. Henryson came closest to Chaucer, first in his
Fables, but he added a moral. Later he borrowed again from Chaucer's Troilus and
Criseyde in The Testament of Cresseid. His Cresseid, deserted by Diomede, curses
the gods and is punished with leprosy. Deeply ashamed, she withdraws into
confinement. Here one day Troilus gives her alms without recognizing her. She
recognizes Troilus, however, and condemns her own infidelity. Henryson's vision is
grim and sombre in comparison to Chaucer's forgiving humanity.
As a mature poet Chaucer was able to combine the courtly and bourgeois conventions
of literature. The aristocratic, secularized literature, imported from twelfth-century
France, is built around the themes of courtly love, courtesy and chivalry. Marvelous
adventure becomes the hall-mark of romance, which is written in a new verse form,
the octosyllabic couplet. The heroine is traditionally desirable and difficult, and the
knight-errant moves through trial to the happiness of requited love. Apart from the
refining and chastening test of love, the knight often has to fight dragons and demons.
The elements of adventure is soon minimized or rather turned inward as in Roman de
la Rose of Guilladme de Lorris: here the allegory takes over and captures the
movements of the soul. The setting is often exotic and unworldly. Allegory makes the
springtime garden in Roman de la Rose, a conventional setting for courtly love, an
earthly paradise.
Allegory is of course a distinctive technique of medieval literature common to courtly
romance, alliterative satire and the Miracles and Moralities. A human figure may
stand for a vice (Gluttony, Lechery, Idleness and so on in the Seven Deadly Sins) or
for an institution like the Church, a thing like a pearl can mean purity and so on. In
Chaucer's Nuns ' Priest's Tale or Parliament of Fowls, animals represent in secular
allegories human beings or social classes. The allegorical habit began perhaps from
interpreting the Bible for a wide variety of people: this produced the many levels of
meaning. Gradually, the literal meaning became a kind of disguise which had to be
removed in order to reveal the higher meaning.
In the idealized courtly romances, background, character, speech and action are all
static and formal. The ideal courtly lady, for example, has blond hair, white smooth
forehead, soft skin, arched eyebrows, grey eyes, a small, round full mouth, dimpled
chin and so on. These devices are an aid to idealization, to the movement away from
the specifically individual to the abstract idea. Love for a woman is exalted to divine
love. No wonder that Dante had been able to combine courtly eroticism with religious
ecstasy. What Dante's Beatrice achieves is paralleled in the Arthurian romance where
the comparatively secular search for personal perfection becomes the quest for the
Holy Grail.
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Gradually the courtly style learnt to include within it its opposite, the realistic style:
Chaucer's Troilus and Criseyde and The Canterbury Tales represent this amalgam.
The realistic style can be related to the emergence of the new middle classes. Its
commonest genre is the fabliau, the short, humorous verse tale often marked by
coarseness; others include the mime, the beast epic, and the fable and so on. The
fabliau is characterized by a certain animal vitality and grotesque exaggeration: it is
impolite, irreverent, often vulgar and obscene. The fabliau setting is economical and
precise. Its world contains peasants and bourgeois, clerks, priests, nuns, jugglers,
some knights and ladies. There are some stock formulae, as for example the triangle
of the unimaginative, jealous husband, sensual wife and lecherous priest or clever
clerk. There is a pattern even to their portraits, although the typical portrait is
suddenly brought alive through individual detail of speech, dress and physiognomy,
as in The Canterbury Tales.
1.6

THE ARTS

As in literature, so in architecture, England gradually tried to work out a native
version of the complex and glorious French Gothic style. The Gothic was a
characteristic mode of the Middle Ages bringing together the flippant and the serious,
the grotesque and the sublime, copiousness and ascetic control. Such a heterogeneous
and hospitable mode not only accommodated an attention to minute and elaborate
detail but subordinated the abundance to the angular simplicity of the spire. One of
the most important buildings of the thirteenth century Henry III's Westminster
Abbey-was directly inspired by French work. By the second half of the fourteenth
century, however, the so-called 'perpendicular' style spread over England, because it
was cheaper and less extravagant. The Hundred Years' War introduced French
brickwork and a French type of castle built on a simple quadrangular plan.
While medieval houses were overcrowded and their furniture scanty, the hangings,
covers and cushions provided all the splendor. Tapestry and embroidery were aided
by the English cloth industry, Embroidery designs were closely linked to
'illuminated'. Books and manuscripts. 'Illumination' was the technique of decorating
the letters of a text (often the initial letter) with gold, silver and bright colors.
Common people who could not afford illuminated manuscripts had to be satisfied
with wall-painting and sculpture inside churches. The taste for portraiture, as in the
picture of Richard II, indicates a growing interest in the individual away from the
idealized types of religious painting in the thirteenth century. The vast improvement
in craftsmanship resulted in a more refined, polite and decorative style but the older
monumental and somewhat heroic stateliness was lost.
1.7

LET US SUM UP

In this unit you have learnt about the age of Chaucer, a transitional one. Although the
focus has been historical, ultimately you have learnt about the growth of towns,
decline of chivalry, gender relations, people's beliefs, and the condition of the poor
and varying literary ideals. In other words, you have acquired some idea of the life
and values of the people at that time
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1.8

EXERCISES

1. Describe the effect on fourteenth-century life and literature of the following: I) the
Hundred Years' War, ii) the Peasants' Revolt, iii) the Black Death. (You will find
your answer mainly in 1.2. The war destroyed chivalry and depleted the
government's resources. The Revolt and the condition of the poor. The rise of the
English people and its effect on literature. The Black Death and the weakening of
feudal tenure. Farm-hands in great demand. Many vacancies for the clergy who
support the poor.)
2. Write short notes on:
Courtly love, chivalry, women and marriage. (See 1.3)
3. What is the relationship between astrology and medicine in Chaucer's time? (See

1.4)
4. Write short notes on:
The courtly romances, the Norman Conquest, allegory, the alliterative revival.
(See 1.5)
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2.0

OBJECTIVES

This unit is intended to equip the student with a basic knowledge of the Renaissance
and its broader ramifications. To this end, the unit will






2.1

Help the student distinguish between the different strands of the Renaissance.
Acquaint the student with the main features and figures of this phenomenon.
Acquaint the student with some of the significant social and cultural movements
that shaped the Renaissance in England.
To this end, it will identify the role of the Reformation movement in the Church and
of English nationalism, in the shaping of the English Renaissance.
Indicate the role of changes in the English court in the production and shaping of
Renaissance English literature.

INTRODUCTION

Given that the period we refer to as the Renaissance sits at different times in different
countries, and that the English renaissance owes much to its Continental predecessor,
the first unit will explore some of the relations between the two. It will focus on
trends in learning and the arts, on the evolution of English humanism, and on
religious and political movements like the Reformation and their impact on English
politics and society. It will also dwell on the literary, cultural and economic
developments (the inception of British imperial inclinations, for instance) of the
period. These will include issues like the evolution of courtier poetry, the relation of
poets and poetry to Elizabethan court politics and the role of a newly emerging
English nationalism in shaping the arts of the age.
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2.2

THE RENAISSANCE

2.2.1 The Continental and the English Renaissance
The social, political, religious and cultural forces that we refer to as the Renaissance
was first evident in continental Europe and began to be felt in England only about the
end of the fifteenth century. Perhaps the most important of these forces in the
continent and in England was the spread of the new humanist learning and ideology

Courtly Love
Especially among the upper classes. This leaning is first in evidence in Italy.
Following the fall of Constantinople to the Turks in 1493, refugees from that city had
brought with them the vast learning and literature - especially of the Greeks – that had
been stored in the libraries of the city. This produced the first great Italian humanists
like Savonarola, Ficino and Pico della Mirandola, who were subsequently to
influence early English humanists like Thomas Linacre (1460-1524), John Colet
(1467-1519) and William Lyly (1468-1522) - visitors to Italy who took back to
England the new learning. It was highly influential in the designing of the new
curricula in schools and universities, especially the work of the great humanist
educationist Desiderius Erasmus (1469-1536), but for a long time it remained without
impact on the literature and art of England. This was primarily because the English
14

language was as yet immature, socially and politically without power. The language
of the courts was still predominantly French, while that of learning remained Latin.
There was no real tradition as yet of English theatre, prose or verse, despite the work
of Chaucer in the last. Nor was there a major school of art that could be influenced by
the new learning, as was the case with Italian artists like Michelangelo and Leonardo
da Vinci. It is no coincidence then that the first full impact of the renaissance in
English literature came with the translation of Latin and Italian verse into English by
poets like Wyatt and Surrey, and the consequent enrichment of the literature in the
English vernacular. This in turn was enabled substantially by the fact that the school
and university system had by now produced a generation of writers literate in the
ancient languages and literatures of Latin, Greek and Hebrew, and brought to English
writings the humanism of those works.
The invention of the printing press also played a role in the emergence of the
Renaissance in the continent and in England. It made possible the sudden and
immense popularization of the new learning in Italy, and in the other European
countries. It also contributed substantially to the development and consolidation of
national languages and consequently of national traditions of literature. The classics
were translated from the Latin and Greek originals into the vernacular languages of
the different countries and published widely, allowing greater access to the new,
learning. This pattern was true of England too.
Where the English renaissance differed substantially from its European counterparts
was, firstly, in the kind of impact that the Reformation had on the renaissance in
England. We will study this in greater detail in the next section; for now, let us note
that the spirit of unbounded humanism associated with the continental renaissance,
with its celebration of the human form and intellect, was tempered by the moral
vision of a powerful Puritan imagination, which had already established itself in
England by the time the renaissance took effect there. Secondly, the renaissance in
England was never as profoundly an elitist phenomenon as it was on the continent.
Perhaps because of the distance from Italy, perhaps because of the entrenched popular
traditions of theatre and folk music and poetry, the emergent 1ligll culture that was
the renaissance in England had to deal with and assimilate local, popular and mass
forms and traditions of literature and culture more than, say, the renaissance in
France. Because of the spread of Protestant teachings and of literacy, the English
renaissance also had a mass base very different from its continental counterparts.
Thirdly, the direction of politics in the age -which led to the political distancing of
England from both France and Italy - along with a native resurgence of nationalistic
sentiments, and ambitions to rival the Greeks and the Romans in their cultural
achievements, led to an involution of the spirit of the renaissance that was specifically
English in character, and distinct from its European counterparts. The poetry of
Edmund Spenser in many ways typifies this character, as we shall see shortly.
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2.2.2

The Renaissance and the Reformation

As we noted above, the English renaissance was crucially influenced by another very
important historical phenomenon, which differentiated it substantially from its
continental predecessor: the Reformation. In essence, the 'Reformation' refers to the
various and often bloody and violent movements against the Roman Catholic church,
that spread over Continental Europe through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,
demanding large scale reforms in its beliefs and ecclesiastical practices. It, too, was in
many ways a consequence of the spread of the new humanist leaning on the
continent, and of the power of the printing press, which permitted the translation and
popularization of the Bible from Latin and Greek into the European vernaculars,
annulling the laities' dependency on the ecclesiastical orders for the interpretation and
mediation of the Bible. It was led by figures like Martin Luther (1483-1546) and John
Calvin (1509-64) but was preceded by reformers like St. Francis, Peter Waldo, John
Huss, and John Wycliffe who repeatedly critiqued the abuses in ecclesiastical
practices from the early thirteenth century onward. They were, however, not inclined
to actually break from the Roman Catholic Church, an extremism that later reformers
of the sixteenth century adopted, resulting in the many breakaway sects that constitute
Protestantism. The conventional date for the beginning of the Reformation then is
Oct. 31, 1517, the date that Luther is said to have posted his Ninety-five Theses
critiquing the church on the door of the Castle Church, Wittenberg. It is falsely
assumed by many that Luther had intended to break from the Catholic Church, but the
fact is that it was the Catholic Church at expelled Luther, against his own desire.
Later reformers however, picked up on Luther's principles of dissent and deliberately
broke from the Catholic Church, plunging much Europe into religious and civil strife
for the next few centuries.
The reformists spirit had already nude its way to England by the time of Luther,
primarily through the work of John Wycliffe (1330-84), who not only protested
against the excessive worldly power of the Catholic church, but was instrumental in
first translating the Bible into English. Wycliffe's translation of the New Testament
was, however, not very accessible and his followers, the Lollards, did not have much
impact on the religious imagination. Wycliffe's work was furthered by William
Tindale (1484-1536), who wrote and popularized a much more accessible translation
of the Bible. When Henry VIII --- who had initially been a strong defender of
Catholic orthodoxy - broke from the Roman papacy in 1535, the impetus to the
Reformation in England became politically powerful, although tempered by the
Icing's desire to form a Church of England that would learn neither toward
Catholicism nor toward the more rigid versions of Protestantism. The more radical
varieties of Protestantism however, continued to flourish in England, in the form of'
sects like the Diggers, the Quakers, the Presbyterians, etc. and remained influential in
shaping the directions or politics as well as of society and culture. Their impact is felt
especially in the tempering of renaissance humanism and sensualism, through the
consistent maintenance of Christian tenets over classical, especially Platonic, ideals.
So even while the Italian influence on the emergent English literature of the period is
strongly evident, it remains harnessed to an essentially Christian vision, revealing in
that literature a tension between a strong fascination for the former and an equally
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strong moral condemnation of it.
2.2.3 Social and Political Circumstances of the Renaissance
We have already noted how the permeation of the currents of the renaissance into
English culture was both mediated and tempered by the forces of the reformation that
had already found root in England. Both forces - of the renaissance and of the
reformation - served to substantially reorganize English society. In the 15th century,
England had had primarily an agrarian and feudal socio-economic structure, with
much of the population living in the rural countryside, many as tenants to country
squires and noble lords. However, repeated epidemics of the plague had substantially
affected the population, which as a consequence hardly grew in this period. The
shortage of labor proved a blessing to many peasants, who managed to sell their labor
at a premium, and eventually to rise above their class and form a new class of landed
folk called 'yeomen' or small farmers, Many large landholders converted their land
into sheep pasture because of the lack of labor, leading to land enclosures and the
abandonment of many villages. This in turn led to the dramatic development of the
wool industry. The popularity of the pastoral as a genre and of the figure of the
shepherd in renaissance English poetry then, is not entirely because of either classical
influences or of Biblical ones, but derived from the English social landscape itself But
the period also saw the growth of London as a commercial and political city, with the
new classes and the re-distributed populations seeking employment, commercial
gains and political power gradually settling in the city. A part of the new social
constituents were guilds of artisans and craftspeople whose services were becoming
increasingly important in catering to the needs of the growing populace. The
emergence of these mixed social sectors was an early part of the larger process of the
dismantling of the feudal economy that was to culminate with the consolidation of
industrial capitalism in the nineteenth century. As yet though, they were still
constrained by the social and economic parameters of that economy. The migrants to
London in this century were thus mainly seeking social and economic uplift as well as
acceptability in a feudal socio-economic system that barely recognized them They
became a ready constituency for proselytizing protestant groups who not only
converted their beliefs, but through promoting literacy, gave them access to
educational possibilities that had remained outside their reach till now. But in doing
so, it also spread the sense of tension that we noted above, between the humanist
education they had access to and the conservative reformist morality of the new
religious movements.
This tension as compounded by monarchical changes and the consequent changes in
affiliations - from Henry VIII's Anglicanism to Edward VI's rigid Protestantism to
Mary Tudor's Catholicism to Elizabeth I's return to Anglicanism and so on. But these
vacillations were substantially defused in their impact on literature and culture
primarily because of an emergent English nationalist spirit. This nationalist sentiment
held together at the cultural level despite the political tensions that arose out of
diverse and changing religious affiliations. It rejected much that was Italianate in the
renaissance, promoting an Englishness of vision and ideals that was aimed at
positioning English literature and arts as superior to the rest of renaissance Europe. (It
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is no coincidence that many of tile playwrights of the period set their comedies d
satires - whether it was Shakespeare's .Merchant of Venice or Jonson's Volpone – in
Italy, implying to their English audiences that the vices and venalities satirized in the
plays were the illnesses of a specifically Italianate character.) This ideological
rejection permitted the English writers of the period to import forms, genres, styles
and themes from the continent but also to experiment with them freely, nativizing
then by fixing them with the existing traditions of English literature, subjecting them
to the specificities of the rapidly evolving English language, and infusing them with
the moral and social vision of English Anglicanism. Nevertheless, several of the main
elements of the European renaissance which did not conflict with protestant ideals or even enhanced them - did find their way into, and become an entrenched part of,
the new literature of England. The celebration of the human spirit and intellect was
one such element. A related and for us, more pertinent element was a celebration of
the arts, especially of skills in writing and rhetoric, the cultivation of which was now
considered of signal importance especially to the governing classes, into which
Spenser made his way. This was now a part of the education of these classes, and
Spenser too, was to avail of it at his grammar school as well as subsequently, at
Cambridge University. We will now examine briefly how this skill and knowledge in
the arts was an important aspect of court life in renaissance England, and what the
consequent relations were of poets to the monarch and the court.
2.2.4 Courtier poets, Court Politics
Most of the well-known poetry of the period was written by courtiers, or by highly
educated gentlemen, and was rarely published. Poetry was written more for a small
circle of friends and others of similar rank, addressed to a nobleman usually,
following the practice of patronage by the nobility. But it was, as we have noted,
following the practice of patronage by the nobility. But it was, as we have noted,
common practice for courtiers of the period to lay claims to being poets. There is
some controversy about how important their self-perception as poets was to them, and
to the social meanings and implications of this perception. It is probably true that the
poets of the Elizabethan period - from Thomas Wyatt (1503-42) to Walter Raleigh
(1552-1618) and John Davies (1569-1626) - were first courtiers and then poets.
Critics like Richard Helgerson argue that most of these poets, while projecting the
craft of poetry as being of 'divine origin and advertising its civilizing effect', and the
poet as teacher, fflict d , inspirer, etc., to monarchs, refused to see themselves in these
terms (Helgerson: 676). Contrarily, for most of them poetry was merely an
indulgence, about which they remained largely defensive. The risk of assuming the
garb of Poet, as they envisioned the vocation, was too potentially threatening to their
social status, with the possibility of exposing 'its wearer to ridicule and shame'
(Helgerson: 676). Thus while acknowledging the importance of the figure notionally,
according to Helgerson, most of these poets were unwilling to offer their own work
and themselves as worthy of acknowledgement these terms. They instead invariably
offered apologies for their work, blaming it on the passions of love or a lack of
suitable employment, often promising never to repeat their 'pretensions' to poetry
again. Their complaints however were riot against their conceptions of poetry so
much as against their actual poetic work, which they felt was likely to be mocked,
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and in turn, they themselves as poets.
The picture is however more complicated than it appears here. We must also
remember that, firstly, self-deprecation was part of the poetic conventions of the lime,
and need not be taken as seriously as Helgerson wishes to. Very often poets self
reflexively indicated their art as insufficient to its own ambitions, generating a
particularly poetic tension that was based on the paradox often poem achieving its
aims precisely by denying itself. This may be made clearer through the following
lines from Sidney's Sonnet 34, addressed to his beloved 'Stella':
What idler thing than speak and not be heard?
What harder thing than smart and not to speak'?
Peace, foolish wit! With wit my wit is man'd.
Thus write I, while I doubt to write, and wreak
My harm in ink's poor. Loss….
The basic point being made in the poem and specifically in these lines is that there is
an overwhelming reason to write - the 'smart' or pain of love, in the 2nd line – which is
however hindered by the very passion it seeks to communicate: 'With wit [of passion]
my wit [of poetry] is marr'd'. And in expressing the difficulty of communicating the
passion, the poem achieves its precise aim, which is to project the measure of the
passion as all-consuming.
Once we acknowledge this convention, it becomes clear that the poet's deprecation or
his art was often not so much a matter of placing the vocation of the courtier above
that of the poet, as a matter of fulfilling a demand of the poetry itself. Rut in addition
to this, we must also remember that such a pose - of expressing an inability to
complete, of embarking on a task that is beyond one's powers, of self-deprecation,
and so on - was not confined to the poet or the vocation of poetry but was considered
the appropriate mode of self-presentation for the ideal courtier, and extended to all of
his various roles. This pose was assumed to indicate not so much humility, as
moderation and balance on the part of the courtier. It was an Italian ideal, propounded
by Baldasare Castiglione in his book, The Book of The Courtier (1528), a very
influential humanist text on courtiers of the sixteenth century, not least because it
opened the question of whether a courtier is born one or anyone from outside the
nobility could also become one on the basis of his abilities, accomplishments and
learning. It was read by many outside the nobility, especially from the emerging
merchant class, who wished to appear cultivated. This is an issue of significance for
us because, as we shall see, Spenser was not born into the nobility but nevertheless
education and accomplishments Castiglione's book suggested not only that the ideal
courtier was one who was graceful and educated, but that he be accomplishment and
many sided in his personality, and yet remain moderate in his presentation of his
accomplishment For the average Elizabethan courtier this was extended in its
implications to indicate loyalty and subservience to the monarch; it therefore took the
form of self-deprecation and was much practiced, as a means of displaying one's
accomplishment seven as they were belittled as a sign of inferiority before the queen.
Sir Philip Sidney was to become a living ideal of such a courtier; but for an outsider
like Spenser, this was to become a problem. We will discuss some of these issues in
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the next unit, when we discuss the life of Spenser. For now, it should be clear that the
writing of poetry, and the practice of self-deprecation were both necessary
dimensions to the politics of the Elizabethan court and the self-presentation of the
courtier there.
2.2.5 English Nationalism and the Renaissance
While the nationalist spirit in England is fully in evidence only by around the middle
of the seventeenth century, explicitly on display especially in John Milton's epic
Paradise Lost, the sentiment had been on the rise for more than a century. In some
sense a rudimentary nationalistic spirit is evident ever since the beginning of the
battles with France in the medieval period. But with the sixteenth century, this
sentiment begins to take the shape of a full-fledged ideology. We have already hinted
at some of the reasons for this development, like the political distancing of the
English from Italy and France. This in turn was a consequence of the spread of
Protestantism in England, leading to the religious separation from Rome and the
establishment of the Anglican Church under Henry VIII. Thus, English nationalism
from its very inception had been closely allied to religious sentiments, unlike the
subsequent emergence of nationalisms the European countries, which followed, rather
than preceded, the process of secularization of society, and the separation of religion
and state. Since the separatist religious agenda of Protestantism in England was
intimate to the formation of a separate English national identity (or English
nationalism) , and since the spread of Protestantism had been primarily through and
among the emergent merchant and trading classes, and in the new squirarchy, the
nationalism that emerged was itself very middle class in its roots. It was not confined
to this class however, and found willing takers in the nobility and aristocracy,
especially those who affiliated themselves to the Anglican Church or other protestant
sects.
The social origins of this nationalism are of some significance. This was the time that
England was growing as a naval and commercial power, and its merchant and trading
ships had traveled all over the known world. English merchant ships were bringing
back wealth from the distant comers of the globe, including from India and China.
Along with the local growth in agriculture, sheep-rearing and the wool and cloth
industry, England was growing into an important economic power in the European
region. The main beneficiaries of this economic growth as we have noted were the
new classes of merchants and traders, and professional artisans. The combination of a
specifically English Protestantism, the burgeoning economy and the emergent
economic classes led to the promotion of a nationalism that sometimes served as a
qualification for social mobility for the emergent classes and professions. It led to the
consolidation of a sense of national identity (albeit as yet nascent) that was able to
contain, at least in the sixteenth century, the social tensions that were unleashed by
such a drastic social change, as well as offer channels for upward inability to those
who proclaimed it. This is evident in Spenser's avowed desire to be a truly English
poet. It is then this English nationalism that spurred him as well as other less able
poets to attempt the first truly English epic - a task that was ironically fulfilled only
when that very nationalist ideology was threatened, in the next century by John
Milton. It was the later attempts of the English monarchy to return to the Catholic
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fold in the seventeenth century that led to the tearing of the ideological fabric of
nationalism, and a civil war that lasted for two decades.
2.3

LET’S SUM UP

We have examined some of the main characteristics of the Renaissance as it flowered
in England, and of the impact of the Reformation on it. We identified some of the
consequences of this in terms of distinguishing the English renaissance from its
continental counterparts. This was seen to be as much a matter of the social bases of
the English renaissance as of the political upheavals of the age. We noted how the
combination of a humanist education and a protestant Christian vocation could turn
advantageous to people like Spenser, who sought to use these as means of social and
political advancement. We identified some of the processes by which this historical
change came about in England, and how some of those processes in turn affected the
shape and quality of the renaissance in England. We shall now examine specifically
the impact of these issues on the life and work of Edmund Spenser, in Unit II.
2.4

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

2.5
1
2
3
4
5

6
7
8

What does the term Renaissance mean? Identify some of the key factors
responsible for the spread of the renaissance in Europe.
What was the Reformation? What relations you identify and trace between
the Renaissance and the Reformation?
Identify some of the socio-cultul.al factors that shaped the English
Renaissance.
What was the role of the court in the shaping of English Renaissance
Literature?
Nationalism and the nationalist spirit played an important role in the shaping
of the Renaissance imagination. Do you agree?
ADDITIONAL READING

Cooper, Helen, Pastoral: Medieval into Renaissance ( Ipswich; D.S. Brewer,
1977)
Cullen, Patrick, Spenser, Marvel1, and Renaissance Pastoral (Cambridge, Ma.:
Harvard University. Press, 1970)
Ellrodt, Robert, Neoplatonism in the Poetry of Spenser (Geneva: Droz, 1960).
Grundy, Joan, The Spenserian Poets: A Study in Elizabethan and Jacobean
Poetry ( London: Edward Arnold, 1969)
Helgerson, Richard, 'The New Poet Presents Himself, in Edmund Spenser's
Poetry, Norton Critical Editions, Hugh MacLean and Anne Lake Prescott (eds.)
(London: Norton, 1993)
Hume, Anthea, Edmund Spenser: Protestant Poet (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984)
Loades, D.M., The Tudor Court (London: Batsford, 1986)
Rambuss, Richard, Spenser's Secret Career (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1993).
21

UNIT 3 CHRISTOPHER
MARLOWE
ELIZABETHAN DRAMA

AND

THE

Structure
3.0

Objectives

3.2

Christopher Marlowe

3.3

Elizabethan Drama: Religious Beginnings

3.4

Miracle and Mystery Plays

3.5

Morality Plays

3.6

Rise of Elizabethan Comedy and Tragedy

3.7

The Growth of the Elizabethan Theatre

3.8

Elizabethan Comedy

3.9

Elizabethan Tragedy: the Senecan influence

3.10

Greek Origins of Tragedy

3.11

Aristotle's definition of Tragedy

3.12

The Elizabethan formulations of Tragedy

3.13

Summing Up: The Modernity of Elizabethan Tragedy

3.14

References

3.15

Key Words

3.16

Questions

3.17

Suggested Readings

3.0

OBJECTIVES

This Unit helps you to understand the Elizabethan drama of which Christopher
Marlowe is one of the chief representatives. The focus in this unit is on the distinctive
growth of Elizabethan comedy and tragedy. An attempt is made to show how tragedy
effectively reflects the cultural aspirations and the keen intellectual sensitivity of the
Elizabethans.
3.1

INTRODUCTION

Christopher Marlowe is the originator of the mature English tragedy. Between the
playwrights who preceded him like Thomas Kyd and those who succeeded him like
William Shakespeare and John Webster, Marlowe is the crucial nexus, in terms of
ideas and dramatic forms.
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3.2

CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE

Christopher Marlowe (1564-93) is the most intellectual of the playwrights during the
Elizabethan age in English literature. The period known for unprecedented literary
activity in England, finds its genius chiefly, in drama whose most eloquent
spokesman was William Shakespeare. Marlowe is, undoubtedly greatest of
Shakespeare's predecessors in drama. To him, goes the credit of heralding the
powerful English tragic drama that remains, even today, as one of the chief
achievements of English literature. Marlowe died very young, before he was thirty, in
suspicious circumstances left about half a dozen tragedies all written in a period of
five years - Tamburlaine (1587), Doctor Faustus (1586), The Jew of Malta (1589),
Edward /I (1591) and The Massacre at Paris (1592). Endowed with vast biblical and
classical scholarship, a rebellious spirit and poetic imagination, Marlowe marks the
end of an adolescent phase in English drama and begins its mature tragedy. In
effecting this transition, Marlowe had to attempt to reconcile the traditions of
medieval Christianity with the rise of the Reformation, on the one hand, and reconcile
these two with the continental Renaissance humanism and the revival of the
fascinating classical learning and literature, on the other. Additionally, there was the
linguistic and lyrical upsurge the blank verse and its liberating tone of freedom from
the rigors of metrical verse. Whatever Marlowe wrote was poignant, for he could
never separate his personal yearnings from his dramatic reflections. A very striking
personality and a powerful dramatist, he is a significant part of a still greater tradition
of the Elizabethan drama-tragedy in particular, which was taking shape in his time.
Marlowe is judged with a sense of regret that he died young and that his talents left
many a masterpiece unwritten, especially in view of the fact that Shakespeare,
similarly gifted could achieve greatness with longer years of life. On Marlowe's four
hundredth anniversary, Harry Levin reassessed Marlowe's importance thus:
Marlowe must abide the question of history, which Shakespeare- has all but
overflown. Yes, he is for all time, we must agree with Ben Johnson. And
Marlowe then, was he primarily for his age? Certainly he caught its
intensities, placed its rhythms, and dramatized its dilemmas as no Elizabethan
writer had previously done, and as all would be doing thereafter to some
extent...
Marlowe's output was meteoric in its development, and in its expression as
well. In that sense, his end was not untimely, and it is futile to sentimentalize
now over his fragments and unwritten master works. Shakespeare needed
maturity to express ripeness, although he could never have matured without
assuming first the youthful stance that Marlowe had made permanently his
own. Insofar as he must seem forever young, are inclined to feel old as we
belatedly reread him.1
An understanding of this emerging tradition is necessary for clearer perspectives on
Marlowe's dramatic endeavors and achievement!
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3.3

ELIZABETHAN DRAMA: RELIGIOUS BEGINNINGS

One of the finest dramatic traditions in literature, the Elizabethan drama emerged in
the middle of the sixteenth century in England in response to the growing needs of
popular entertainment, national and cultural aspirations. To begin with, the
Elizabethans had to reckon with theatre as a vehicle for religious and moral
instruction. After the decline of classical drama in Europe, the Middle ages witnessed
the use of theatre in the church for religious instruction. This has, in fact, led to the
rebirth of western drama after the Middle Ages. The antiphonal singing, the essential
part of a Roman Catholic prayer, in the church, displayed dramatic possibilities that
could be effectively used for instructional purposes. Further, illustrations of the
stories of the Old and New Testament, particularly during festivals like Christmas and
Easter, through dramatic presentation, became an integral part of the Roman Catholic
liturgy.
3.4

MIRACLE AND MYSTERY PLAYS

What began as a religious performance by the clergy extended itself to include lay
performers. As the performances gradually became buoyant during the festivals, the
clergy came to be excluded from participating in such joyous celebrations. The
exclusion of clergy entailed the relaxation of church control over such performances,
leading to the secular growth of, what is essentially, a Christian drama. This religious
tradition of theatre became popular in England by the fourteenth century as Mystery
and Miracle plays, the former dealing with biblical stories and the' latter with the lives
of the Christian saints. In course of time, cycles of plays evolved presenting various
stories but with a singular theme. Though composed by the clergy, with a certain
secular disposition, in iambic verse, the theatrical organization went into the hands of
social and trade guilds associated with town like York, Chester, Coventry, Wakefield
and Lincoln. These cycles, largely bereft of any lasting literary value, facilitated the
replacement of Latin by the vernacular as the medium of religion, the shift of
theatrical activity from cathedrals to open public places, arid in theatrical experience,
a change from a sense of religious solemnity to the pursuit of popular taste. A
significant development for the later Elizabethan drama was the mixing up of the
solemn religious practices with the comic frivolities inherent in day to clay life.
3.5

MORALITY PLAYS

The later advances of English religious drama was in the form of a morality play
which was, in turn, followed by interludes, the non-allegorical religious plays about
earthly characters with a predominant satirical tone. The morality tradition is
significant for the abstract characterization of several qualities, both good and
vicious. The dramatic story is an allegory of the interplay of the forces of good and
evil. The dramatic conflict, essentially between good and evil, leads to the inevitable
victory of the good over evil, the former characterized by the strength of religion and
the latter smarting under a comic impotence. The morality plays have a long history
in England beginning with the fifteenth century and lasting the whole of the sixteenth
century. The plays had to reckon with the growth of English nationalism, its political
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and economic power. More importantly, they had to come to terms with the tides of
classical revival and the new humanist learning from Italy. The representative
morality plays of the early Tudor period, like The Castle of Perseverance (1425), The
Pride of Lye-(1425) and Everyman ( 1500) (translated from Dutch, the authors
anonymous) survey human life from birth to death through the conflicts occurring
between one of the cardinal virtues and the seven deadly sins. Social reality of human
life was beneath the concern of the early morality play. Plays of the late period like
Impatient Poverty (anonymous, 1 547-58), Lewis Wager's Mary Magadelene (1490).
Nathaniel Woodes' The Conflicts of Conscience (1 581 ), John Rastell's The Nature
of the Four Elements ( 1517-27) largely dispense with the allegorical form, assume a
protestant stance and deal with the issues of the upbringing of the youth and the evils
of social corruption. Significantly, these morality plays betray an awareness of the
new age of Renaissance, its affluence and learning though the awareness
particularizes the Christian formulation of the essential fallibility of man. The plays
are substantially dramatic unlike the early morality plays and display, forcefully, the
tenor of the English language.
3.6

RISE OF ELIZABETHAN COMEDY AND TRAGEDY

The long years of the morality tradition, through the vicissitudes of church doctrine
and the pressures of the new age, led to the evolution of the Elizabethan dramatic
genres of comedy and tragedy. Though the biblical tradition presented dual
perspectives on the predicament of man, either of the comical insignificance or of
immitigable suffering, paralleling the generic perspectives of the subsequent comedy
and tragedy, the Elizabethan tragedy or comedy, in the making, came to increasingly
bear the secular burden of the times. The concern with human condition per se is the
chief characteristic of Elizabethan drama. The growth of the new classicism or
learning is definitely a major contributory factor but, more importantly, the
socioeconomic and cultural growth of the nation made the focus on human material
possible. If we look at the earliest English comedy, Nicholas Udall's Ralph Roister
Doister (1553) or the earliest tragedy written by Thomas Sackville and Thomas
Norton, Gorboduc (1561), the Tudor setting and ethos is particularly striking
notwithstanding the classical dramaturgy through which the plays take shape. The
new blank verse, having unburdened metrical rigor generates a new literary freedom
hitherto unknown. The new verse presents a heroic spirit in language, emotion and
action.
3.7

THE GROWTH OF THE ELIZABETHAN THEATRE

The early Elizabethan drama, before the regular playhouses were constructed,
permeated a broad gamut of the social life of the times. Nicholas Udall's plays were
school plays enacted by the boys as part of the liberalized school curriculum. In spite
of their amateur playing, the boys used to be requisitioned to stage the plays before
royal dignitaries or in the court itself. The early English tragedy had its advent at the
Inns of the Court. Gorboduc was written and produced by two lawyers at the Inner
Temple. Oxford and Cambridge became important centers for staging Latin drama, so
much so that even Queen Elizabeth used to visit the universities to witness the
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performances. Later, the royal court, with the ostensible purpose of regulating theatre,
assumed the function of theatrical organization, providing grants and costumes to
several amateur boy groups. John Lyly staged several comedies for Queen Elizabeth
and established the genre of Elizabethan comedy. Tragedy, however, could not find
patronage either at the royal court or in London. It had to await the advent of adult
acting companies and the erection of Public theatres on the outskirts of London. It is
in these theatres like the Curtain, the Rose, and the Globe, that the Elizabethan stage
came into being, a stage that introduced the plays of Marlowe and Shakespeare.
While the growth of Elizabethan drama as a native tradition was a steady one moving
self-assuredly without meekly copying classical models, the same would not have
been possible without Elizabethan Drama registering itself as significant European
theatre since the Greek drama of the fifth century B .C. In its European phase,
Elizabethan theatre not only integrated within itself various elements of classical
drama hilt also the Greek formulations about comedy and tragedy. The task for the
Elizabethans was not only to be forcefully English but also thoughtfully European
and distinctively Elizabethan.
3.8

ELIZABETHAN COMEDY

The Latin form, with its division into five acts, of the plays of Terence and Plautus
structured English romantic comedy right from Ralph Roister Doister. The plays
abounded in classical themes like love, intrigue and friendship and character types
like the braggart lover, the parasite servant, and the scheming old man. The comedy
developed into two distinct traditions of the romantic and the critical comedy.
Beginning with Udall's Ralph Roister Doister, the romantic comedy grows through
the court plays of Lyly like Compaspe (1581), Mother Bombie (1590) and Endimion
(1583), George Peele's The Arraignment of Paris (1 584) and Robert Greene's Friar
Bacon and Friar Bungay (1590) and culminates in Shakespeare's comedies like A
Midsummer Night's Dream (1595), As You Like It (1600) and Twelfth Night (1601).
Primarily meant for aristocratic entertainment, romantic comedy pursues the theme of
love--love as a blend of sentiment, foible, eccentricity, artifice, dedication and selfcenteredness, Romantic love is more in the nature of the ludicrous rather than the
ridiculous. Melodramatic to the core and farcical in treatment, this comedy, set in a
pastoral or old world ambience, evokes a romantic mood and an atmosphere of
exhilaration, celebration, chivalry and enchantment. With song and imaginative
idealism, romantic comedy provides an escape route into a world of fancy and
imagination from the grim realities of life.
The other tradition of comedy belongs to the redoubtable Ben Jonson who presented
what are called the comedies of humour like Every Man in His Humour (1598),
Volpone (1606) and The Alchemist (1610). Essentially city comedies, Jonson evolves
his plays as social purgatives to the prevalent moral degradation. Funny yet serious,
the laughter evoked is carefully controlled. Falling back on the tradition of rogue
fiction, Jonson's protagonists are rogues who succeed until the end by their ability to
gull others for their avaricious needs. Their eventual failure is a moral corrective
driven home forcefully by the playwright.
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3.9

ELIZABETHAN TRAGEDY: THE SENECAN INFLUENCE

The earliest inspiration for the English tragedy were the Latin plays of Seneca. It was
the retributive revenge motive, belief in fortune or chance, stage declamation and
soliloquy of the Senecan plays that made the plays of Thomas Kyd, Marlowe and
Shakespeare extremely popular with the Elizabethan audiences. The appeal of the
bloodletting Seneca to the Elizabethans, bred on the Christian morality tradition, is
apparently strange and curious. But the Elizabethans found a satisfying correlation
between the contradictory traditions. F.P. Wilson sums up the Senecan appeal to the
devout Elizabethans.
The extent of his influence on English tragedy, academic and popular, world
have not been so great if the themes, the doctrine and the form have not
proved congenial. The Elizabethans would enjoy the impression which his
tragedies gave that crime meets its punishment in this life. They had the same
appetite, or at least the same stomach, for sensational incident and violent
passion …. Also they shared with him a taste for moral statement, for pity
sentential and love of rhetoric. His doctrine, it might be thought world have
repelled a Christian audience but this was not so. The medieval contemptus
mundi had held that we are born in sin linked to it before we are able to sin…2
3.10

GREEK ORIGINS OF TRAGEDY

However, Seneca did not exhaust the Elizabethan 'tragedy' which looks back to
ancient Greece for the spirit and theory of western tragedy. The Greek tragic theory
and vision helped Marlowe and Shakespeare enormously in achieving great
complexity and depth in their plays. The dramatic form of tragedy owes to a lyric
sung in honour of Dionysus, Greek God of vegetation and wine in the course of the
fertility feasts, made to commemorate the harvest and vintage. The original Greek
word, tragedia, comes from another word meaning a goatsinger, possibly the ritual
song and dance known as dithyram, attended by the sacrifice of a goat. The dithyramb
evoked ideas of death and renewal of life, a process evoked by harvest and vintage.
The point is that death is an inescapable positive fact of life preceding fresh lease or
renewal of life. In the hands of the Greek Dramatists like Aeschylus (525-426 BC),
Sophocles (996-406 BC) and Euripedes (485-406 BC), tragedy focused on the
aesthetic beauty though it varied in emphasis from dramatist to dramatist. Aeschylus
to whom tragedy as a dramatic form owes its existence strove to elevate tragedy to
the realm of fundamental truths, Sophocles gave the concept of dramatic unities and
cherished tragedy as an art form unencumbered to achieve or present anything.
Euripedes (485-406 BC) used tragedy to reflect upon the darker aspects of life.
3.11

ARISTOTLE'S DEFINITION OF TRAGEDY

In the course of Greek drama, tragedy acquired a high seriousness both in its purpose
and treatment of materials and reckoned with the concerns of the whole community
and strove to raise fundamental questions about human existence and also to provide
deep psychological insight into the metaphysical and epistemological processes of the
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world and human life. Aristotle, the Greek philosopher in the fourth century B.C.
after examining Greek drama of his time very minutely, offers a definition of tragedy
and its constituent elements in his treatise on drama called Poetics. For him, “tragedy
is a representation of an action which is important, complete and limited in length. It
uses language made beautiful in different ways and in different parts of the play. It is
enacted not recited and by arousing pity and fear, it gives an outlet to emotions of this
type.”
Aristotle uses the medical metaphor, namely, catharsis to describe the function of
tragedy which is to purge the emotions of pity and fear in the audience. On seeing a
tragedy the audience unburdens the constricting emotions that inhibit the
understanding of their own life.
The elements of tragedy, according to Aristotle, are plot, character, diction, ideas
music and spectacle. The plot must have a beginning, middle and end. The moving
devices of plot are peripeteia and anagnorisis. Peripeteia entails an ironic frustration
of purpose on the part of the protagonist who is not only a man of noble birth but
obviously blessed with outstanding qualities, producing an opposite result from the
one intended. The increasing failure of the protagonist is on account of the tragic
error or hamartia. Essentially, the protagonist moves or is driven towards anagnorisis,
the discovery of the true situation. The progression of the plot displays both verbal
and dramatic irony. Verbal irony occurs when the actual intent of the speaker or the
writer is expressed in words that carry the opposite meaning. Dramatic irony enables
the spectator or reader of a play to know more than its character. The irony is tragic
since the audience or the reader understand the predicament of the protagonist who
indulges in self-delusory assertions.
3.12

THE ELIZABETHAN FORMULATION OF TRAGEDY

While the significance of the Aristotelian formulation of tragedy is immense for the
Elizabethans, the immediate fascination for the Elizabethans may have been the
Roman models of tragedy like those of Ovid, Plutarch and Seneca who gave a Roman
sense of virility, dignity and energy to the Greek tragic sense. The Elizabethan
fascination for the tragic form as it comes to them through the Greeks and Romans is
on account of their love for the regenerative force of life, coupled with a sense of
wonder and mystery at the forces inherent in the world and human life. The tragic
dilemma as dramatised in the Greek plays came to characterize the new ambivalence
felt by the Elizabethans in the midst of individual and national prosperity and
achievement, on the one hand, and the need for a new definition of individual and
public morality, on the other hand, for which the orthodox Christianity offered no
satisfying solutions. If we look at the dominant motifs of Elizabethan Drama, the
revenge motive, modelled after the Senecan plays, running through Thomas Kyd's
The Spanish Tragedy (1589) Marlowe's The Jew of Malta (1589) and The Massacre
of Paris (1592), Shakespeare's Hamlet (160l), Cyril Tourner's The Revenger's
Tragedy (1606-7) and John Webster's The Duchess of Malfi (1613-14) what is
accepted as a retributive justice in Seneca for an order of justice and individual
morality becomes, unlike in Seneca, the essential question in Elizabethan Drama
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about the very stability of the societal moral system. The Elizabethans where
increasingly burdened with a Renaissance inspired man-centered world where human
possibilities assume the force of a moral axiom distorting the distinction of good and
evil or right and wrong. The human potentialities flower in an inextricable admixture
of good and evil. In a mature play of Shakespeare like King Lear_ (1605) the radical
questioning extends to the cosmic forces inherent in nature, morality and justice. The
inevitable tragic assumption is a non-absolutist view of the world and an acceptance
of the dialectical functioning where in the good and evil interact in a mutually
supportive manner. T.S. Tomlinson sums up the moral vision of the Elizabethan
tragedy:
…the central paradox of Elizabethan tragedy in particular seems to be that it
sees the good and the valuable as-- at least in part - actually nourished and
supported by chaos and evil . . . Nevertheless there is a sense in which the
Elizabethans generally, to experience the tragic and the chaotic, at the same
time experience energy and richness of life .. . Shakespeare has seen in the
chaos and destruction of tragedy -even possibly in evil itself - a source of
energy and vitality greater than any found elsewhere. Less richly, and in
greatly varying emphases, the writing of other Elizabethan dramatists bears
out the truth of this central paradox. The deepest response to evil and good or
to the valuable and chaotic, sees them, as in the same sense, dependent on
each other for their form, substance and the very existence.
The basic question Elizabethan tragedy raises is a relational one - between man and
nature, nature in the larger sense of a cosmic force external to man, and nature
embedded in the human condition. The Renaissance which brought a keen awareness
of the infinite human potentialities makes this question a very poignant one for the
Elizabethans. How does or should man relate himself to the forces within himself and
to those external to him in the environment? The orthodox Christianity skirted the
issue under the obligation imposed on man to obey the moral laws stipulated by it.
Could the moral law be at variance with the natural law evolved by the same author
of moral law--God? Moral law should synchronize with nature law in order to avoid a
disjuncture between man and his situation. However, the condition of nature within
man cannot be a law unto itself, as Marlowe was to dramatize in his powerful
Renaissance play of infinite human ambitions and adventure, Tamburlaine. But moral
law, independent of human nature, could not be the regulating factor. A correlation
within nature, between nature within man and the one external to him in environment
regulates human condition. The correlation is of a very complex nature without being
restrictively adversarial or benevolent to man. It provides a framework of mutual
support and opposition, the only framework for Human growth. Writing about
Shakespeare's dramatic world, Tomlinson points out the essential dynamics in
Shakespeare's dramatic world that explains considerably the whole of the Elizabethan
dramatic perception:
The point, rather, is that in the fabric of Shakespeare's verse, the world of
nature is given us as having an existence which, paradoxically, is at once
independent of, and intimately related to man's status and worth. Any full
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realization of nature, Shakespeare is saying, must ultimately be in terms of
man's consciousness; but the Shakespearean tragic paradox includes also a
demonstration that nature, so far from being a mere background or illustration
of a morality or goodness truly grounded in man alone, is in itself an
indispensable source of nourishment, the given body of experience and
substance sustaining and supporting human life. The tragic hero often fails to
see this, and sees it only imperfectly. But the playwright sees it.5
The richness of Elizabethan tragedy is not simply ideational. The tragic form in the
Elizabethan plays, more so in Shakespeare's plays which present the apotheosis of the
growth of the complex and sophisticated Elizabethan world view, itself structures the
Elizabethan thought and speaks more eloquently titan what the characters articulate.
The Greeks formulated the tragic form through their experiences of life. The
discipline of the tragic form evolved by them is essentially an aesthetic value deeply
cherished by them. The Elizabethans go a step further and make the dramatic art of
tragedy a key to understanding the rich complexity of the Elizabethan mind and life.
They endeavored more in the direction of the evolution of the art of tragedy that
mirrors their cultural and intellectual ambivalence than in the direction of the
intellectual exercise of their minds. The strength of the Elizabethan mind lay in an
intellectual understatement and in finding metaphors of dramatic action which speak
out their minds eloquently.
The Elizabethans have immensely enriched the Greek tragic form both in their
adherence to dramatic form and in the liberties they have taken from the rigorous
discipline of the Greek dramatic art. The Elizabethan tragic protagonist is an
Aristotelian hero, usually of a noble birth, blessed with outstanding qualities but
suffers from a serious tragic flaw or hamartia in his character that sets the play in
motion. The Chorus plays the introductory and summative function as in Greek
Drama. Plot is a major element as in a Greek Drama using the devices of peripatetic
and anagnorisis. The interest of the audience is sustained by the spectacular action
and dramatic irony whereby the audience knows the predicament of the protagonist
that the latter fails to understand. The plot leads the protagonist to a tragic recognition
of his weakness while the audience gains a cathartic experience of the feelings
evoked in the course of the play.
The Elizabethan drama abounds in the number of dramatic characters in a play while
their number was limited in the Greek Drama. The dramatic unities are followed more
in their breach by the Elizabethan is who try to encompass a larger and larger
framework of time and place, for their renaissance aspirations drive them to
boundless action. Similarly, a zest for a diversity of experiences always haunted the
Elizabethans making it impossible for them to stick to the Greek dramatic distinctions
of tragedy and comedy. Consequently, Elizabethan drama intermixed tragic and
comic experiences, a practices so abhorrent to the Greeks.
For the Elizabethans, more specifically for Marlowe and Shakespeare, tragedy is not a
restrictive view of human excellence or weakness as the Greeks are often inclined to
present but an affirmative view of human aspirations whose pursuit brings a glory to
the definition of man. Struggle, conflict, suffering and failure may be the inescapable
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attendants but the human spirit is not stifled in its pursuits by what attends to them.
The ability to withstand them is the tragic glory of man.
3.13

SUMMING UP: THE MODERNITY OF ELIZABETHAN TRAGEDY

What the Elizabethans have done in formulating a tragic method and vision is the
definition of a modern scientific temper and attitude to life that began with the
Renaissance and extends itself to contemporary times. Hieronimo, Tamburlaine, Dr.
Faustus, Hamlet, King Lear, Othello and Macbeth, if we are to forget their
Elizabethan lineage, are striking dramatic approximations of the states of mind
modern man struggles to cope with, as restlessly as the Elizabethan protagonists
attempted to do. In the age of nuclear technology, we are still beset with a
Tamburlaine and the Faustanian problem of reconciling infinite human potential with
situational possibilities. In the realm of personal relations, we err as tragically as Lear,
Hamlet or Othello. The story of man has remained unchanged for the last several
centuries. Man succeeds eminently with his given potentialities but fails far more
easily than he succeeds. The tragedy of the contemporary man is strikingly
Elizabethan and, particularly, Marlovian. As Harry Levin would say we "cannot but
discern" our "culture hero in the ancient myth of Icarus (and) in Marlowe's tragedy of
the scientific libertine who gained control over nature while losing control of
himself."
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KEYWORDS

Reformation:

A religious movement in the sixteenth century Europe for the
reformation of the doctrines and institutions of the Christian
Church led by Martin Luther (1483- I 546). The Reformation
laid primacy on the individual faith to the exclusion of
sacramental action. It held that the scripture, the word of God,
speaks directly to the conscience of the Christian without the
intermediary of the Church authority.

Renaissance:

A complex of literary and artistic movement stimulated by the
study of classical literature and art during the fourteenth and
fifteenth century in Europe. Historical self-consciousness,
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reform of Christian society through classical education,
liberation of the human mind from superstition and error were
some of the important features of the Renaissance movement.
The movement synchronizes with the growing prosperity of the
European nations. More than anything else, Renaissance
championed the worth of the human individual.
Seven Deadly Sins: Classification of sins found in the works of Christian
theologians since St. Thomas Acquinas: The sins are pride,
avarice, lust, anger, gluttony, envy and sloth. These sins are
essentially viewed as acts of rebellion against God.
Cardinal Virtues:

The principal moral qualities that determine man's goodness.
These are prudence, temperance, justice and fortitude. The
fourfold classification goes back to the classical philosophy. St.
Ambrove in the fifteenth century applied the term cardinal to
these virtues of faith, hope and charity.

3.16

QUESTIONS

1.
2.

Trace the growth of English tragedy since the Mystery and Miracle plays.
Critically examine the role of the Renaissance in the growth of the
Elizabethan Drama.
Point out the elements of Aristotelian tragedy in Elizabethan drama.
Discuss how Elizabethan tragedy departs from Aristotelian formulations of
tragedy. In what ways do these deviations enrich the Elizabethan drama?
Discuss the salient features of the mature Elizabethan tragedy.
Critically examine Christopher Marlowe's dramatic endeavors that make him
an outstanding predecessor to William Shakespeare.
In what ways is the Elizabethan tragedy close to us in the twentieth century?

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
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