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Chapterl

Renaissance and 16th-Century Poetry

W 69

Renaissance is an intellectual and cultural movement which began in Italy
in the 14th century and spread to Europe through the 15th and 16th centuries.
Renaissance is a French word meaning “rebirth” and it refers particularly to the
revival of interest in classical Greek and Roman civilizations, thus bringing a
“rebirth” to the ancient Greek and Roman culture and thinking in Europe.

The renaissance or “rebirth” of ancient Greek and Roman culture started
with the study of classical languages, thoughts and social systems and with the
translation of classical works of philosophy, history, literature, and science.
Among the English translators, the Earl of Surrey translated Virgil’s Aeneid;
George Chapman translated Homer’s lliad and Odyssey; Sir Thomas North
translated Plutarch’s Lives of Noble Grecians and Romans (from which
Shakespeare took the stories of Julius Caesar and Anthony and Cleopatra);
Arthur Golding translated Ovid’s Metamorphosis. The study of Greek and
Latin languages also gradually made available the works and thoughts of
philosophers like Socrates, Plato and Aristotle and of other writers like Cicero,
Castiglione, Ariosto, and Tasso.

Renaissance scholars did not just study ancient Greece and Rome as
history, they gradually absorbed thoughts and values embodied in classical
texts and civilizations. In their views, what distinguishes ancient Greece and
Rome is the value and importance they placed on the present life, on human
potentials and on human capabilities. In contrast to Christianity’s other-
worldliness, the classical thoughts emphasise the value and importance of life
in this world and the possibility of fully developing an individual’s potentials
while he or she is still alive. The emphasis, in short, is placed on this life, not
oun life after death, and the center of value is placed on human being, not on
God. This way of thinking is called humanism, as opposed to the religious
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asceticism and self-denial. Ancient Greece and Rome were the champions of
Man, not of God.

This classical way of thinking brought a release of creative energy and
innovative spirit during this historical period. The English Renaissance saw
the rise of a large number of writers and humanistic thinkers. Among them
were Thomas More, the author of Utopia, Philip Sydney, the author of The
Defense of Poetry, Edmund Spenser, the author of The Faerie Queene, Walter
Raleigh, the writer and adventurer, Christopher Marlowe, the author of Doctor
Faustus, and William Shakespeare, the greatest playwright and the greatest
poet in English literary history. Following the classical and Italian models of
Virgil and Petrarch, the Renaissance poets adhered to various poetic principles,
such as delight in ornamental language, poetic figures and rhetoric; interest in
various levels of style from epic and tragedy to pastoral and comedy; the use of
allegory in the teaching of moral truth; the belief in a correspondence between
the microcosm and the macrocosm; the belief in the symbolic order in
God’s universe, represented by the Great Chain of Being, with angels at the
top, humans in the middle and the animals at the bottom.

The Renaissance writers had special views on poetry and they emphasised
the art of literature. Naturalness is a virtue, but careful design is a sign of
human ingenuity and of artistic achievement. Therefore, the poetry of this
period is characterised by intricate metrical patterns and rhyme patterns. The
popular verse form “sonnet,” for example, is 14-line lyric poem of iambic
pentameter, with a special rhyme of “abab abab cde cde”. Spenser invented a
9-line verse of iambic pentameter, rhymed “abab bcbee,” and the verse form
has been known as Spenserian stanza.

Renaissance poets emphasised originality, but did not refuse conventions:
they inherited the well-known patterns and made ingenious elaborations on
them. Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis follows the mythological mode of
Ovid, telling a mythological story while teaching a moral lesson; Spenser’s
The Faerie Queene follows the heroic mode of epic poets, describing knightly
battles with monsters and praising virtues of honour, battle courage, leadership
and endurance; Sydney’s Arcadia follows the pastoral mode of Virgil, valuing
simple country life over sophisticated city life and military accomplishments;
John Lydgate’s Mirror for Magistrates follows the tragic mode of Boccaccio,
presenting the complaints of people who have fallen from a high position and
the warnings to people like them; and Henry Wyatt’s verse letters follows
the satiric mode of Horace, Juvenal and Persius, casting satires on follies of
various people in the society.
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Edmund Spenser (1552—1599)

Edmund Spenser was born in London and was educated at Merchant
Taylor School and at Pembroke College, Cambridge (1569 —1572). He began
writing poetry while he was studying at Cambridge and contributed some
poems to magazines. After graduation, he became secretary first to John Young,
the Bishop of Rochester, and later to the Earl of Leicester, at whose household
he became acquainted with another poet Sir Philip Sydney. Together they tried
to promote a new poetry in English.

He married Machabys Chylde probably in 1579 and the next year he
became secretary to Lord Grey of Wilton, With Lord Grey he went to Ireland,
where he spent the rest of his life, except for two visits back to England,
working as minor government officials. It was in Ireland that he wrote his
great epic The Fairie Queene, an allegory about a knight who goes out to kill
dragons and monsters in order to rescue a young lady.

At that time, [reland was England’s colony and revolts against English rule
sometimes broke out and disrupted the life of residents like Spenser. During
the last years of his life, revolts and wars destroyed his castle at Kilcolman
(1598). He went back to England to report the situation and died in London in
1599. He was buried in Westminster Abbey, beside another great poet Geoffrey
Chaucer, in the now famous Poets’ Corner.

The following poems are from Amoretti, a group of 89 short love lyrics
Spenser wrote to Elizabeth Boyle, the woman who in 1594 became his second
wife. The poems are in sonnet form, a kind of lyric poem which contains 14
lines, rhymed “abab bebe cded ee.” As a form, sonnet was possibly invented by
the Ttalian poet Petrarch and was used, with some variations, by many English
poets of Spenser’s time, including Sydney and Shakespeare. Sonnets are
usually love poems. The speaker is usually a passionate lover who is trying to
win the love of a lady who is cold and indifferent. A series of sonnets written to
this same lady will form a sonnet sequence and it was a fashion to write sonnet
sequences in Spenser’s time.

A s s°nnet 34 Fib e

Lyke as a ship that through the ocean wyde,'
By conduct of some star doth’ make her way,
Whenas a storme hath dimd her trusty guyde,’
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Out of her course doth wander far astray.

So I whose star, that wont with her bright ray,
Me to direct,’ with cloudes is overcast,’

Doe wander now in darkness and dismay,
Through hidden perils round about me plast’.
Yet hope I well, that when this storm is past
My Helice, the lodestar of my lyfe’

Will shine again, and looke on me at last,
With lovely light to cleare my cloudy grief.
Till then I wander carefull comfortlesse®,

In secret sorrow and sad pensivenesse’.

[Notes]
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Lyke as: like;, wyde: wide
doth: does

. Whenas ... guyde: When a storm has dimmed her trusty guide
. whose star...with cloudes is overcast: whose star...is overcast with clouds
. that wont with her bright ray,/Me to direct. that used to direct me with her

bright ray

. round about me plast: placed round about me
. Helice: North Star, the guiding star of sailors; the lodestar of my lyfe: the

north star of my life

. carefull and comfortlesse: full of worries and discomfort
. pensivenesse: pensiveness, deep thinking

[Questions]

1.

What is the function of “Yet” in Line 9?7 What is the relation between the
first eight lines and the last six lines?

. What specifically do the “storm,” “clouds” and “hidden perils” symbolise?

What may they refer to in the lover’s life?

. The “Helice” or North-Star comparison is a conventional figure of speech.

Do you think it gives a fresh perspective to the poem’s meaning?

[Commentary]

Spenser’s sonnets can be read in the structure of three quatrains and a couplet.

The first two quatrains describe a situation, the third quatrain (usually beginning

with “But” or “Yet”) changes the direction and the final couplet provides a

conclusion. The final couplet can be understood as statement, re-statement,
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counter-statement and conclusion.

“Sonnet 34” compares the lady to the North Star (Helice or lodestar) and
compares the lover to a boat. At the beginning, a boat is sailing on an ocean.
There is a storm and the water is troubled. There are dangerous rocks under
water, posing a great threat to the voyage. The sky is cloudy and dark without
moon or stars. In such circumstances, the boat is in urgent need of the North
Star to point out the right direction and guide it through the storm.

The boat is the lover who badly needs the North Star (his lady) to guide him
through a difficult period in his life. The third quatrain (beginning with “Yet”)
brings an optimistic tone and expresses the hope that this “storm” will pass and the
lady will return to him in the end. “I” shall be wreathing in pains until “you” come
and save me.

As a compliment to the lady, the speaker places her in a higher position
where she has power to solve his problems and save his life. As a traditional
lover, he shows customary humility and looks up to his beloved with
admiration and respect.

[Translation]
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