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What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason, how infinite in faculties, in form and moving how express and admirable, in action how like an angel, in apprehension how like a god!   (From W. Shakespeare, Hamlet)
Introduction
As England was emerging from the Middle Ages, significant changes were taking place in the world: decline of feudalism, Protestant reformation, and exploration of the world. After feudalism collapsed in Europe, a new economy arose. Vassals preferred to give money payments to their lords, rather than military service. The lords, in return, used the money to hire professionally trained troops. Money became a source of power. In 1517, the German monk Martin Luther protested against the sale of indulgences and certain other practices of the Catholic Church. His protests were the beginning of a religious movement called the Reformation that eventually led to Protestantism. The Reformation had a tremendous influence on the social, political, and economic structure of Europe in the sixteenth century. Exploring the World during the late fifteenth century, many English explorers launched ships into unknown waters. Most were concerned with one of three things: gold, glory, or God. Stories of hidden treasure lured some, while the possibility of discovering a direct westward route to Asia motivated others. Still others sought to bring Christianity to those who had not been converted.
I. The Renaissance World View
The re-awakening of interest in classical Greece affected all aspects of culture and took place during the period called The renaissance. Perhaps the most important development in the sixteenth century was the revival of interest in classical culture known as Humanism. Humanism was a radical departure from the principles that governed medieval art and literature. All through the Middle Ages, Europeans had focused their energy on religion and the afterlife, viewing this world primarily as preparation for the world to come. During the time of the Renaissance, people became much more interested in, and curious about, life on earth. A new emphasis was placed on the individual and on the development of human potential. The ideal “Renaissance man” was not a bold and dashing knight or a scholarly monk but a well-rounded person who cultivated his talents to the fullest.
II. Poetry: 

A. The Sonnet
English poetry began to read much more by the upper classes, and the native rhythms gave way to formal, courtly verse, influenced by the Italian Renaissance. The Sonnet became a very important poetic form in Elizabethan writing. In the original Italian sonnet, the first eight lines, the octave, introduced the problem, while the last six lines, the sestet, provided an answer or comment and expressed the personal feelings of the poet. The Rhyme scheme of the Petrarchan sonnet was abbaabba cdecde. This rhyme scheme, however, underwent a change during the Elizabethan period. Thus, the rhyme scheme of the Elizabethan sonnet became ababcdcdefef gg or ababcddceffe gg. The best and well-known Elizabethan sonnets were written by William Shakespeare in the last decade of the sixteenth century.
B. Poetry Written by Metaphysical and Cavalier Poets
Metaphysical poets wrote highly intellectual poems characterized by complex thought, paradox, natural rhythms, plain language, and, especially, the conceit, or a comparison between two very unlike things. The best-known of the metaphysical poets was John Donne, author of such intriguing and complex poems as “The Canonization” and “The Flea.” The Cavalier poets were English gentlemen who were supporters of King Charles I. Their poetry, primarily about such dashing subjects as love, war, and honour, was influenced by the poetry of their predecessors Ben Jonson and John Donne. The most famous of the Cavalier poets was Sir John Suckling, known for such witty verses as “Loving and Beloved” and “The Constant Lover.”
C. Pastoral Poetry 

Sir Walter Raleigh and his contemporary Christopher Marlowe wrote excellent examples of a type of poetry popular with Elizabeth’s court: the pastoral. A pastoral is a poem that portrays shepherds and rustic life, usually in an idealized manner. The poets did not attempt to write in the voice of a common shepherd, however. Their speakers used courtly language rather than the language of common speech. The pastoral’s form was artificial as well, with meters and rhyme schemes characteristic of formal poetry.
III. Drama: William Shakespeare

While much Renaissance poetry is a very high quality, the greatest literary works of the period are plays. The medieval tradition of Mystery and Miracle plays continued under the reign of Henry VII. However, after the Reformation the schism from Rome, Henry VIII put an end to the medieval religious drama. Humanism revived interest in classical drama and the plays of Plautus, Terence, and Seneca's tragedies were particularly popular and created a taste for horror and bloodshed. Early English Renaissance playwrights accepted some of the conventions of classical theatre, but they adapted the form to suit their needs and did not content themselves with simply producing poor imitations of classical models. English drama flourished under Elizabeth I and James I for several reasons:
· Theatre appealed to all social classes, from the sovereign to the lowest class.

· Plays could be understood by the illiterate, who formed the largest section of the population.
· The theatre was patronized by the Court and the aristocracy. 
· The language of drama was less artificial than that of poetry.

· There was a great number of talented playwrights who produced works of extraordinary quality.
· The prosperity of the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods meant that people had both the time and money to go to the theatre.

A. William Shakespeare

Above all Renaissance dramatists stands William Shakespeare, a supreme genius whom it is impossible to characterize briefly. In part, Shakespeare achieved this by the total inclusiveness of his aesthetic, by putting clowns in his tragedies and kings in his comedies, juxtaposing public and private, and mingling the artful with the spontaneous; his plays imitate the counterchange of values occurring at large in his society. In writing his plays, Shakespeare used a verse form called blank verse. It refers to the type of verse which does rhyme and whose meter is iambic pentameter. Blank verse is much more appropriate for writing plays than other forms of verse since the lack of rhyme puts it in the border between verse and prose.   
B. The Principle of Order

Drama was strictly linked to the Elizabethan world view which emphasised above all else the principle of order. Early Elizabethans believed that a hierarchy existed in the natural world which ascended from inanimate objects to animals, men, angels, and eventual God. Man was the central link in this chain: his body linked him to the animal world below him while his soul linked him to the spiritual world above him. Man was at the centre of the universe because the moon, the sun, the planets, and the stars all revolved in orbit around the earth. Much Elizabethan drama is concerned with the hierarchical order of the universe and what may occur if it is broken. The principle of order is closely linked to the essence of three dramatic sub-genres: tragedy, comedy, and histories. 
1. Tragedies: In Macbeth, when the king is killed, the natural order of society is broken, and the result is chaos and tragedy. The loss of order is also reflected in the natural world (darkness in daytime, owls killing falcons, horses eating each other) and in the inner world of the characters (Lady Macbeth's insanity). Only at the end of the play, when the rightful king sits on the throne, is order restored.
2. Comedies: The breaking of the laws of order may also result in comedy. In A Midsummer Night's Dream, The disciplined ordered world of Athens is contrasted with the night-time wood, which is a dark realm of disorder, chaos and confusion. Elizabethan heroes are no longer the allegorical paragons of virtue of Medieval drama. They are full of passion and doubts and constantly question the world that surrounds them.
3. Histories: Many of Shakespeare's plays are history plays. These usually have as their title the name of an English king, such as Henry IV, Henry V, Henry VI, and Henry VIII. They study what it is to be a king as a human being first, and they are very human, strong or weak, clever or not so clever, good or bad.
IV. Spiritual and Devotional Writings
A. The King James Bible
The King James Bible did more to mold English prose style than any other work. For centuries, the church had resisted calls to translate the Latin Bible into languages the common people could understand, on the grounds that it would diminish church authority and lead to heresy. In 1604, King James I commissioned 54 leading biblical scholars to create an “authorized” version, one based on the original Hebrew and Greek as well as on earlier translations from the Latin. Masterpieces of literature are not generally created by committee, but the King James Bible, completed in 1611, proved to be an exception. Its beautiful imagery, graceful simplicity, and measured cadences made it the principal Protestant Bible in English for more than 300 years, and it still remains the most important and influential of all the English translations. Two literary masterpieces were influenced by the King James Bible: John Milton's Paradise Lost and John Bunyan's The Pilgrim’s Progress. 
B. John Milton's Paradise Lost 
In fact, it has been said that the Puritan poet knew the Bible by heart. His epic blank-verse poem Paradise Lost is based on the biblical story of the first humans, Adam and Eve, who are tempted by Satan to eat the forbidden fruit of the tree of knowledge. Dignified and elevated, even biblical, Milton’s language is meant to evoke reverence for his religious themes. 
C. John Bunyan's The Pilgrim’s Progress
The Puritan writer John Bunyan was an uneducated tinker and preacher who spent many years in jail for his religious beliefs. While in jail, Bunyan wrote his greatest work, The Pilgrim’s Progress—an allegory in which a character named Christian undertakes a dangerous journey from this world to the next. Bunyan modeled his style on that of the English Bible, and he used concrete language and details familiar to most readers, enabling even the most basic of readers to share in Christian’s experiences. 

Conclusion
The Renaissance was the beginning of the modern world in the areas of geography, science, politics, religion, society, and art. London became not only the capital city of England, but also the main city of the known world. English, in the hands of writers like Shakespeare, became the modern language we can recognize today. Many new forms of writing developed, but the most important form of expression was the theatre. This was the age of Shakespeare, and the Golden Age of English Drama. However, the non-religious subject matter of plays incited the Puritan Parliament to close the theaters in 1642. With the reign of Puritan Oliver Cromwell and his closing of theaters, however, the period was near its end. The restoration of the monarchy in 1660 marked the official conclusion of the Renaissance period in English history.    
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