What is the Renaissance movement? Discuss its impact on English Literature?

In this chapter we will learn:
= Meaning of term ‘Renaissance’ and its definitions by critics.
= Historical background, features and impact of Renaissance on English Literature

(A) THE RENAISSANCE |

The Renaissance is a French word which means re-birth, revival
or re-awakening. The Renaissance was both a revival of ancient
classical mythology, literature and culture as well asa r
of the buman mind, after the long sleep of the dark Middle Ages, to
the wonder, thé glory and the beauty of the human body and the
world of nature. It was asif mankind were awakened from a long
sleep and looked at the glory of nature with astonishment, “It was a
re-discovery by mankind of himszIf and of the world.” It wasa
period of great illumination in the life of humanity. It was a revival

- of the cult of Beauty, “the beauty of woman, the beauty of nature,

- and the beauty of art and literature,” It began in Italy as early as the

- l4th century with the works of Petrarch and others and was

nlate.d by the fall of Constantinople in 1453, by the invention of

~printing in Germany about this very time, and the great discoveries of
- scientist lln‘d navihgatlors whichffollowed. Its influence reached

- England as late as the last years of the 15th century and the opening

~ As Compton-Rickett puts it, “while Italy was afire with the new
sunrise, it was still for England merely a st eak of light upon the
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Ibe Medieval world was curiously limited and narrow. It was
ed spirivally, intellectually and physically. Geographically, its
% ies were narrow; 1o the North it was bound by frozen seas,
the West by the Atlantic, and to the South and the East by the
iterranear Mmm'n'lz.hiu boundaries were fixed by the
WM of Ptolemy, the earth at its centre, and with th
nly bodies ving in a fixed circle. Intellectuaily, it was
d by the fact that ‘books were written by hand and so literary
s confined to a few. Spiritually it was confined within the
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Te was an attempt to rebuild medieval culture according to the
: Greeco-Rogmn pattern of life. The study of humanity or
(The study of ancient Greek and Roman literature and
ht is called *humanity” because of its emphasis on things human
and sccular as opposed to the divine studies of medieval scholars)
ved a great stimulus from toe fall of Constantinople to the
ks in 1453, While ancient literature had been practically lost to
the Western world, it still flounished in the Eastern part of the Roman
Empire ‘with its capital at Constantinople. At the fall of this city,
countless Greek scholars poured into Italy, and sought its sheiter.
They brought with them the precious manuscripts of the ancient
writers, The classical masterpieces fired the imagination of the
‘Ttalian scholars and it was felt toat the ancient Greeco-Roman culture
was more modern than their own and that their own culture should
be reconstruced according to this ideal. The invention of the printing
g«t multiplied books and carried the fruits of classical renaissance
the people at large, in the various countries of Europe.

ﬁ.uken in the humanisitic culture of ancient Greece and Rome,

In Italy the Renaissance was not merely a literary revival, it was
aiso a scientific and artistic revival. It not only produced splendid
mtry but also splendid painting and sculpture. It gave man a new

fea of life and morals as is exemplified in The Prince of Machiavelli
and the Courtier of Castiglione. Both the books advocated a
vigorous life of action and worldly success, even by the use of
onable means. The geographical and astronomical methods of
ancients were also revived and in this way there was a break-down
of the closed universe of the Middt Ages, Astronomers—Copernicus
and Galileo—rediscovered the spherical shape of the carth and that
it moved round the sun, and further that it was not the centre of the
aniverse. The warped and natrrow medieval cosmology suffered a
w that in shaking it shook also religious faith, Man was spiritually
aod free-thinking was stimulated.

. g::ednﬁe;‘uofotutronmy tl:e ested t plorers
merchants the possibility of reachi abulous :
salling into the unknown West. It was in the v g
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lterature. < These twin threads run through all

of translations. As o : :
a deep layer onnmmlmmg’m ’l!ll:.e g::in'”h soil was
‘these rich spoils within the ' & PEOW-—Y
. casy reach of the common man.
translations opened for the English people, “a window on the
d world of classical anuqui :
of di Uquity, which appeared with all the
e & neWw discovery, the world of the gods and goddesses of
- Greece, and great soldiers and statesmen of the Roman Empire.” The
. great works of dramatists like Marlowe and Shakespearc, and of
poets like Spenser were nspired by the Renaissance spirit.
e It dm.w;y was prepared the auidence which could understand
and appreciate the allusions and references to ancicnt literature and
, with which Reniassance drama is heavily over-loaded. It
was the classical drama which gave to Eoglish drama its divisions
mto scenes and Acts, and unities of time, place ard action, its rules
of artistic composition. These translations and borrowings provided
the dramatists with an endless variety of themes. The Elizabethan
. dramatist does not invent his own plot, for there is no need for him
| 10 do 5o, Plagiarism was the order of the day because the temptation
¥as 100 great. Itis the Renaissance impuisc which accounts for the
or Mediterranean setting of Elizabethan drama, and for the
ive use of blark verse, Piutarch’s Lives translated by Thomas
Montaigne's Essays translated by Flono, and Chapman’s
imer, became the everyday reading of many and had consi
mee on Elizabethan literature. 1he language was enriched with
‘words and the translators learned the art of using words
ower and digmity. English style and prosody were formed by
P count wranslations. They providea the English writers w
sary discipline and training. ¢ pw, 4
To study the classics, English scholars had to go to

ith ltaly, for a second time, inspired Englisl  write
" heels of the men of learning went the nen of f
ning a of Italy, its rich sensuousne:
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Tt . -
censure and the reformists held the evil in check
i‘i'ﬂ‘il’uaiud u::if '35’1'&':2". vice stopped short of real life; poison.
ing and hired ruffianism flourished only on the stage.” The literature of
was enriched by an immense looting of Italian treasures,

ut the faults of Italy could not inféect English life to any great

extent,

The revival of ancient Greco-Roman cutlure had a profound
fmpact on the ideals of life. The ascetic ideal of the Middle Ages
was replaced by the mew ideal of the enjoyment of life. Man had

grown conscious of the glory and wonder of the Creation and
the beauty of human life and human body. This new ideal found
reflection everywhere in Renaissance litcrature. The zest for life
instinctively and naturally found its expression in song. England was
transformed into a veritable nest of singing birds. Every one sang,
down from the flowery courtier to the man in the street. Men craved
Jor entertainment and in response to this demand, there came the drama
and the | novelle—stories of love, bloodshed and violence, ofien
licentious. Consequently, the lyric, the drama and the short story are
the characteristic modes of expression in the Elizabethan era.

I‘oi .:ijomm al.oge br::i al.u:‘ action was the new ideal. Energetic
men o on were admired and not the ascetic or the in

retired, secluded life. A perfect gentleman was a man om ‘le:;:
plishment. To fashion such a gentleman is the aim of Spenser's Fairy
%ﬂ. Hence the close connection between life and letters that we
find running through all Elizabethan literature. The noted Elizabe-
than writers are-also energtic men of action. They are not only well-
ver d in the classics but are also accomplished courtiers, soldiers
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