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Preface

To provide a comprehensive view of the development of
English literature is the aim of most literature textbooks.
The present volume does not intend to draw an exhaustive
picture of English literature from the Middle Ages to the
Restoration, but to offer an outline of the major developments
of different literary genres — poetry, prose, theatre — through
its most significant voices and products observed as a result
of specific historical and cultural times and events. Students
are therefore enabled to interpret literature, by looking at the
various literary genres in the context of their development
through the centuries, or by making connections between
literary works of the same period and analysing the cultural
and historical reasons for literary production in England
from the Middle Ages to the end of the 17th century.

Special attention has been devoted to William Shakespeare,
as he represents a milestone in the whole of western culture
and is still taken as a model, as a source of inspiration for re-
writings, as a lively arena of debate for the understanding of our
world today through ever new discussions and interpretations
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of his plays. Indeed, Shakespeare was able to capture the
essence of humanity and the many facets of life, remaining,
after many centuries, “our contemporary”, and stimulating
critical confrontation on problems and aspects which still
reflect our life and our deepest feelings. Nowadays, in the multi-
ethnic/post-colonial world we live in, the Shakespearean text
continues to provide important and stimulating elements for
debating some of the major issues characterising our society:
problems of race and class, hybridity and the confrontation
with otherness, the relationship between coloniser and
colonised, problems of gender and sexuality, homoerotic
relationships and transgressions of social conventions.

However, if Shakespeare is acknowledged as a universal
artist and cannot be confined within the limits of English
culture during the reign of Elizabeth I and James I,
many other significant literary voices have expressed
the feelings of their time in a poetical and philosophical
perspective. Names such as Sidney, Spenser, Marlowe,
Jonson, Bacon, Milton, Dryden, and many others, reflect
the feelings and the views of their time and make literature
a mirror in which the essential meanings of life can be seen.

We wish to thank the staff of the USAD centre for the
technical support which has made the realisation of the present
volume possible.

We are particularly grateful to Professor Roy Boardman for
the general revision of this text.

Simonetta de Filippis
Roberto D’Avascio
Bianca Del Villano

Laura Sarnelli



1. Historical context from the Middle
Ages to the Renaissance

1.1 The Early Middle Ages: political events

Between the 14th and 15th centuries English politics and life
had been dominated by the Hundred Years’ War (1339-
1459) between France and England caused by the English
claim to the French throne; a war that had different phases
and some very significant moments such as Henry V’s
victory at Agincourt (1415). At Henry’s death and under
the passionate drive of Joan of Arc with the liberation
of Orléans (1429), France reacted proudly and Charles II,
crowned king, freed France from the English presence.

In England Henry VI’s reign culminated in madness
and confusion, with the final act of the King’s deposition and
the outbreak of the civil war (1455-1485; later named Wars
of the Roses by Sir Walter Scott in the 19th century), a
dynastic conflict between the supporters of the York family
(white rose) and the Lancasters (red rose) which ended with
Richard III’s defeat and death, and with the unification of the
two families in the figure of the new Tudor King, Henry
VII, a Lancaster descendant who married Elizabeth of York.

1.2 The Early Middle Ages: social events

The most significant literary production in the Middle Ages
belongstothesecondhalfofthe14thcentury,averydifficultperiod
in which England had to face tragic events such as the violent
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epidemic of bubonic plague known as the Black Death (1348-
1349) which carried off a third of England’s population; another
difficult political moment was determined by the Peasants’
Revolt in Kent (1381) led by Wat Tyler as a consequence of
an additional unfair taxation which worsened the conditions
of the rural population and the state of their exploitation.

1.3 The Early Middle Ages: literary production

The Church too was the target of a series of critical objections
which ended with the religious schism caused by John
Wyecliffe (c.1330-1382) and the division of the population
between Lollards (reformers) and orthodox believers.
In his writings — which gave a significant contribution to
the development of English prose — Wycliffe divulged new
religious ideas against the ecclesiastic hierarchy and the Pope’s
supremacy; in fact, Wycliffe is considered the first protestant
adversary of papal authority and the Catholic dogma. His ideas,
spread by his Lollard preachers, developed later into strongly
disruptive positions such as the attack against the Communion
dogma and the opposition to the cult of the saints; Wycliffe lost
many supporters as a consequence of his radical ideas and also
because the aristocracy and the middle classes turned towards
more conservative positions after the Peasants’ Revolt in 1381.

John Wyecliffe contributed to the development of the use
of English as a literary language with his translation of the
Bible; in fact, he translated the New Testament (the Old
Testament was translated by his collaborator Hereford), in
a prose which, though still largely influenced by his practice
of writing Latin (he used, for instance, many typically Latin
constructions), contained the first rudiments of that ‘biblical
dialect’ which was to become an integral feature of the English
language and was to be used in the famous version of the Bible
authorised by James I in 1611. Above all, Wycliffe stressed the
dignity of the English language as an instrument to make the
Scriptures known and as a starting point for later translators.
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William Langland (c.1330-1386) is the author of the
major narrative poem in English written in the Middle Ages,
The Vision of Piers Plowman (1360-1380), a poem often
compared to Dante’s Commedia for its allegoric discussion of
problems connected with the social and religious life in England
atthattime. Itis presented asasortofspiritual pilgrimage during
which the protagonist has discussions with a number of abstract
personifications such as Truth, Repentance, Holy Church,
Study, Mercy, Grace, etc. This work is particularly important
from a linguistic perspective for its skilful and fundamentally
modern combination of English dialect and Latin, the language
ofthe church, thus presentingasort of fusion between divine and
human, Church and society, everyday life and the supernatural.

1.4 The Early Middle Ages: Geoffrey Chaucer and
John Gower

Among the great authors of the 14th century, the name of
Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1343-1400) stands out; translator
from French (the 13th century poem Roman de la Rose) and
from Latin (De Consolatione Philosophiae by Boethius), he
revealed the influence of French culture in his first period
of artistic activity in The Book of the Duchess (1369),
whereas in his later works he was influenced by Italian
culture, particularly in The Canterbury Tales (planned
around 1387) whose narrative structure drew inspiration from
Boccaccio’s Decameron; it includes twenty-two complete and
two incomplete tales out of the original plan of one hundred and
twenty tales. This narrative poem portrays English society in
the 14th century and its different social classes through ‘types’
described with irony and with a satirical and critical approach,
as it appears in the disruption of traditional hierarchies and in
the undermining of the commonly held medieval idea of the
natural inferiority of women (Chaucer’s women are intelligent,
educated, able to act, and they have a central role in many
aspects of human life; this also appears in his Legend of Good



20 The literary gaze

Women, and in Troilus and Criseyde, both belonging to the
period 1372-86). The “General Prologue” of the Canterbury
Tales describes the pilgrims and their relationships before the
beginning of the pilgrimage during which the tales are narrated.
Chaucer stands out for his attempt to improve and elevate the
literary status of the English language by writing exclusively in
English, using a language made up of London dialect and the
dialects of the neighbouring counties, chiefly the East Midlands.

His contemporary and rival, the poet John Gower
(1330-1408), on the contrary, wrote the Mirour de
Omime (or Speculum Meditandis, c. 1376-78) in
French, a sharp criticism on the state of human corruption;
Vox Clamantis (1379-81) in Latin, a series of reflections
— subsequently to the Peasants’ Revolt — on the situation of
English society and on the government from a moral and
religious perspective; and Confessio Amantis (c. 1386)
in English, on the concept of love seen as a sort of ‘religion’.

1.5 The Early Middle Ages: William Caxton and
the development of printing

The works of both these two great English Medieval poets were
printed by William Caxton (1422?-1491), printer, publisher
and translator, who largely contributed to the introduction of
printing in England with the establishment of the first press at
Westminster in 1476. Caxton often wrote prefaces to the works
he printed; in “The Proem to the Canterbury Tales” he
celebrates the power and function of the printed books and
praises Chaucer’s role in the improvement and embellishment of
the English language also defining him a poet and a philosopher:

From the “Proem to Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales”

Great thanks, laud, and honour ought to be given unto the
clerks, poets, and historiographs that have written many noble
books of wisdom of the lives, passions, and miracles of holy
saints, of histories of noble and famous acts and fates, and of
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the chronicles since the beginning of the creation of the world
unto this present time, by which we be daily informed and have
knowledge of many things of whom we should not have known if
they had not left to us their monuments written. Among whom
and in especial before all others, we ought to give a singular
laud unto that noble and great philosopher Geoffrey Chaucer,
the which for his ornate writing in our tongue may well have the
name of a laureate poet. [...] he made many books and treatises
of many a noble history, as well in metre as in rhyme and prose;
and them so craftily made that he comprehended his matters in
short, quick, and high sentences, eschewing prolixity, casting
away the chaff of superfluity, and shewing the picked grain of
sentence uttered by crafty and sugared eloquence; of whom
among all others of his books I purpose to print, by the grace of
God, the book of the tales of Canterbury, in which I find many
a noble history of every state and degree; [...] which book I
have diligently overseen and duly examined, to that end it be
made according unto his own making. [...] I have corrected my
book, as hereafter, all along by the aid of Almighty God, [...]
whom I humbly beseech to give me grace and aid to achieve
and accomplish to his laud, honour, and glory; and that all ye
that shall in this book read or hear, will of your charity among
your deeds of mercy remember the soul of the said Geoffrey
Chaucer, first author and maker of this book. and also that all
we that shall see and read therein may so take and understand
the good and virtuous tales, that it may so profit unto the health
of our souls that after this short and transitory life we may come

to everlasting life in Heaven. Amen.

1.6 The English Language

The English language develops through three major phases:
- Old English (700-1100), up to the Norman conquest;
- Middle English (1100-1500), up to the beginning of the
Tudor dynasty;
- Modern English (1500-) from the Renaissance up to the
present day.
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Old English was synthetic, with a grammar structure
analogous to modern German and a vocabulary almost entirely
German, similar to the German and Scandinavian languages.

In the change from Old to Middle English, the English
language absorbed thousands of French words, partly losing
its specific character as a Germanic language and developing
into a mixed language. In fact, Middle English contained a
predominance of French influences, particularly in that variety
known as Anglo-Norman; besides, up to 1200 England was
considered by the Normans a colony and only later was there
a process of gradual Anglicising of the aristocracy of Norman
origin. French was the language of culture and spoken at court,
whereas the Scandinavian languages (Danish in particular)
penetrated into the ‘common’ language from 1100 onwards.

In 1500 — at the end of the dynastic conflicts and with the
establishment of the Tudor monarchy — the development
of humanism, navigation and geographical discoveries, the
prosperous Elizabethan period, the victory over Spain and
the Spanish Armada, made England a powerful country: it
was no longer a simple island but the centre of the world. It
was at that time that the foundations of the British Empire
were laid. England started to consider its own culture and
language in a different way and to realise the importance
of establishing its own national identity. It was in this
period that the language developed into Modern English.

The period up to the Restoration in 1660 is defined
Early Modern English and presents some peculiarities:

- “You, your, yours” were “thou, thy, thine” in the common

language;

- the “s” of the third person singular in the present tense

was also “eth”

- the relative pronoun “which” also referred to a person;

- the use of the auxiliary verb “do” in negative and

interrogative forms was optional (both “came you?” or “did

you come” were possible);

- the progressive form was hardly used;



1. Historical context from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance 23

- in the future tense, the use of “shall” with the first person
and “will” with the second and third person, were defined
only in 1700, whereas in 1500 they were more flexible and
interchangeable;

- the double comparative and superlative were often present
(“the most kindest”) as well as the double negative form (“I
don’t see nothing”); they both tend to disappear from 1700
onwards.

1.7 The Late Middle Ages: literary production

Among the late medieval poets, John Skelton (1460?-1529)
has an important place in the English poetic tradition and as
a contributor to the enrichment of the English language. A
translator and a satirist, well known for his learning and for
his quick wit, he wrote satirical poems such as Colin Clout
(c. 1520-22) in which, in rapid rhyming lines, he discusses
material and spiritual life criticising ecclesiastical abuses.

As to prose in English, it is only at the end of the 15th century
that works of high literary quality were produced. The most
significant name among prose writers in English is that of Sir
Thomas Malory (?-1471), author of a series of eight chivalric
novels, or romances, in which the story of King Arthur is traced,
from his birth to his court’s decay, and to which the ‘legend’ of
King Arthur is due. These writings draw inspiration from French
sources, were completed around 1469, and were published
in 1485 by William Caxton, who chose the title — Le Morte
Darthur — and edited the text itself. Imbued with courtly
and chivalric ideals in an explicitly mundane perspective, this
work, composed during the ‘Wars of the Roses’, tends to stress
those ideals that seemed to be forgotten as a consequence of the
decline of authority and of the violent conflict within military
aristocracy. However, apart from the content and meanings
conveyed in his work, Malory’s major contribution to the
development of English prose is in the use of a simple language,
close to the way English was spoken by educated people in their
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real and spontaneous speech, an alternative to the excessively
rhetoric style in fashion at the time; moreover, Malory
simplified the structure of narration which in the continental
late-medieval novel was often complicated by convoluted plots.

1.8 The Renaissance: historical context

With the end of the War of the Roses and the beginning of
the Tudor monarchy which governed during the entire 16th
century (1485-1603), England achieved a new internal stability
and a defined political identity whereasitsimportance asamajor
economic power was reinforced thanks to the development
of navigation and trade as a consequence of the discovery of
the American continent. A strong sense of national identity
characterised the reign of the Tudor kings and it was under
their dynasty that the modern English language developed and
established its literary quality thanks to a gradual detachment
from the use of Latin and, more in general, from the influence
of Catholic cultures, namely French and Italian cultures.

The turning point in this process is represented by King
Henry VIII's declaration of independence from papal
authority and the advent of the English Reformation (1534).
The archbishop of Canterbury Thomas Cranmer (1489-
1556) was a major instrument of the King’s policy for the
removal of papal supremacy in England: he annulled Henry’s
marriage to Catherine of Aragon when the Pope’s sanction for
the King’s divorce was denied; he crowned Anne Boleyn queen
in 1533; he was chiefly responsible for the promulgation of the
‘Ten Articles’ in 1536, the first statement of faith issued by the
independent English church, and for the first divulgation of the
Bible in the English language (the first complete English Bible
was printed in 1535); in fact, in this period the English language
as it was spoken and written at court was imposed as the official
language. On the other hand, the King was responsible for the
dissolution of the monasteries between 1536 and 1539, which led
not only to the extinction of traditional religious communities,
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the destruction of their buildings and the loss of a number of
historical libraries, but also to vast changes in the ownership of
land (noblemen and gentlemen were those who benefited most
from the confiscation ofland belonging to the Catholic Church).

The process of internal political reinforcement dates its
beginning back to the period 1536-43 when a series of Acts
of Parliament brought about the union between England and
Wales by changing the status of Wales from that of an occupied
province to that of an English realm where the English customs
and language were accepted; as to Ireland, an Act of 1537
ordered its inhabitants to speak the language of its rulers but the
English ‘civilisation’ was imposed there by armies rather than
by laws. England’s attempts to establish its imperialistic power
over the British Isles were also contrasted by Scotland: in 1542
Henry VIII tried to forge a Protestant alliance with Scotland by
marrying his son Edward to the infant Mary, Queen of Scots,
but had to face the opposition of the Scottish Catholics and Mary
was married to Francis, the Dauphin of the Catholic France.

Henry VIII's successor at his death in 1547 (he had been
crowned king in 1509), Edward VI, was only nine and
reigned only for eight years (he died in 1553) under the
influence of the Protestant aristocrats; in this period the Act
of Uniformity (1549) was passed, imposing the English
liturgy and the Book of Common Prayer on all parish
churches and cathedrals. However, at Edward’s death, his
devoutly Catholic sister and successor, Mary Tudor (1553-
1558), attempted to reconcile England to Rome and was
responsible for a wave of persecution against the enemies of
Catholicism, causing many victims also among prominent
figures such as the Archbishop Cranmer. The cruelty of
her persecutions gained her the epithet of Bloody Mary.

1.9 The Renaissance: historical context

Elizabeth I (1558-1603), Henry VIII's third surviving
child, governed with notable political intelligence and tried
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throughout her reign to shape and consolidate a national
Church (the Church of England, or Anglican Church) which
was imposed by law and generally accepted by the mass of the
population, except by recusant Catholics (especially after Pope
Pius V’s excommunication of the queen in 1570) and by a large
number of extreme Protestants. A remarkable development
of English economy was made possible also by Elizabeth’s
intelligent support to the initiatives of the middle classes, her
attention to the expansion of trade, and her drive towards
colonial expansion. As to politics, Elizabeth acknowledged that
she needed the Parliament’s support and succeeded in making
England a major European power, particularly with England’s
victory over the Spanish Invincible Armada (1588). When
the Armada threatened the shores of England, Elizabeth
appeared on horseback in a steel breastplate and attended by
a page bearing a white-plumed helmet, and declared in her
speech that though she knew she had “the body but of a weak
and feeble Woman”, she had “the heart and stomach of a King,
and of a King of England too, and I think foul scorn that Parma
or Spain, or any Prince of Europe should dare invade the
Borders of my Realm”. The Elizabethan myth and cult was
asserted and stressed not only by court poets and artists, but by
the queen herself who was very careful in publicizing her image
in a series of portraits, in assuming popular roles such as that of
the Virgin Queen married to England, in formulating brilliant
political speeches as that in which, towards the end of her reign,
she proclaimed that “there will never Queen sit in my seat with
more zeal to my country, care to my subjects, and that will
sooner with willingness yield and venture her life for your good
and safety than myself. And though you have had and may have
many princes more mighty and wise sitting in this seat, yet you
never had or shall have any that will be more careful and loving.”

During her reign, one constant concern of Parliament was
the problem of her succession, a problem which had long been
connected to the figure of Mary Stuart, the major Catholic
claimant to the English throne as adirect descendant of Henry VII
(who had married his daughter to James IV of Scotland, Mary’s
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father) and who was therefore seen as a danger by the childless
Queen Elizabeth I and her Ministers. Mary was sentenced to
death in 1587; however, it was Mary Stuart’s Protestant son
James VI who was to unite the crowns of England and Scotland
as Elizabeth’s successor in 1603, the first king of the Stuart
dynasty who governed England during most of the 17th century.






2. Early sixteenth century poetry

2.1 General background

Religion, the English language, and all those fields of
intellectual activity which made up English culture, were going
through a major development and transformation in the early
16th century. The invention and expansion of printing had
facilitated the circulation of European culture; however, though
Latin remained the main language of educated communication,
the tradition of poetry in English was increasingly viewed
with nationalistic pride. Poetry, often considered the
highest expression of literature, was very important in the
process of construction of the new literary English language.

2.2 John Skelton

John Skelton (?1460-1529) was the most prominent and
most senior of the early Tudor poets; he was, however, a
fundamentally medieval poet, particularly gifted in the use
of the vernacular and in the construction of irregular, quick
rhyming lines (the so-called “Skeltonic metre”), well aware
of the difficulty of expressing his poetic vein in his native
tongue and of the disadvantages present in the language used
by Chaucer and Gower. Among his satirical poetry, Colin
Clout (c. 1520-22) remains one of the most significant and
sharpest satires against ecclesiastical abuses. Skelton also used
Latin for a number of his poems because, as a priest and former
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tutor to Prince Henry, it was proper that he should write also
in the language of learning and international communication.
Thoughinterested in problemsrelated to the early Tudor Church
and despite his appreciation of English as a literary language,
Skelton remained a conservative rather resistant to extraneous
influences, never fully responsive to the great poetic production
of France and Italy. This can partly explain why he was not
considered a model and did not create a poetic school as did the
initiators of the sonnet formin England, Thomas Wyatt (1503-
1542) and Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey (?1517-1547).

2.3 Richard Tottel and the development of the
English sonnet

Few of their poems appeared in print in their lifetime because
they were meant for the court elite and circulated in manuscript
form; however, their works were canonised posthumously
in 1557 with the publication of the anthology Songs and
Sonnets, Written by the Right Honourable Lord
Henry Howard Late Earl of Surrey, and others known
as Tottel’s Miscellany, which included 97 poems by Wyatt
and 40 by Surrey, plus a considerable number of poems by
various authors. In the “Preface” Richard Tottel declared that
the poetic production by Surrey and Wyatt proved that English
poetry could now stand comparison with the ancient Latin and
modernTItalianpoets,andthatthe Miscellanyhadbeen published
“to the honour of the English tongue, and for the profit of the
studious of English eloquence”. Tottel’s Miscellany went
through nine editions between 1557 and 1587, made European
Renaissance poetry known outside the restricted court circles,
and became a model of poetry for a generation of Elizabethan
poets, particularly in the courtly expressions of love and in
the structural and metric elements (the fourteen line sonnet,
the ottava rima, the terza rima, the unrhymed iambic penta-
meter), whereas Wyatt and Surrey were considered the
initiators of a new lyric tradition. Above all, they greatly
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contributed to the development and the affirmation of English
as a proper literary language through their free translations
from Italian poetry, particularly from Petrarch and his
followers. Indeed, these poets/artisans really ‘worked’ on the
re-construction of the English sonnet by taking inspiration
from Petrarch and by translating many of his sonnets.

2.4 Thomas Wyatt

Thomas Wyatt (1503-1542), a courtier and diplomat whose
travels to Italy and France acquainted him with the High
Renaissance abroad, had a good knowledge of the Italian
poetic tradition deriving from Petrarch’s Rime sparse and
was responsible, together with others, for the introduction of
Petrarchanism in England thanks to his translations. Though,
like many originators of new stylistic models, there is a kind
of awkwardness and tentativeness about even his best works,
Surrey acknowledged his fundamental role in the development
of English poetry and said of him: “A hand that taught what
might be said in rhyme”. Wyatt’s poems are of two sorts. The
first sort — lyrics metrically regular in short, tight stanzas, still
connected to the later fifteenth century tradition of song —
represents what was defined as the poetry of “courtly makers”.
These poems deal with courtly love but, at the same time, they
introduce the theme of erotic and political power by presenting
on the one hand a real woman with whom the poet can openly
speak of his desires (thus establishing a remarkable difference
with the ideal woman sung by Petrarch), and referring on the
other to aspects of political life from a rather critical perspective.
The second sort of poetic production, his translations and
adaptations of Petrarch, introduced the sonnet form to English,
trying, at the same time, to create an English equivalent.

Wyatt followed the formal model of Petrarch’s sonnets
in order to create a structure which medieval English verse
lacked, and adopted the pattern of two quatrains and two
triplets (abba abba cdd cee) whereas Petrach’s sonnet has
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a different rhyming structure (abab abab cde cde). His
translations from Petrarch are far from being mechanical
and flat; indeed, he manages to transform Petrarch’s lines,
making them expressive of the English feelings and culture
and respondent to a metrical structure respecting the
rhythm of the English language. Here is Wyatt’s translation
of Petrarch’s sonnet CXXXXIV from Il Canzoniere:

Thomas Wyatt

‘T Find No Peace’

I find no peace and all my war is done

I fear and hope, I burn and freeze like ice;

I fly above the wind, yet I cannot arise,

And naught I have and all the world I seize on;

That looseth nor locketh holdeth me in prison,
And holdeth me nor yet I scape nowise;

Nor letteth me live nor die at my devise,

And yet of death it giveth no occasion.

Without eye I see, and without tongue I plain;
I desire to perish, and yet I ask health;
I love another, and thus I hate myself;

I feed me in sorrow, and laugh in all my pain,
Likewise displeaseth me both death and life,
And my delight is causer of this strife.

Francesco Petrarca

“Pace non trovo”

Pace non trovo e non 0 da far guerra,

e temo e spero; ed ardo e sono un ghiaccio;
e volo sopra 1 cielo e giaccio in terra;

e nulla stringo e tutto 'l mondo abbraccio.

Tal m’a in pregion, che non m’apre né serra,
né per suo mi riten né scioglie il laccio;

e non m’ancide Amore e non mi sferra,

né mi vuol vivo né mi trae d’impaccio.
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Veggio senza occhi e non 0 lingua e grido;
e bramo di perir e cheggio aita,
ed 0 in odio me stesso ed amo altrui.

Pascomi di dolor, piangendo rido;
egualmente mi spiace morte e vita;

In questo stato son, Donna, per voi.

2.5 Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey

Surrey (1517-1547) was influenced by the way Wyatt had
borrowed and changed elements of Ttalian poetic tradition, and
was able to create sonnets which are more regular and smoother
than Wyatt’s, also by looking back, beyond Petrarch, to Latin
verse and drawing inspiration particularly from the syntax
and rhetoric of Virgil’s translation of the Aeneid (published
posthumously in 1557) in which he was the first to use English
blank verse (unrhyming lines). His sonnets follow that pattern
of three quatrains with alternate rhyming and a final rhyming
couplet which became the standard English model (abab abab
abab cc or abab cdcd efef gg). The experimental nature of
Wyatt’s poetry therefore found a smoothness and sophistication
in the form proposed by Surrey and used later by Shakespeare;
Surrey can be considered a direct precursor of Sidney for
that balance and measure of syntax and verse unit, and for the
influence of classical styles and their adaptation to English.
Among his translations from Petrarch’s Canzoniere, here is
“Alas, So All Things Now Do Hold Their Peace”, translation
of sonnet CLXIV “Or che 1 ciel e la terra e 'l vento tace”:

Earl of Surrey

‘Alas, So All Things Now Do Hold Their Peace’ (1557)
Alas, so all things now do hold their peace

Heaven and earth disturbed in no thing;

The beasts, the air, the birds their song do cease,
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The nightes chair the stars about to bring,

Calm is the sea: the waves work less and less;
So am not I, whom love, alas, doth wring,
Bringing before my face the great increase
Of my desires, whereat I weep and sing

In joy and woe as in a doubtful ease;

For my sweet thoughts sometime do pleasure bring,
But by and by the cause of my desease

Gives me a pang that inwardly doth sting,

When that I think what grief it is again
To live and lack the thing should rid my pain.

Francesco Petrarca

“Or che 'l ciel e la terra e 'l vento tace”
Or che 'l ciel e la terra e 'l vento tace

e le fere e gli augelli il sonno affrena,
notte il carro stellato in giro mena

e nel suo letto il mar senz’onda giace,

vecchio, penso, ardo, piango, e chi mi sface
sempre m’e inanzi per mia dolce pena:
guerra ¢ '] mio stato, d’ira e di duol piena,
e sol di lei pensando ¢ qualche pace.

Cosi sol d’una chiara fonte viva
move 'l dolce e 'amaro ond’io mi pasco;
una man sola mi risana e punge;

E perché 'l mio martir non giunga a riva,
mille volte il di moro e mille nasco:
Tanto dalla salute mia son lunge.
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2.6 The debate on poetry

The example of Wyatt and Surrey was followed by a large
number of minor poets who often produced low-quality poetry
and triggered an important critical debate about poetry writing;
the two most relevant discussions are in The Art of English
Poesy (1589) by George Puttenham (?1529-1591) and The
Defence of Poesy (1595) by Sir Philip Sidney (1554-1586).

Puttenham’s treatise, in three books, stresses the dignity
of the modern gentleman poet who, inspired by court
values, praises the court of Queen Elizabeth in flattering
words, and tends to establish codes of literary production
by commenting on past authors such as Chaucer, Gower
and Skelton, and by attempting to define and explain
concepts such as genre, form, metre, and imagery.

2.7 Sir Philip Sidney: The Defence of Poesy

Sidney writes his treatise in an easier and more conversational
style than Puttenham’s and aims at establishing the nobility
and social validity of poetry. With wit and eloquence, Sydney
defends poetry from Puritan attacks and underlines its ancient
origins, citing Homer, Virgil and Dante, also insisting on the
power of poetry to elevate readers morally. In particular,
Sydney replies to Plato’s critique of poetry, seen as a means
to misrepresent and corrupt ideas, by exposing the virtues of
this form of writing, and stressing how poetry accomplishes an
important didactic and formative function, even more effective
than history or philosophy, since it can elevate and inspire the
mind while ‘delighting’ its readers. Unlike the philosopher who
speaks to an educated audience, the poet, on the contrary, offers
“food for the tenderest stomachs”, using a visual rhetoric, which
directly reaches ‘the eye of mind’. This argument, taken from the
classics, is further developed through an analysis of the poet-
figure, whichis centralin the passage entitled “The Poet, Poetry”:
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Since the authors of most of our sciences, were the Romans,
and before them the Greeks, let us a little stand upon their
authorities, but even so far as to see what names they have
given unto this now scorned skill.

Among the Romans a poet was called vates, which is as much
as a diviner, foreseer, or prophet, as by his conjoyned words
vaticinium and vaticinari, is manifest: so heavenly a title did that
excellent people bestow upon this hart- ravishing knowledge.
[...]

But now let us see how the Greeks have named it, and how
they deemed of it. The Greeks called him a “poet”, which name
hath, as the most excellent, gone through other languages. It
cometh of this word poiein, which is, to make: wherein, I know
not whether by luck or wisedom, we Englishmen have met with
the Greeks in calling him a maker: which name, how high and
incomparable a title it is, I had rather were known by marking
the scope of other sciences than by any partial allegation. [...]
Poesythereforeisanartofimitation, forso Aristotle termethitin
the word mimesis, that is to say, a representing, counterfeiting,
or figuring forth to speak metaphorically, a speaking picture
with this end, to teach and delight.

In this passage, considering that most of “our sciences” derive
from Latin and Greek authors, Sydney refers to those cultures
to analyse the words used to designate the poet: the Latin vates,
“prophet”, stresses how knowledgeable the poet is, whereas the
Greek poietes, “maker”, underlines the function of the poet as
creator, through his inspired use of language. In the end Sidney
explicitlymaintainsthattheaimofpoetryis“toteachanddelight”.

2.8 Sir Philip Sidney: late sixteenth century
sonnet

Sidney produced the first English book of poetry conceived
in a similar way to Petrarch’s Canzoniere, Astrophil and
Stella (written c. 1582, published posthumously in 1591),
a sonnet cycle, consisting of 108 sonnets and 11 songs and
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centred on a love relationship between the two main characters:
Astrophil (from Greek “Astro-phil”, “star-lover”; but the poet
is also playing with his own name “Phil-ip”), a prototype of the
chivalric hero longing for an ideal woman, and Stella (from
Latin “Stella”, “star”), embodiment of beauty and virtue.
The reference to the two different classical languages for the
names of the lovers suggests the irreconcilable nature of the
relationship, and seems to reproduce the idea of distance and of
the lover’s frustration typical of Petrarchan tradition. However,
Sidney does not imitate Petrarch’s style in a slavish way, nor
is his Stella distant and unresponsive like Laura, though, like
Laura, she is the inspirer and the object of his poetry. Besides,
some critics suggest that Stella may represent sapience for
the poet/philosopher who aspires to a superior knowledge.
Sydney, however, refuses to emphasise the male protagonist’s
sufferance, insisting instead on self-reflection and dialogue
between the two characters. No solution is offered in the end
and the distance between Astrophil and Stella is not reduced.
Sidney uses his lines also to discuss poetry, as he does in sonnet
15 with his criticism of writing poetry as a fashion rather than as
an expression of a real poetic gift; or as it appears in sonnet 45 in
which he discusses how the power of a poetic tale can create an
emotional response greater than that provoked by real feelings.

Sonnet 15 offers a very interesting critical discussion
of the low-quality poetry created by those poetasters who
believe that they can deserve the name of poet by slavishly
imitating Petrarch. The structure of the sonnet is very
well organised and follows the pattern abba abba ccd eed:

You that do search for every purling spring
Which from the ribs of old Parnassus flows,

And every flower, not sweet perhaps, which grows
Near thereabouts, into your poesy wring;

You that do dictionary’s method bring

Into your rhymes, running in rattling rows;
You that poor Petrarch’s long deceased woes
With newborn sighs and denizened wit do sing:
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You take wrong ways; those far-fet helps be such
As do bewray a want of inward touch,
And sure at length stolen goods do come to light;

But if, both for your love and skill, your name
You seek to nurse at fullest breasts of Fame,
Stella behold, and then begin to indite.

The first two quatrains present all the typical faults of those
poets who simply put together in their lines any content which
appears to be poetical (“every flower... which grows near...
the old Parnassus”, the Greek mountain of inspiration), or
which recalls Petrarch’s feelings (“You that poor Petrarch’s
long deceased woes/With newborn sighs... do sing”), in a
style which is a mechanical adaptation of formal rules of
poetry (“you that do dictionary’s method bring /Into your
rhymes, running in rattling rows”); the first triplet openly
declares that in writing that kind of poetry the poets “take
wrong ways” because they reveal “a want of inward touch”;
the last triplet specifies which is the right way to create good
poetry, that is the combination of a natural gift to write verses
and a true source of inspiration which comes from real love.

Sonnet 45 is structured on the pattern of three quatrains
and a final rhyming couplet (abba abba cdcd ff) and is
particularly interesting from a meta-poetic perspective:

Stella oft sees the very face of woe

Painted in my beclouded stormy face,

But cannot skill to pity my disgrace,

Not though thereof the cause herself she know;

Yet hearing late a fable, which did show

Of lovers never known a grievous case,

Pity thereof gat in her breast such place

That, from that sea derived, tears’ spring did flow.

Alas, if fancy, drawn by imaged things,
Though false, yet with free scope, more grace doth breed
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Than servant’s wrack, where new doubts honor brings;
Then think, my dear, that you in me do read

Of lovers’ ruin some sad tragedy.

I am not I; pity the tale of me.

The first quatrain describes how the poet has his love-pain
impressed on his face (“the very face of woe”), while the lady,
though aware of being the source of his despair, is unable to pity
him (“Not though thereof the cause herself she knows”). In the
second quatrain the story of “lovers never known” provokes a
heartfelt sorrow in the lady whose eyes get filled with tears. The
third quatrain contains the poet’s reflections on the power of
fancy and fiction, which can be stronger than the ‘reality’ of his
feelings; therefore, in the final couplet, he invites his beloved to
consider him notas areal man but as afictional character (“Then
think, my dear, that you in me do read /Oflover’s ruin some sad
tragedy. /T am not I; pity the tale of me.”), implicitly hoping that
in this way he can get greater consideration from his beloved.

2.9 The development of the sonnet: William
Shakespeare

The sonnet achieved its final and most effective form with
William Shakespeare (1564-1616), whose 154 Sonnets
can be divided into three distinct groups. The first 126 are
addressed to a “fair youth”; the next 26 are connected with
the “Dark Lady”; the last two sonnets play with the erotic
theme by dealing with stories of Cupid and the loss of his
(phallic) “brand”. These general divisions contain within
them subgroups such as sonnets 1-17 which encourage the
youth to marry as a way of ensuring a continuity of life, or
sonnets 76-86 which refer to a rival poet. Shakespeare, though
inspired by Petrarchan conventions, modifies them radically
by addressing his love verses to a young man rather than to
a woman, or, when he refers to the Dark Lady, by describing
her in realistic and unflattering terms (“My mistress’ eyes are



40 The literary gaze

nothing like the sun”, sonnet 130) rather than idealising her.

Shakespeare’s sonnets, written over the period 1580-1609
and published in an in-quarto edition in 1609 by Thomas
Thorpe, are dedicated to a mysterious Mr. W. H.: “To
the only begetter of/these insuing sonnets/ Mr. W. H. all
happiness/and that eternity promised by/our ever-living poet/
wisheth the well wishing adventurer in/setting forth.//T. T.”
Many conjectures have been made about the identity of Mr.
W. H., but it is now widely accepted that his identification is
either with Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton,
to whom Shakespeare dedicated also his narrative poems
(see below), or William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke.

Shakespeare’s sonnets are based on a 14 line structure of
three quatrains with alternate rhyming and a final rhyming
couplet (abab cdcd efef gg). The first 126 sonnets are pervaded
by the concepts of time and mortality, and by the awareness
that poetry can defeat time and death ensuring immortality.

2.10 Sonnets to the “Fair Youth”

Sonnet 15

When I consider every thing that grows

Holds in perfection but a little moment,

That this huge stage presenteth nought but shows
Whereon the stars in secret influence comment;
When I perceive that men as plants increase,
Cheered and cheque’d even by the self-same sky,
Vaunt in their youthful sap, at height decrease,
And wear their brave state out of memory;

Then the conceit of this inconstant stay

Sets you most rich in youth before my sight,
Where wasteful Time debateth with Decay,

To change your day of youth to sullied night;
And all in war with Time for love of you,

As he takes from you, I engraft you new.
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The first three quatrains of Sonnet 15 present the inevitability
of the decay of youth and beauty as a consequence of the
passing of “wasteful time”, whereas in the final couplet the poet
promises to give back to the fair youth what time takes from
him thanks to the power of poetry (“And all in war with Time
for love of you, /As he takes from you, I engraft you new.”)

Sonnet 18

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date:
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,

And often is his gold complexion dimm’d;

And every fair from fair sometime declines,

By chance or nature’s changing course untrimm’d;
But thy eternal summer shall not fade

Nor lose possession of that fair thou owest;

Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st in his shade,
When in eternal lines to time thou growest:

So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,

So long lives this and this gives life to thee.

Sonnet 18 expresses the same concepts underlining that the
youth’s “eternal summer shall not fade ... When in eternal lines
to time thou grow’st.”

Sonnet 20

A woman’s face with Nature’s own hand painted
Hast thou, the master-mistress of my passion;

A woman’s gentle heart, but not acquainted

With shifting change, as is false women'’s fashion;
An eye more bright than theirs, less false in rolling,
Gilding the object whereupon it gazeth;

A man in hue, all ‘hues’ in his controlling,

Much steals men’s eyes and women’s souls amazeth.
And for a woman wert thou first created;
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Till Nature, as she wrought thee, fell a-doting,

And by addition me of thee defeated,

By adding one thing to my purpose nothing.

But since she prick’d thee out for women’s pleasure,

Mine be thy love and thy love’s use their treasure.

Sonnet 20 deals rather explicitly with the poet’s passion
for the Fair Youth whose “woman’s face with Nature’s own
hand painted” inflames passion in his heart, making him
“master-mistress of my passion”; the youth’s virtues attract
both men and women but, though initially created to be
a woman, in the end Nature herself fell in love with him
and added “a last touch” in order to make him a man. The
explicit reference to homosexuality is softened in the final
couplet by the poet’s renunciation to the youth’s sensual love
which is meant only for “women’s pleasure”, but emotionally
he keeps his love for himself (“Mine be thy love...”).

2.11 Sonnets to the “Dark Lady”

Sonnet 130

My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;
Coral is far more red than her lips’ red;

If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.
I have seen roses damask’d, red and white,

But no such roses see I in her cheeks;

And in some perfumes is there more delight
Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.
I love to hear her speak, yet well I know

That music hath a far more pleasing sound;

I grant I never saw a goddess go;

My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground:
And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare

As any she belied with false compare.
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Sonnet 130, while underlining the physical imperfections of
the Dark Lady (her eyes are “nothing like the sun”, her lips are
not as red as coral, her cheeks lack a rosy colour, her breath
and voice are not pleasant, her walking has no special grace),
praises the power of love which renders her more beautiful to
her lover than any other woman whose beauty is falsely exalted.

In the later sonnets the ambiguous relationship between the
poet, the fair youth, and the Dark Lady suggests an emotional
triangle in which the poet is torn between his love for the young
manandhisloveforthewoman,expressinganemotionalturmoil:

Sonnet 144

Two loves I have of comfort and despair,
Which like two spirits do suggest me still:
The better angel is a man right fair,

The worser spirit a woman colour’d ill.

To win me soon to hell, my female evil
Tempteth my better angel from my side,
And would corrupt my saint to be a devil,
Wooing his purity with her foul pride.

And whether that my angel be turn’d fiend
Suspect I may, but not directly tell;

But being both from me, both to each friend,
I guess one angel in another’s hell:

Yet this shall I ne’er know, but live in doubt,

Till my bad angel fire my good one out.

2.12 Shakespeare’s poems

Shakespeare’s poetic production also includes two narrative
poems, both dedicated to Henry Wriothesley, Earl of
Southampton; they were written in those years in which the
theatres were closed because of a plague, and represent the
starting point of Shakespeare’s artistic career though, as soon
as the theatres reopened, he was totally taken up by his plays.
Venus and Adonis (1593), in six-lined stanzas, describes
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the courtship of a reluctant young man by a mature goddess,
contrasting a passive male sexuality with an active female one;
itis Shakespeare’s first published work (he calls it “the first heir
of my invention” in the dedication) and belongs to the genre of
erotic narrative in verse characterised by a wittily erotic hand-
ling of the theme but also by the use of allegory. The Rape
of Lucrece (1594), in seven-lined stanzas, is based on the
story of the rape of a virtuous Roman noblewoman by the
libidinous son of King Tarquin; composed of 1885 lines, it is
a narrative tragedy, rather ambitious in its extreme schematic
and rhetorical elaboration.

2.13 Christopher Marlowe

Shakespeare’s poems are particularly interesting in that
he probably meant them as a sort of challenge and a way of
measuring himself against the standards set by his “rival”
Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593), author of the unfinished
poem Hero and Leander (published posthumously in 1598,
only two cantos of which survive), inspired to Ovid and also to
a Latin translation of a narrative poem by the 5th century Greek
poet, Musaeus; the tone, the sexual ambiguities, and the
erotic general atmosphere of the poem, however, are typically
Marlowe’s. Hero and Leander inaugurates the Elizabethan
literary type of Ovidian mythological verse narrative, a tradition
also present in Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis, though
Marlowe’s university education and his knowledge of Greek
and Latin literature is evidently wider than Shakespeare’s. Both
Marlowe and Shakespeare, however, expressed their greatness
above all in the “mighty lines” of their dramatic production.



3. Sixteenth century poetry: Edmund
Spenser

3.1 Edmund Spenser and the Elizabethan cult

English poetry in the second half of the 16th century is
characterised by the sonnet vogue, inspired to Petrarch,
introduced by Wyatt and Surrey, and further developed by
Sir Philip Sidney and William Shakespeare. Another
important form of poetry which developed in the last decades of
thecenturyisnarrativepoetrywiththepoemsbyMarlowe (Hero
and Leander) and Shakespeare (Venus and Adonis and The
Rape of Lucrece), a form which reached its highest expression
with The Faerie Queene by Edmund Spencer (1552-1599).

Unlike Sydney, Spenser was not an aristocrat and so poetry
was for him a ‘professional” activity. Indeed, to write poetry
was not only a literary ambition in his time, it was also a way
to display one’s ability, in order to be given a job or to earn the
patronage of important persons. Like other poets of his time,
Spenser tried to combine medieval English tradition and its
chivalric values with ancient classics and Italian humanism.

Spenser is considered the greatest poet of the Elizabethan
age and his work is supportive of what is generally defined as
“the Elizabethan cult”, that is the Queen-centred courtly
culture which Elizabeth’s propagandists presented as an ideal.
For them, Elizabeth’s court embodied the idea of perfection
and the Queen could be compared to mythical figures such
as the chaste moon-goddess Diana and Cynthia; she was
also the virgin Astraea who ensured justice and peace. This
kind of cultural propaganda counterbalanced the political
weakness implicit in the rule of a woman who had been
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declared illegitimate by the father’s Parliament, and who had
been formerly excommunicated by the Pope in 1570. Her
name was therefore connected to a revival of the principles
of medieval chivalry, her nobility and greatness was exalted
by poets, and her figure was depicted in a series of hieratic
paintings exhibiting the splendour of the Virgin Queen,
eternally young, in sumptuous clothes and with precious jewels.

3.2 The Faerie Queene

The most important poetic tribute to Queen Elizabeth is in
Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1596), his masterpiece and
most famous work, which won him fame and a special place
in the history of English literature. The original plan of The
Faerie Queene included twelve books, but Spenser managed
to write only the first six (the first three were published in 1589,
the second three in 1596). The main characters are Gloriana,
the ‘faerie queene’, and Prince Arthur, the most virtuous of the
knights, who in the end was to marry the queen. The pattern
is simple: each book was to describe the “severall adventures”
undertaken by knights, representing moral virtues, and knightly
damesinhonourofthe Queen’s twelve-days annual feast. The six
books that Spenser completed present the virtues of Holiness,
Temperance, Chastity, Friendship, Justice, and Courtesy.

The poem is a romantic epic, like Ariosto’s Orlando
Furioso, full of adventures and marvels, dragons, witches,
giants, enchanted trees, castles; that is all those typical
elements of the romance tradition are present, with intricate
plots, heroic characters, and elaborate descriptions. Moreover,
the poem is also a national epic in which Spenser celebrates
the Tudors, Queen Elizabeth, and the English nation.

The Faerie Queene is written in the stanza invented by
Spenser (and later utilised by Thomson, Keats, Shelley, and
Byron), composed of eight lines of ten syllables to which a
ninth line of twelve syllables is added, rhyming ababbcbcc.
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3.3 The introductory letter to Sir Walter Ralegh

The opening letter to Sir Walter Ralegh is a sort of
introduction to The Faerie Queene, in which the author
discusses the literary models of his poem, quoting among the
classics, the Greek epic poet Homer and the Latin epic poet
Virgil, while among vernacular authors, he cites the Italian
poets Ludovico Ariosto and Torquato Tasso, in whose
works — Orlando Furioso and Gerusalemme Liberata
— epic and romance appear fused together. The same happens
in The Faerie Queene, which is presented as an epic inspired
by the values of courtly love. The combination of epic and
romance reflects a precise design on the part of Spencer:
interested in being considered as the “new Virgil”, he aimed
at creating an epic which could constitute a base for English
national literature, paying homage to Queen Elisabeth I at
the same time, just as Virgil’s Aeneid had served to flatter
Augustus, by tracing a link between his lineage and the origin
of Rome. Besides, epic can be considered as the genre which
relates (and constructs) the deeds and origin of a people, also
delineating the ideal characteristics of its hegemonic social
class. National identity and political power are, in other words,
the main ingredients of the epic genre, a recipe which Spenser
follows and makes particularly effective through recourse
to the Arthurian corpus of legends and the courtly code of
behaviour: Prince Arthur has a vision of the Faerie Queene,
“with whose excellent beauty ravished, he awaking resolved to
seeke her out”, and is consequently brought into the adventures
of the several knights. In the letter to Sir Walter Raleigh,
Spenser explains the main intent of The Faerie Queene:

The general end therefore of all the book is to fashion a
gentleman or noble person in virtuous and gentle discipline:
Which for that I conceived shoulde be most plausible and
pleasing, being coloured with an historical fiction, the which
the most part of men delight to read, rather for variety of
matter, then for profit of the ensample: I chose the history of
King Arthur as most fit for the excellency of his person, being
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made famous by many men’s former works, and also furthest
from the danger of envy, and suspition of present time.

Prince Arthur can so measure up with the protagonists of classic
and Italian epic. Moreover, in the letter Spenser explains the
allegorical meaning of the Faerie Queene:

In that Faerie Queene I mean glory in my general intention, but in
my particular I conceive the most excellent and glorious person
of our soveraine the Queene, and her kingdom in Faery land.

3.4 The four introductory stanzas

The perfect fusion of classic and courtly themes is present in
the four Introductory Stanzas to The Faerie Queene:

Lo I the man, whose Muse whilome did maske,

As time her taught, in lowly Shepheards weeds,

Am now enforst a far unfitter taske,

For trumpets sterne to chaunge mine Oaten reeds,

And sing of Knights and Ladies gentle deeds;

Whose prayses hauing slept in silence long,

Me, all too meane, the sacred Muse areeds

To blazon broad emongst her learned throng:

Fierce warres and faithfull loues shall moralize my song.

Helpe then, holy Virgin chiefe of nine,

Thy weaker Nouice to performe thy will,

Lay forth out of thine euerlasting scryne

The antique rolles, which there lye hidden still,

Of Faerie knights and fairest Tanaquill,

Whom that most noble Briton Prince so long

Sought through the world, and suffered so much ill,
That I must rue his vndeserued wrong:

O helpe thou my weake wit, and sharpen my dull tong.

And thou most dreaded impe of highest Ioue,
Faire Venus sonne, that with thy cruell dart
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At that good knight so cunningly didst roue,

That glorious fire it kindled in his hart,

Lay now thy deadly Heben bow apart,

And with thy mother milde come to mine ayde:
Come both, and with you bring triumphant Mart,
In loues and gentle iollities arrayd,

After his murdrous spoiles and bloudy rage allayd.

And with them eke, O Goddesse heauenly bright,
Mirrour of grace and Maiestie diuine,

Great Lady of the greatest Isle, whose light

Like Phoebus lampe throughout the world doth shine,
Shed thy faire beames into my feeble eyne,

And raise my thoughts too humble and too vile,

To thinke of that true glorious type of thine,

The argument of mine afflicted stile:

The which to heare, vouchsafe, O dearest dred a-while.

The poem opens with an invocation to the Muse of poetry while
the poet introduces himself as the author who had previously
produced a pastoral work (The Shepheardes Calender),
and is now called to another, more difficult task, that of writing
heroic poetry (represented by the trumpet), whereas pastoral
poetry is symbolised by the shepherd’s pipe (the “oaten reeds”,
1. 4). These initial lines openly imitate the incipit of Virgil’s
Aeneid; the subsequent lines, instead, recall Ariosto’s
Orlando Furioso, asthey announce the contents of the poem:
the deeds of knights and ladies. In order to praise their actions,
then, the author invokes the help of the ninth muse, Clio. This
stanza closes with the reference to the object of the poem:
“Fierce warres and faithfull loves shall moralize my song.” (1. 9)

Stanza 2 opens with an invocation to the ninth muse, Clio,
whose help is needed in order to praise the actions of “Faerie
knights and fairest Tanaquill” [Gloriana, i.e. Queen Elizabeth].

After having indirectly recalled Virgil and Ariosto, and
after having mentioned medieval Arthurian romance, in
Stanza 3 Spenser invokes Cupid as the god of Love (“And
thou most dreaded impe of highest Jove,/ Faire Venus sonne,
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that with thy cruell dart, /At that good knight so cunningly
didst rove [...]”, 1. 19-21), Venus (“and with thy mother
come to mine ayde”, 1. 24), and Mars, classic god of war, to
be helped in the narration of “warres” and “faithfull loves”.

The fourth stanza is an open invocation to Queen
Elizabeth, whom the author flatters with a direct reference:
“Goddesse heavenly bright, /Mirrour of grace and Majesty
divine, /Great Lady of the greatest Isle” (Il. 28-30). The next
line links the Queen to classic mythology through a reference
to Apollo: Elizabeth’s “light” is compared with that of Phoebus
(Apollo) and sowiththesun: “...whoselight /Like Phoebuslampe
throughout the world doth shine...” (1. 30-1). Considering that
Apollo is often associated by Humanists to Arts and knowledge,
the praise of Elizabeth as an enlightened queen is evident;
besides, the words “true glorious type of thine” (1. 34) establish a
parallelism between Elisabeth and Gloriana, the ‘faerie queene’.

3.5 Book1

The plot of The Faerie Queene is rather complicated and full
of characters and magical creatures. The basic story develops
around the marvellous court of Gloriana, the Faerie Queen,
and her twelve knights. Gloriana is fair and good and each
knight is the champion of a virtue. For instance, Sir Guyon
represents “Temperance”, Sir Artegall “Justice”, Sir Calidore
“Courtesy”, and so on. The influence of Aristotle is evident
in the choice of number twelve, as in Aristotle’s Ethics twelve
is the number of the virtues. In The Faerie Queene, twelve are
also the days of a great annual feast, during which celebrations
the Queen cannot refuse to grant any wish she is asked for.

The first book is devoted to the adventures of the Red
Cross Knight, who offers his aid to a young lady, Una, who
has come to Gloriana’s court to plead for help: her parents (a
king and a queen) are prisoners of a terrible dragon and the
help of a knight is needed to defeat the monster, a request
which is in a tradition of Arthurian romance. The name of
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this lady is very significant, as Una means ‘the only one’
and may be a symbol of Truth or, in a historical perspective,
she could be considered as a metaphor for the Church of
England (Elizabeth I was Protestant in a period when Henry
VIIT's Reformation was still at issue). The Red Cross Knight,
personification of Holiness, leaves with Una and her servant to
reach the lady’s land, in order to set it free from the monster.

The first canto tells the story and wanderings of the
Red Cross Knight and Una. The presentation of the two
characters is central in the first five stanzas of Canto I

Stanza 1
The first stanza introduces the figure of the knight. He is
described as “A Gentle Knight” riding a wild horse (“His angry
steed did chide his foaming bit”) in “...mighty arms and silver
shielde”, marked by the old signs of wounds; nonetheless, it
is clear that the knight is very young, as he has never used
weapons before (“yet arms till that time did he never wield”):

Gentle Knight was pricking on the plaine,

Y cladd in mightie armes and siluer shielde,
Wherein old dints of deepe wounds did remaine,
The cruell markes of many’ a bloudy fielde;

Yet armes till that time did he neuer wield:

His angry steede did chide his foming bitt,

As much disdayning to the curbe to yield:

Full iolly knight he seemd, and faire did sitt,

As one for knightly giusts and fierce encounters fitt.

Stanza 2
On his breast, as on his shield, he bears a red cross, “the dear
remembrance of his dying Lord”. The red cross renders the
knight a solemn figure, “true [...] in deed and word”, serious
and sad, brave and courageous, not scared but scaring: “But of
his cheer did seem too solemn sad; /Yet nothing did he dread,
but ever was ydrad.”:

But on his brest a bloudie Crosse he bore,
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The deare remembrance of his dying Lord,

For whose sweete sake that glorious badge he wore,
And dead as liuing euer him ador’d:

Vpon his shield the like was also scor’d,

For soueraine hope, which in his helpe he had:
Right faithfull true he was in deede and word,

But of his cheere did seeme too solemne sad;

Yet nothing did he dread, but euer was ydrad.

Stanza 3
The Red Cross knight is bound to a great adventure, entrusted
to him by Queen Gloriana. He aspires to honour and to the
grace of his Queen, fighting against a terrible enemy, “a Dragon
horrible and stearne.”:

Vpon a great aduenture he was bond,

That greatest Gloriana to him gaue,

That greatest Glorious Queene of Faerie lond,
To winne him worship, and her grace to haue,
Which of all earthly things he most did craue;
And euer as he rode, his hart did earne

To proue his puissance in battell braue

Vpon his foe, and his new force to learne;
Vpon his foe, a Dragon horrible and stearne.

Stanza 4
Beside him, a Lady is riding a white ass. The colour white,
symbol of purity, also characterises the lady: “Yet she much
whiter” (1. 31). At the same time, she is associated to mourning
and sadness, as she hides “under a vele, that wimpled was
full low,/ And over all a blacke stole she did throw,/ As
one that inly mournd: so was she sad,...” (ll. 31-33), being
afflicted by some secret sorrow. She also carries a white lamb.

A louely Ladie rode him faire beside,

Vpon a lowly Asse more white then snow,
Yet she much whiter, but the same did hide
Vnder a vele, that wimpled was full low,
And ouer all a blacke stole she did throw,
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As one that inly mournd: so was she sad,

And heauie sat vpon her palfrey slow:

Seemed in heart some hidden care she had,

And by her in a line a milke white lambe she lad.

Stanza 5
The lamb embodies her own innocence and virtue. She is
of noble origins (“from Royall lynage came”), and her land
is ancient and extended from “East to Westerne shore”
until a terrible creature (“infernall feend”) wasted it. In
the last line of the fifth stanza, it is clear that the lady has
summoned the knight, whose mission is to defeat the monster
(“Whom to avenge, she had this Knight from far compeld.”):

So pure and innocent, as that same lambe,

She was in life and euery vertuous lore,

And by descent from Royall lynage came

Of ancient Kings and Queenes, that had of yore
Their scepters stretcht from East to Westerne shore,
And all the world in their subiection held;

Till that infernall feend with foule prore

Forwasted all their land, and them expeld:

Whom to auenge, she had this Knight from far compeld.

3.6 Spenser’s works

Spenser’s poetic production also includes: The Shepheardes
Calender, Colin Clouts Come Home Again, Amoretti,
Epithalamion.

The Shepheardes Calender (1579) is composed of twelve
eclogues (pastoral poems), one for each month of the year,
in the form of dialogues among shepherds. The model of
this work is Virgil’s Bucoliche, but the pastoral world is
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only an allegory of the court; the shepherds are indeed very
erudite and every eclogue consists of a sophisticated dialogue
about the virtues and vices of the world. The fourth eclogue,
April, is dedicated to Elysa (Queen Elisabeth), “the queen
of shepherds”. The first and last eclogues are not dialogues,
but are in the form complaints by Colin Clout, a character
embodying the author himself. A meta-poetic discourse is also
present, as one eclogue is a defence of poetry and a complaint
for the contempt in which poetry is held, advocating at the same
time the coming of a new poet able to renew English poetry, by
combining the past and present cultural traditions of England
with the European (above all Italian and French) cultures.

Colin Clouts Come Home Again (1591) is an allegorical
pastoral poem dedicated to Sir Walter Ralegh “in part
payment of the infinite debt in which I acknowledge myself
bound unto you...”. It describes in allegorical form how Ralegh
visited Spenser in Ireland (where Spenser was secretary to
prominent political men and about whose political state he
wrote View of the Present State of Ireland), and induced
him to come to England “his Cynthia [Queen Elizabeth] to
see”. The poem first describes the sea voyage; then it glorifies
the queen and her court, attacking at the same time the
court intrigues; the ending follows the love poetry tradition
with a tribute to ‘Rosalind’ in spite of her cruelty to the poet.

Amoretti (1595) is a collection of 89 sonnets dedicated
to Spenser’s wife-to-be Elizabeth Boyle. The homonymy
of her name with that of the Queen enables the poet to play
with the two figures of women. Yet Spenser’s sonnets lack
the ironic tone which characterises, for instance, Sydney’s
Astrophil and Stella, even though the love theme is
analysed from an unusual perspective, which includes many
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other corollary aspects. These sonnets represent the only
case in the Elizabethan sonnet tradition of a collection of
love poems about a joyful love happily ending in marriage.

Epithalamion (1595) is a splendid hymn in which the poet
celebrates his wedding with Elizabeth Boyle in 1594 and can
be seen as a happy conclusion to the courtship of Amoretti
(both Epithalamion and the Amoretti were printed together in
1595). The Greek etymology of the word Epithalamion (“upon
the bride-chamber”) refers to a ‘marriage song’, which was sung
outside the bridal chamber and which here turns into a poem
made up of 24 stanzas, celebrating love and marriage. The
encounter of husband and wife becomes an allegory of the ideal
encounter between the philosopher and Knowledge/Truth.






4. English humanism and the sixteenth
century religious prose.
The New Learning

4.1 Humanism and the New Learning

Humanism represented a fundamental turning point for
European culture between the end of the 14th and 15th
centuries, reaching England at the end of the 14th century.
It was important for several reasons: the scholarly approach,
which led to the recovery and the editing of accurate texts
of the classics; the stylistic level, concerned with classical
rhetoric and literary criticism and their application to an
improved vernacular literature; the ethical drive, which tended
to convey the highest ideals of Greek and Roman thought;
above all, humanism allowed the replacement of a theocentric
universe by one based on man and his potentialities,
underlining the importance of human life and human values.

A close knowledge of classical Greek and of Plato’s
philosophy had come to be particularly esteemed as a means
of countering the reductive Aristotelian scholasticism, which
had dominated the curricula of medieval universities and
seminaries. The study of ancient Greek literature, philosophy,
and science had been introduced to England in the 1490s by the
priest-scholars William Grocyn (1449-1519) and Thomas
Linacre (?1460-1524), who had broadened their conventional
Oxford education by studying Greek in humanist circles in
Italy, under the Platonist scholar, Angelo Poliziano (1454-
1494). When in 1516 Richard Fox, Bishop of Winchester,
founded Corpus Christi College at Oxford, he made special
provision for a lectureship in Greek as a complement to the
study of Latin and Divinity. A desire to reform the youth’s
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secular education according to the principles of the new
learning also laid behind the foundation of St Paul’s School
in London by the Cathedral’s Dean, John Colet (1466-
1519). The English disciples of the Florentine humanists were
Platonists and saw the advance of Greek studies as a means
of purging both the textual and the spiritual corruption of
the Middle Ages. Moreover, the editing and translating into
Latin of Greek scientific works provided the bridge between
Humanism and science in the Renaissance. Linacre translated
several of the Greek writings of Galen into polished Latin
and bound his name to the foundation of the Royal College of
Physicians in London. His interest in linguistic scholarship is
evidenced by several monographs on Latin grammar, one of
which was first written in English for the use of Princess Mary.

4.2 Erasmus

The well-known Dutch scholar, Desiderius Erasmus (1466-
1536), born at Rotterdam, paid extended visits to England in
1499 and in 1509-1514, and absorbed the Platonic enthusiasm
of the English humanists, for whom he had great admiration;
as he writes in a letter: “When I listen to my friend Colet, I seem
to be listening to Plato himself. Who does not admire in Grocyn
the perfection of his training? What can be more acute, more
profound, or more refined, than the judgment of Linacre? What
has nature ever fashioned softer, or sweeter, or pleasanter than
the disposition of Thomas More?” (5 December 1499). Erasmus
was welcomed by the great scholars of the day, and was induced
to lecture at Cambridge on Greek from 1511 to 1514. He was
particularly taken with the mind, character and company of a
younger man, Thomas More; indeed, Erasmus became a close
friend of More’s to whom he dedicated his most famous book,
Praise to Folly (the Latin title was Moriae Encomium,
1511, the word ‘moriae’, “folly’, being also a wordplay on More’s
name), a satire written at the suggestion of Sir Thomas More,
principally directed against theologians and Church dignitaries.
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The contrast between the public careers of Erasmus and More,
both acknowledged as renowned European intellectuals in the
1520s, can partly represent and explain the crisis in humanist
thought. They both chose public life (the vita activa), refusing
the passivity of the vita contemplativa; however, Erasmus
believed that the world could be best improved by writing,
by education, and by the scholar’s freedom of action, rather
than by a direct involvement in state politics, whereas for
More the highest duty of a learned man was to serve his king.

4.3 Thomas More

Sir Thomas More (1478-1535), born in London, was the son
of a prominent lawyer, and studied at Oxford, where Linacre
and Grocyn were his teachers, and at the Inns of Court. He
was called to the bar, where he was brilliantly successful, and
devoted his leisure to literature, becoming intimate with Colet
and Erasmus. He entered Parliament in 1504, but he was
deeply torn between the appeal of a life of ascetic devotion and
an active role in public affairs. After having translated with
his friend Erasmus a number of Luciano’s Dialogues and
The Life of Johan Picus Earle of Myrandula (1505), a
biography of the leading Platonist, Pico della Mirandola (1463-
1494), Thomas More wrote Utopia, published in Louvain
in 1516 under Erasmus’s supervision, his masterpiece and
chief literary contribution as a humanist, written in Latin and
translated into English by Ralph Robinson only in 1551.

More believed in the possibility of combining Humanism
and Christianity, so he was recruited by King Henry VIII
(1516). His rise was really spectacular: first master of requests,
privy councillor, speaker of the House of Commons, he finally
succeeded Wolsey as Lord Chancellor (1529), the most
important public office under the crown, but at the same time he
started to lose his strength as a reformer when Martin Luther
attacked the principle of papal indulgences by nailing his famous
95 Theses to the door of the church at Wittenberg (1517).
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At about the same time in which he wrote Utopia, More
undertook the writing of his historical masterpiece, The
History of King Richard III, which exists in two versions,
Latin and English, and was probably written about 1517-18.
Although it was never finished, it established the major traits
for the characterization of the last Yorkist king, influenced
the chroniclers Edward Hall (1548) and Richard Grafton
(1568-1569), and passed almost unaltered into Holinshed’s
Chronicle (planned in 1577), thus coming down to
Shakespeare, whose Richard III (1597) fixed the portrait
of Richard as a deformed, malicious, hypocritical villain.

Among More’s later works, the Dialogue Concerning
Heresies (1528), his first controversial book in English,
disputes Luther’s ideas, defending the orthodox Roman
Catholic Church doctrines, and attacking, above all, William
Tyndale’s theological works. England was becoming a
Protestant country, but More defended the Pope’s authority.
When he was required to swear fidelity to the new Act of
Succession and Supremacy (1534), to admit the justice of
the king’s divorce from Queen Catherine and his marriage
with Anne Boleyn, and to acknowledge the king’s role as
the supreme Head of the English Church, he refused to take
any oath that should question the Pope’s supremacy, and was
therefore imprisoned in the Tower of London, where he wrote
his last works, Dialogue of Comfort upon Tribulations
and Treatise to Receive the Blessed Body of Our
Lord. Thomas More was executed for high treason in 1535.

4.4 Utopia

Utopia (a word from Greek that can mean “no place” or
“good place”), initially set in the semi-autonomous cities
of the Netherlands, speculates about a form of government
alien to the majority of European states in the early 16th
century; indeed, its main interest is in its political criticism,
and it is addressed to a highly educated Renaissance elite.
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More was probably influenced by Plato’s Republic, but he
was also fascinated by the accounts of Amerigo Vespucci’s
recent explorations (1501-02). The first book of Utopia was
written second, when More returned to England from his
embassy to Flanders (1515), and debates the classic dilemma
of the humanist scholar, whether to devote oneself to public
affairs and the service of one’s king, or to pursue philosophic
wisdom. The major aim of this book is to show the contrast
between a rationally ordered state, such as the far-off island
commonwealth of the Utopians described in the second book,
and the Europe of More’s day where the main goal was self-
enrichment, from kings downwards: kings fought with each
other to conquer new territories, extorted money from their
subjects, who, in turn, oppressed those who were subject to
them, and so on in a chain of violence and aggression. More,
however, was no radical reformer as his view of society was of
an ordered hierarchy; what he hoped could be improved was
the keeping of that social order in its best and fairest form.

Book 2 of Utopia was written first and presents the tale
of a traveller, Raphael Hythlodaeus, who describes the voyages
that he made after he had parted with his commander Amerigo
Vespucci, giving details of the laws and customs of an imagined
society, the island of Utopia in some unknown ocean of the
New World, where all is ordered according to the dictates of
reason and of nature. The island which Hythlodaeus visits
and describes is a decentralized kingdom ruled by a shadowy,
elected monarch who governs with the consent of a council of
the great and good. Personal poverty, money, and vice have
been abolished and the causes of crime, ambition, and political
conflict have been eliminated. The island has several religions,
all of them officially tolerated and dominated by the principle
of a benevolent Supreme Being. There is a proto-Welfare State
in which the old are honoured and the young are taught to be
conformist and respectful; they all wear uniforms and meals
are served in communal canteens. In Utopia the working day
is but six hours long, and “a great multitude of every sort of
people, both men and women, go to hear lectures”, particularly
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on Greek learning. Utopia appears as a society of improbable
virtue, controlled by a self-perpetuating oligarchys; it is a place
that has abolished original sin, the prospect of redemption,
but also the idea of history: nothing can change because its
ideology implies that it has fulfilled all human aspirations.

In the passage from Book 1, “Utopian Communism”,
More presents a dialogue between the traveller and himself:

That is it which I meant (quoth he) when I said phylosophy had
no place among kings.

Indeed (quoth I) this school phylosophy hath not, which
thinketh all things meet for every place. But there is another
phylosophy more civil, which knoweth, as ye would say, her
own stage, and thereafter ordering and behaving herself in the
play that she hath in hand, playeth her part accordingly with
comeliness, uttering nothing out of due order and fashion.
And this is the phylosophy that you must use. Or else whiles
a comedy of Plautus is playing, and the vile bondmen scoffing
and trifling among themselves, if you should suddenly come
upon the stage in a phylosopher’s apparel, and rehearse out of
Octavia the place wherein Seneca disputeth with Nero: had it
not been better for you to have played the dumb person, than
by rehearsing that, which served neither for the time nor place,
to have made such a tragical comedy or gillimaufry? For by
bringing in other stuff that nothing appertaineth to the present
matter you must needs mar and pervert the play that is in hand,
though the stuff that you bring be much better. What part
soever you have taken upon you, play that as well as you can
and make the best of it: and do not therefore disturb and bring
out of order the whole matter, because that another, which is
merrier, and better, cometh to your remembrance. So the case
standeth in a commonwealth, and so it is in the consultations
of kings and princes. If evil opinions and naughty persuasions
cannot be utterly and quite plucked out of their hearts, if
you cannot, even as you wuold, remedy vices, which use and
custom hath confirmed: yet for this cause you must not leave
and forsake the commonwealth: you must not forsake the
ship in a tempest, because you cannot rule and keep down the
winds. No, nor you must not labour to drive into their heads
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new and strange informations, which you know well shall be
nothing regarded with them that be of clean contrary minds.
But you must with a crafty wile and a subtle train study and
endeavour youself, as much as in you lieth, to handle the matter
wittily and handsomely for the purpose, and that which you
cannot turn to good, so to order it that it be not very bad. For
it is not possible for all things to be well, unless all men were

good. Which I think will not be yet this good many years. [...]

4.5 Religious prose

English prose developed in connection with religious debate.
The Reformers of the English Church placed a consistent stress
on the use of the vernacular in worship and on the importance
of the Holy Scriptures in a scholarly translation which freed
them from the distortions and inaccuracies of the Latin Vulgate.
The twenty-fourth of Elizabeth’s Articles of Religion insisted
that “it is a thing plainly repugnant to the Word of God, and
the custom of the Primitive Church” that services should be
conducted “in a tongue not understanded of the people”. Before
the principle of a vernacular liturgy had been established, it
was already felt that there was a need for an English Bible
translated directly from its Hebrew and Greek originals.

When all parish priests were instructed to provide and display
an English Bible in their churches in 1538, the text sponsored
by the Archbishop Thomas Cranmer was the Great
Bible, a revision of the work of several distinct translators,
the most important of whom was William Tyndale (?1494-
1536). He studied at Oxford and Cambridge, and preached in
Gloucestershire where he became involved in disputes with the
clergy. He went to London in 1523 with the project of translating
the Scriptures into the vernacular, but having failed to gain
official support for his work, he went to Hamburg, in Germany,
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as an exile (1524) in order to realise his project. He visited
Martin Luther at Wittenberg, became a Lutheran follower, and
commenced printing his translation of the New Testament at
Cologne in 1525. When copies of his translation were introduced
into England a year later, the Bishop of London, Tunstall,
made desperate attempts both to suppress and to discredit the
book as a Lutheran infection. Tyndale continued his translations
in Antwerp (the Pentateuch, the Books of Jonah, Joshua,
Judges, Ruth, Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles), and
became an active pamphleteer (Sir Thomas More entered into
a pamphlet war with Tyndale with his Dialogue Concerning
Heresies). He defended the sole authority of the Scriptures in
the Church and of the King in the State, thus earning the approval
of Henry VIII, which he subsequently lost by opposing the king’s
divorce; indeed, he was arrested for heresy in 1535 and executed
as a heretic by strangling and burning near Brussels in 1536.

Translated not from Latin, but from the original Greek,
Tyndale’s New Testament presents a direct, simple, and
light English language; new English words were coined
from Hebrew (‘scapegoat’, ‘passover’), and key words were
translated from Greek (‘ekklesia’ and ‘presbyteros’ were
rendered as ‘congregation’ rather than ‘church’ and ‘senior’
rather than ‘priest’ in order to formulate a new religious
terminology and distinguish the modern ecclesiastical
hierarchy from the past). Tyndale expressed a steady confidence
in the grace of the English language in The Obedience of
a Christen Man (1528), asserting that both Hebrew and
Greek agreed more with English than with Latin, and that
English was a fit vehicle to communicate the word of God.

Tyndale’s work was taken as a model and a base for the
later English texts: the first complete English Bible, based
on Tyndale’s translation and published by Miles Coverdale
in 1535, had seven revised editions up to 1541; the so-called
Geneva Bible (1557) was prepared by Protestant exiles
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during the reign of Mary, Coverdale being one of them, and
the entire Bible was issued in 1560 with a dedication to Queen
Elizabeth; the Bishops’ Bible (1568), prepared by a group
of ecclesiastical dignitaries, was the official Bible for church
reading during most of Queen Elizabeth’s reign; James I's
Authorized Version (1611) was prepared by fifty-four
scholars appointed by the king and divided in six groups
(two meeting in Westminster, two in Cambridge, and two
in Oxford) with the instruction to be conservative. James’s
Bible is undoubtedly superior to the previous versions, and
no later translation has seriously challenged its prestige.

4.6 Thesecond generation of English humanists

It can be observed that the Reformation and humanism meet
in the translation of the English Bible, the former providing
the religious impulse, the latter the philological tools. King
Henry VIII was, in a self-consciously political way, a patron of
literature, and he was recognized and honoured in the formal
dedications to him of reprinted English classics, of geographical
and topographical treatises, or works of new learning, such as
Thomas Elyot’s pioneer Latin-English Dictionary (1538).

4.7 Thomas Elyot

Sir Thomas Elyot (1490-1546) belonged to the second
generation of English humanists and lived at the court of Henry
VIII, to whom he dedicated his most famous and influential
work, The Book Named the Governour (1531), a treatise
on education and politics, which displays the influence at this
time of the classics, and Plato in particular, and illustrates
the evolution of English prose. This volume represents an
important English contribution to the abundant Renaissance
literature on education for members of the ruling class, aiming
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at the training of the leaders of the nation through the study
particularly of ancient history and philosophy on the principle
that the common good of the realm depended on the proper
practical, intellectual, and aesthetic education of a male upper
class. Elyot’s book shows a profound belief in the importance
of order or degree, and does not dispute social order and
hierarchies; in fact, according to Elyot, the kingdom has to
be organized around the figure of a well-educated prince
who has to be guided above all by wisdom, rather than by
personal will and ambition, and who represents the principle
of the state and the assurance of peace and justice. Indeed,
Elyot’s treatise is addressed to a court and a nobility who
were still influenced by Arthurian codes of chivalry and can
be considered as a summary of the broad humanist ideal of
aristocratic cultivation. The aristocrats placed in authority by
the king should truly be “noble wits”, trained for public service
and capable of advancing the public good. Elyot catalogues
examples of well-educated rulers of the past and describes
their education: although his stress is on the importance of
a modern boy’s grasp of the grammar of classical languages
and of rhetoric, history, cosmography, and philosophy, Elyot
shows an equal interest in the acquisition of skills in drawing,
sculpture, swimming, riding, hunting, music and dancing.

Elyot was aware that he was writing in and for an age which
particularly appreciated scholarly novelty; he was also aware
of his wide learning and of the possibility he had to enrich
his native tongue; indeed, he employed English exclusively
in his writing with the conscious purpose to improve the
vernacular. Elyot, like Hoby and Ascham, chose to write in
English for his countrymen (and not in Latin) in order to make
humanism known in England in the hope that its influence
would contribute to construct a higher level of culture and
consequently make England a leading nation in Europe.
Indeed, it is important to remember that, having achieved
an internal political stability with the Tudor dinasty, as well
as an external recognition in the world economy as one of the
leading countries due to the great development of trade and
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commerce, and having achieved also a religious autonomy
after Henry VIII's reformation, England needeed to establish
its own cultural identity, a process which started with the
re-construction of the English language as a language of art
and literature. Up to that point literary works were written in
Latin and no significant piece of literature in English had been
produced since Chaucer and his Canterbury Tales about
two centuries earlier. ‘Culture’ was imported from France and
above all from Italy. Imitation of classic languages and above
all the translation of Italian works become the major means
to develop English as a literary language and to re-establish
its quality, both in poetry and prose. Sir Thomas Elyot tries
to give English a linguistic solidity by imitating Latin and
Greek syntax in his prose works; moreover, he strengthens the
expressive possibilities of English by acknowledging the need
to borrow ‘learned words’ from Latin in order to make up for
what he saw as the “insufficiency of our own language”. Elyot
enriched the English language, often introducing a Latin word
along with an English equivalent or explanation in order to
allow its gradual assimilation; a clear example of this method
is in a passage from Book I, when he uses the word ‘maturity’
declaring: “I am constrained to usurp a Latin word, calling it
maturity: which word, though it be strange and dark, [...] the
name once brought into custom, shall be facile to understand
as other words late coming out of Italy and France [...]".

4.8 Thomas Hoby

SirThomas Hoby (1530-1566) contributed tothe development
of the English language with his translation of Il Cortegiano
(1513) written by Baldassarre Castiglione (1478-1529),
one of the most influential works of the Italian Renaissance
which provided a model for the perfect courtier; composed
of four books, in prose dialogue form, it is a record of the
discussions of four successive evenings by a group of cultured
men at the court of Urbino, defining all the qualifications of
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the ideal courtier, ethical and intellectual, as well as military,
sporting, and social: the first book is on the education of a
perfect courtier; the second on his social experiences and
behaviour, and on the accomplishments that he ought to
cultivate; the third on the perfection of the noblewoman; the
fourth book on the nature of love and its power to ennoble,
a favourite topic of philosophic discourse in the Renaissance.
Hoby, educated at Cambridge, completed his education
travelling in Germany, France and Italy where he came across
Castiglione’s book, about forty years after its composition.

Hoby’s translation reveals his enthusiasm for Italy as well
as his learning and knowledge of languages. His translation,
complete by 1554, was not published until 1561, and had much
influence on the literature of England, particularly on Surrey,
Wryatt, Sidney, and Spenser.

It is the first translation of a secular work which has been
considered a masterpiece of English prose. It was very popular
(four editions) and meant for all readers, not only princes,
proposing models of behaviour. Hoby was less concerned than
Elyot to naturalise words from other languages and chose
‘pure English’ thus using a rather simple prose style which to a
certain extent became a sort of model for English prose writing.

4.9 Roger Ascham

A concern for the national language and the public education of
the prince appears also in Roger Ascham’s educational treatise,
The Schoolmaster (writtenin 1563,and published posthumously
in 1570). Roger Ascham (1515-1568) was one of the most
important humanists, and in a sense the last one. Educated
at Cambridge, where he distinguished himself in classics and
became Greek reader in 1538, in 1548 he was appointed tutor
of Princess Elizabeth and ten years later he became secretary
of Queen Elizabeth I. A scholar imbued with liberal humanist
conceptsand withtheexperimental theology ofthe Reformation,
Ascham strongly believed in the study of Greek and Latin
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classics, not merely for erudition and aesthetic pleasure but for
guidance in moral values and in political activity, but he also
indicated a nationalistic turning point for humanist English
education. His major concern was, as for his fellow humanists,
to strengthen his native country in all the arts of peace and
defence, providing men properly educated to serve and govern
England so as to keep her at the head of European nations.

In The Schoolmaster, a proposal for a more humane system
of education, he dealt with the education of boys of position
at school, of which he criticised the over-strict discipline,
advocating gentleness and patience, and asking that “goodness
of nature be joined to the wisdom of the teacher, in leading
young wits into a right and plain way of learning” so that
“children kept up in God’s fear and governed by his grace, may
most easily be brought well to serve God and their country,
both by virtue and wisdom”. Indeed, The Schoolmaster is to be
considered as a behaviour pattern for young people, in which the
ideals of the Renaissance and the Reformation were combined
to develop a dignified and well-ordered character, based on
“truth in religion, honesty of living, and right order in learning”.

Ascham discusses the practical details of teaching,
particularly the method of teaching Latin, revealing a strictly
humanist attitude in that he advocates the imitation of select
classical authors for the proper moulding of style; as to the
young men’s education after leaving school, he points out
the dangers of idleness in life at court and of Italian travel,
denouncing the immorality of the “Italianate Englishman”
and the “enchantments of Circe, brought out of Italy to mar
men’s manners in England”; indeed, although he admires
Italian culture and the Italian language, he worries about the
corruption of Roman religion and Venetian moral values:

But I am afraid that overmany of our travelers into Italy do not
eschew the way to Circe’s court but go and ride and run and fly
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thither; they make great haste to come to her; they make great
suit to serve her; yea, I could point out some with my finger that
never had gone out of England but only to serve Circe in Italy.
[...] If you think we judge amiss and write too sore against you,
hear what the Italian saith of the Englishman, what the master
reporteth of the scholar, who uttereth plainly what is taught by
him and what is learned by you, saying Inglese italianato é un
diavolo incarnato; that is to say, “You remain man in shape
and fashion but become devils in life and condition”. This is
not the opinion of one for some private spite but the judgment
of all in a common proverb which riseth of that learning and
those manners which you gather in Italy [...] And now choose
you, you Italian Englishmen, whether you will be angry with
us for calling you monsters, or with the Italians for calling
you devils, or else with your own selves, that take so much
pains and go so far to make yourselves both. If some yet do
not well understand what is an Englishman Italianated, I will
plainly tell him: he that by living and traveling in Italy bringeth
home into England out of Italy the religion, the learning, the
policy, the experience, the manners of Italy. That is to say,
for religion, papistry or worse; for learning, less, commonly,
than they carried out with them; for policy, a factious heart, a
discoursing head, a mind to meddle in all men’s matters; for
experience, plenty of new mischiefs never known in England
before; for manners, variety of vanities and of filthy living.
These be the enchantments of Circe brought out of Italy to
mar men’s manners in England: much by example of ill life but
more by precepts of fond books, of late translated out of Italian
into English, sold in every shop in London, commended by
honest titles the sooner to corrupt honest manners, dedicated
overboldly to virtuous and honorable personages, the easilier
to beguile simple and innocent wits. [...]

As he believed that it was no longer necessary to go to Italy,
so, though a great admirer of Cicero, he did not think it
was necessary to write in Latin and holds it better to “have
written this English matter in the English tongue for English
men”. His prose style has the plainness of colloquial speech,
a studied plainness deriving from his belief in the native
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strength of the English language. Unlike Elyot, he was no
great cultivator of Latinate neologisms and chose to discuss
the advantages of a classical education in plain and simple
English in order to facilitate his readers’s understanding.

Ascham also wrote a treatise in English in dialogue form,
Toxophilus (1545), dedicated to the “Gentlemen of
England”, in praise of archery with the longbow (a traditional
English weapon used for the victory at Agincourt), urging the
importance of physical training in education; in the dedication
of this dialogue he half apologised for, and half defended, his
use of the English language explaining that not all readers
were familiar with Latin and Greek whereas the vernacular,
although less elegant, could be a better medium. Ascham,
however, tries to strengthen and enrich his language by using
classical models, and along with Elyot and Hoby, he can be
considered one of the major contributors to the construction
and the use of English in prose writing as a language
having the same literary status as the classical languages.






5. Sixteenth century prose fiction

5.1 Prose types

The second half of the 16™ century witnessed the flourishing
of a great amount of prose fiction derived from the deliberate
attempt to give artistic shape and status to prose. Different
trends can be distinguished in this genre: in addition to religious
and pedagogical prose, translations and humanistic treatises,
vernacular fiction appears in new patterns of writing, such as
romances, euphuistic prose, popular fiction, and travel writing.

5.2 Sir Philip Sidney and pastoral romance

The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia by Sir Philip
Sidney (1554-1586) is the most popular text in the genre of
pastoral romance in prose which exhibits the sophistication
typical of much courtly Elizabethan prose fiction. Sidney meant
this work as an entertainment for his sister Mary Herbert,
Countess of Pembroke, and wrote two versions: the so-called
Old Arcadia, written around the years 1577-80 (which was
not published until the twentieth century), and a version known
as the New Arcadia (1581-84) published posthumously in
1590. This fragmentary, unfinished draft was later published
in 1593 by Sidney’s sister from the original manuscript.

Arcadia, a prose romance which includes a pastoral
eclogue at the end of each book, is characterised by a blending
of prose and verse. The scene is laid in Arcadia, with its flowery
meads, where “shepherd boys pipe as tho’ they would never
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be old”. The love-theme is located in a pastoral environment
presented as an ideal place, whose artificiality serves to
underline vices and virtues of the real world. Rural life, as
usual in this genre, is opposed to the world of the Court but
characters are far form being realistic portrayals of shepherds
asthey are all learned and erudite.Sidney’s Arcadia is modelled
on Jacopo Sannazaro’s Arcadia, a set of Italian verse eclogues
structured in a prose narrative, which suggested Sidney’s
conception of a pastoral setting amidst idyllic and idealised
landscapes. It is also inspired by ancient and medieval sources,
such as Heliodorus’ Aethiopica which offered an account
of the Greek world through adventurous tales against a
pastoral background characterised by stories of tournaments,
disguises, political treacheries, kidnappings, battles, and
rapes. Another source was the 15% century “knight-errantry
tale” of Spanish origin, Amadis of Gaul, which suggested to
Sidney those chivarlic norms typical of medieval romances.

Old Arcadia (1577-80), in five books, is structured on a
double plot and narrates the story of Pyrocles and Musidorus,
son and nephew of the king of Macedon, valiant knights and
close friends, who are wrecked and, rescued by shepherds, are
carried to Arcadia, whose king, Basilius, in consequence of an
oracle, has retired into a forest with his young wife and his two
beautiful daughters. The two young princes fall in love with
Basilius’ daughters, and, in order to approach the king’s family,
they disguise themselves as a shepherd and a shepherdess,
provoking thereby a series of awkward and complex plots:
the king falls in love with the seeming shepherdess, while his
queen is attracted by the man whom she recognises under
his disguise. The reign of Arcadia goes through a period of
turmoil which is eventually solved by Evarco, the perfect
king of Macedon. The ideal world of Arcadia also represents
a sort of allegorical parody of Elizabeth’s court and of the love
code of behaviour that was followed by the Queen’s courtiers.
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New Arcadia (1581-4) is a totally different romance.
Presumably, Sidney was impelled to rewrite the Arcadia by the
classical and neo-classical studies that he made for his Defense
of Poesy and it can therefore be seen as an attempt to turn a
romance into a prose epic characterised by an elevated style;
indeed, though it keeps the same characters, the humoristic
tone is replaced by a more serious and philosophical one and
the narrative structure is complicated by a remarkable number
of characters and their different stories which interweave with
those of the princes, resulting in a complex and often obscure
general plot. Musidorus and Pyrocles acquire a heroic status
which they do not have in the Old Arcadia and also the other
characters as well as the action are not used to present a parody
of politics and customs of Sydney’s time; on the contrary, they
become emblems of how that world should be, and the attempt
to discuss politics seriously and offer a moral lesson is evident.
Theethicaland didacticdimensionis furtherstrengthenedinthe
second version where the values of love, friendship, virtue, and
loyalty triumph over corruption, frailty and deception. In a way
similarto Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, Sidney’s Arcadia
offers a synthesis of Christian, Platonic and Renaissance
ideals whose ultimate aim is to educate the perfect gentleman
and courtier “through a virtuous and noble discipline”.

5.3 John Lyly and Euphuistic narrative

A very different display of narrative sophistication is evident
in Euphues: The Anatomy of Wit (1578) and its sequel
Euphues and his England (1580) written by John Lyly
(1554-1606). Both works reflect the vogue of much Renaissance
prose fiction to provide a courtly, learned and rhetorical
“divertissement fit for all gentlemen to read, and most necessary
to remember”. The word Euphues, the name of the book’s hero,
is Greek and means “well-endowed with natural gifts, both
physical and intellectual”. The title was probably suggested to
Lyly by Roger Ascham, who, in his Schoolimaster, glosses the
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term as follows: “Euphues is he that is apt by goodness of wit,
and appliable by readiness of will, to learning, having all other
qualities of the mind and parts of the body that must another
day serve learning [...] excellence in learning [...] joined with a
comely personage is a marvellous jewel in the world”. Euphues,
then, is the model of a young man attractive in appearance,
and possessing the mental qualities most calculated to please.
The subtitle, Anatomy of Wit, stands for something like
“analysis of the mental faculties”, and accounts for the fact that
the term “anatomy” was very common in titles during the last
decades of 16™ century prose, becoming a keyword in the 17%
century. Examples are: Stubbes’ The Anatomie of Abuses,
1583; Greene’s Arbasto: The Anatomie of Fortune, 1584;
Nashe’s The Anatomie of Absurditie, 1588; Burton’s The
Anatomy of Melancholy, 1621. Lyly’s use of the word
“wit” in the book refers mainly to intellectual capacity, but
also it becomes equivalent to worldly curiosity and an unholy
desire of knowledge, standing for the dangerous and insidious
tendencies of the Renaissance to contrast the strict religious
ideas of the Reformation.

However, it was the manner rather than the matter which
gave to Euphues its prominence and popularity; indeed, Lyly
was more interested in the formal aspect of a highly artificial
and elaborate style than in content. Lyly’s prose style came to
be defined Euphuism, indicating a peculiar mode of speaking
and writing that became a vogue in 16th century fiction.
Euphuistic style is characterised by an elaborate sentence
structure based on parallel figures from the ancient rhetorics
and a wealth of ornament including proverbs, incidents from
history and poetry, proverbs, and similes. The euphuistic
sentence is based on balanced antithesis and follows three
major structural principles: phrases of equal length that
appear in succession; key verbal elements used in successive
sentences; the correspondence of sounds and syllables.

Unlike the bombastic and complex style, the plot of
Euphues: The Anatomy of Witisextremelysimple: thehero,
Euphues, is an affluent young man of outstanding intellectual
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ability who arrives in Naples from the university of Athens and
there he makes friends with a wealthy Italian, Philautus, who
introduces him to his fiancée Lucilla. Euphues falls in love with
her and his passion leads him to betray his friendship. The two
young men exchange sarcastic letters but when after a short
time Euphues is forsaken for a more attractive suitor, their
friendship is recovered; in the end Euphues returns to Athens
to follow a pious life, while Philautus remains in Naples to lead
a life of pleasures. The narrative is but half the work and is
followed by various pieces of writing: a long epistolary essay
against love, a paraphrase of Plutarch’s tract on the education
of children, a controversial dialogue between Euphues and a
converted atheist, and finally a set of rhetorical letters written
by Euphues to his friends.

The second part, Euphues and his England, has a
little more coherence and a still more artful style. Euphues
and Philautus embark at Naples, and after eight weeks land at
Dover. They visit Canterbury and London, meeting a number
of characters who on the one hand allow the development of
a love story concerning Philautus, on the other discuss Queen
Elizabeth’s court,illustratingthelawsof monarchy. Thereference
to high-society characters and to contemporary London explains
the enthusiasm with which this second volume was met.

The introductory passage of Euphues: The Anatomy of Wit
opens with the presentation of Euphues, an educated young
Athenian “of so comely a personage[...] of more wit than wealth,
and yet of more wealth than wisdom”, endowed with “a sharp
capacity of mind” who, wishing to see the world, visits Naples.
The representation of the Neapolitan setting as a frivolous and
dissolute place, as “a place of more pleasure than profit, and yet
more profit than pity”, tends to express a sharp criticism of the
moral state of I[talian society; indeed, one main object of the book
istowarn young men against possible risks in travelling in Italy:

There dwelt in Athens a young gentleman of great patrimony,
and of so comely a personage, that it was doubted whether
he were more bound to Nature for the lineaments of his
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person, or to Fortune for the increase of his possessions. But
Nature impatient of comparisons, and as it were disdaining
a companion or copartner in her working, added to this
comeliness of his body such a sharp capacity of mind, that
not only she proved Fortune counterfeit, but was half of that
opinion that she herself was only current. [...] this Euphues,
whose wit being like wax apt to receive any impression, and
having the bridle in his own hands, either to use the rein or the
spur, disdaining counsel, leaving his country, loathing his old
acquaintance, thought either by wit to obtain some conquest,
or by shame to abide some conflict, and leaving the rule of
reason, rashly ran unto destruction. [...]

It happened this young imp to arrive at Naples (a place of
more pleasure than profit, and yet of more profit than piety)
the very walls and windows whereof shewed it rather to be the
Tabernacle of Venus, than the Temple of Vesta. There was all
things necessary and in readiness that might either allure the
mind to lust, or entice the heart to folly, a court more meet for
an Atheist, than for one of Athens, for Ovid than for Aristotle,
for a graceless lover than for a godly liver: more fitter for Paris

than Hector, and meeter for Flora than Diana.

5.4 Robert Greene

The popularity of Lyly’s Euphues in the ten years that followed
its publication greatly influenced prose narrative and the
euphuistic style is particularly evident in the first narrative
prose works by Robert Greene (1558-1592) who can be
considered one of the most representative authors in the genre
of pastoral romance. Greene’s works, Pandosto (1588) and
Menaphon (1589), show the influence, if not of Sidney’s yet
unprinted Arcadia, of the Greek romances from which the
Arcadia drew, successfully blending elements of adventure,
riddles, intrigue, disguise, bad fortune and happy ending; both
romances contrast tragic and comic elements, the courtly and
the bucolic. Pandosto holds a special interest in that it provided
Shakespeare with the plot of The Winter’s Tale, one of his
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dramatic romances. Later Greene distanced himself from the
euphuistic fashion, turning towards more realistic writings and
was one of the first to exploit in writing the social unrest of the
timeinhiswell-known Cony-Catching Pamphlets(1591-92)
in three parts, dedicated “to the young gentlemen, merchants,
apprentices, farmers, and plain countrymen”, warning them
against tricksters, and prostitutes in a vivid, often comic, and
at times moving style. While describing the methods of rogues
and impostors, Greene throws light on the low life of the time.

5.5 Thomas Lodge

The most successful of Greene’s imitators in the romantic tale
was Thomas Lodge (1558-1625). His best pastoral romance
Rosalynde. Euphues Golden Legacy (1590), though
referring to Lyly in the title, shows a greater debt to Greene’s
romance style; it also shows the traces of Sidney’s influence:
Arden, the place where the characters withdraw, is an idealised
refuge, an untroubled Arcadia peopled by shepherds and
untouched by the cruelties and conflicts of the external world.

From the formal point of view, prose is enriched by songs,
sonnets and eclogues as is usual in this genre. Like Greene’s
Pandosto, also Rosalynde was chosen by Shakespeare as a
source of one of his best comedies, As You Like It.

5.6 Thomas Nashe and picaresque narrative

The fiction of Thomas Nashe (1567-1601) radically breaks
with the Euphuistic tradition which was mainly the expression
of an aristocratic elite. Nashe writes in plain prose, and indeed,
he looked at the stylistic artifices of the period with a critical
and scornful eye. His major narrative work, The Unfortunate
Traveller, or the Life of Jack Wilton (1594, dedicated in
its first edition to the Earl of Southampton), is quite different
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from the excessively poetic character of Sidney’s prose, as well
as from the affected and over-elaborate mannerism of Lyly’s.
It is the earliest picaresque romance in English and can be
considered as the first example of realistic popular fiction.
The term “picaresque” derives from Spanish (picaro = rogue)
and defines a kind of realistic fiction in which the hero is
usually a scoundrel of low birth who faces a lot of adventures
and misfortunes. Though still primitive in its structure, its
polemical prose style explores the potential of lexical novelty
using different ways of expression according to the different
social conditions and circumstances in which the various
characters find themselves; as in many other prose works and
pamphlets, here Nashe conveys his social and political criticism,
presenting the limits and weaknesses of the ruling class.

Inspired by the Spanish rogue-novel Lazarillo de Tormes
(published anonymously, in 1554), The Unfortunate Traveller
relates the lively adventures of the rogue-hero Jack Wilton,
an English page who lives by his wits, playing tricks, and
often getting whipped; he wanders abroad where he comes
into contanct with many levels of society, meets a number of
well-known historical characters, and witnesses some major
historical events. Wilton’saccount of his adventures portrays the
period of Henry VIII's reign during the wars against the French.
The protagonist travels around Europe visiting Miinster, which
the anabaptists are holding against the emperor, and sees John
of Leyden hanged. Then, in the service of the earl of Surrey,
the lover of the Fair Geraldine, he moves to Italy; during their
travels they meet Erasmus and Sir Thomas More, and Pietro
Aretino, and they also hear Luther disputing at Wittenberg. In
Venice, Jack passes himself off as the Earl of Surrey and runs
away with an Italian courtesan; he is discovered by the true earl
in Florence, where the latter defeats all comers in a tournament
in honour of the Fair Geraldine. The page then moves on
alone to Rome, where he remains for a short period during
an outbreak of the plague. Here, turning from lighter themes,
he depicts scenes of violence and tragedy, rapes, murders,
tortures, and executions. Depressed by the macabre horrors he
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has seen, he finally leaves the “Sodom of Italy” converted to a
better way of life, returns to his own country, and marries his
courtesan. The whole story is told with much spirit and wit, and
presents a vivid pictorial quality, a good deal of humour, and
a sometimes excessive concern for detail in its descriptions of
both fictitious/realistic events and pseudo-historical ones. As
Jack is the narrator, events are told not as objective facts that
he relates, but through his subjective perspective and feelings.

The scene opensin the camp before Tournay and Térouanne,
besieged by Henry VIII, in 1513, where Jack introduces
himself as “a certain kind of appendix or page, belonging or
appertaining in or unto the confines of the English court,” with
more creditors than money; Jack, in short, is like a picaro of
Spanish extraction, and lives to enjoy himself, as he declares:
“Amongst this chaff was I winnowing my wits to live merrily.”

Nashe’s prose production also includes:

The Anatomy of Absurdity (1589): Nashe’s first work,
a witty pamphlet against the empty superstition of English
society and the foolish affectations of bad poets, Euphuistic
writers, and women.

Pierce Penniless, His Supplication to the Devil
(1592): a prose satire against the public’s neglect of worthy
writers, a complaint of an impoverished professional writer in
search of patronage. The author, in the form of a humorous
complaint to the Devil, discourses on the vices of the day,
throwing light on the customs of his time.

Christ’s Tears over Jerusalem (1593): a pamphlet
dealing with the vices and abuses of contemporary society in
which Nashe figures as a religious reformer. He applies Christ’s
prophecy of the fall of Jerusalem to sinful London, warning
Londoners that they risk to suffer the fate of Jerusalem.
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5.7 Thomas Deloney and popular fiction

In the field of realistic prose fiction, the work of Thomas
Deloney (?1560-1600) is noteworthy. He is the author of
three tales (composed between 1590 and 1600) devoted to the
representation of the life of craftsmen: Jack of Newbury
(1598) depicts the life of the clothworkers in the town of
Newbury, and celebrates the generosity and the qualities of the
English clothiers; Thomas of Reading (1599) is also designed
to portray the clothiers’ craft; The Gentle Craft (1600), in two
parts, is in praise of the shoemakers. Deloney’s prose narrative
is quite different from the existing prose types of the period,
since it offers a representation of events, values and manners
far removed from those of the courtly, pastoral or picaresque
world. His popularity at the time indicates that the readers
were reacting against the fantastic aristocratic prose of Lyly and
Greene, turning towards a narrative closer to reality. The close
sympathy with crafts and craftsmen allowed him to provide a
broad and lively description of ordinary folk reflecting, as did no
other of his contemporaries, certain changes which were taking
place in Elizabethan society and art. Deloney in fact portrays
the life of the recent emerging trading classes, throwing light
on a new social picture of contemporary Elizabethan England.

5.8 Travel narrative

The English explorations towards the Western hemisphere
and to part of the Orient started only in the second half
of the 16" century, when the expeditions of Sir Francis
Drake (?1540- 1596) and of other navigators and explorers
took place, and when the first colonial settlements were
realised (Sir Richard Grenville in Virginia in 1585, and
Sir Walter Ralegh in Guiana in 1595). Accounts of all these
voyages documenting geographical explorations, colonial
aspirations, quixotic voyages, and mercantile ventures were
published during the course of the century and met with great
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popularity. The written record of the great number of early
travels, represented in Thomas Hariot’s, Richard Hakluyt’s,
and later in Samuel Purchas’s collections, attests to the rise
of England’s colonial and commercial power, as well as to
the significance of travel writing in English literary history.

Richard Hakluyt (1552-1616), geographer, clergyman
and promoter of colonization, devoted himself to collecting and
publishing the accounts of English explorations, and, among
other volumes, he edited and published Divers Voyages
touching the Discovery of America (1582). He wrote
The Principal Navigations, Voiages, Traffiques and
Discoveries of the English Nation (1598-1600), a three-
volume collection which, in addition to his accounts of some
important expeditions such as those of the Venetian John Cabot
and of Francis Drake, also contained Hariot’s reports, Ralegh’s
description of Guiana, and many other reports by explorers,
adventurers, and travellers. He thus brought to light the
achievements of English navigators, and gave a great impetus to
discoveryandcolonisation. Hisworkwascontinuedandexpanded
by Samuel Purchas (?1575-1626) in several books, including
his Hakluyt’s Posthumous, or Purchas his Pilgrimes,
containing a History of the World in Sea Voyages
and Land Travell by Englishmen and others (1625).

Thomas Hariot (1560-1621), an important and
talented mathematician and astronomer, a friend of
Marlowe, Drake, and Ralegh, accompanied Sir Richard
Grenville on the 1585 Virginia adventure and wrote a
detailed account of that expedition in A Brief and True
Report of the New-Found Land of Virginia (1588).

5.9 Sir Walter Ralegh

The most sophisticated author in this genre is undoubtedly Sir
Walter Ralegh (1552-1618), explorer, colonist, philosopher,
writer, and one of Queen Elizabeth’s most talented and
arrogantly self-confident courtiers as well. Known for his
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violent temper, his extravagant dress (an anticipation of the
dandy figure), his hatred of Spain, he enjoyed the queen’s
favour, and to her he wrote a long poem, The Ocean to
Cynthia, which, though unfinished, remains his longest
extant poem. His fame as 