
the english renaissance literature
The English Renaissance Literature: A Journey Through a Literary Awakening

the english renaissance literature marks one of the most transformative periods in the history of
English letters. Emerging during the late 15th century and flourishing through the 16th and early
17th centuries, this literary era represents a vibrant reawakening of arts, culture, and human
thought. Influenced by the broader European Renaissance that celebrated classical learning and
humanism, English writers began to explore new themes, experiment with language, and redefine
what literature could achieve. If you’ve ever wondered how Shakespeare’s plays could still resonate
today or why poets like Spenser captured the imagination of their contemporaries, delving into
English Renaissance literature offers fascinating insights.

Understanding the Historical Context of the English
Renaissance Literature

Before diving into the literary works themselves, it’s essential to grasp the backdrop against which
this period unfolded. The English Renaissance coincided with significant social, political, and
religious changes in England. The invention of the printing press by William Caxton in 1476 made
literature more accessible, while the reign of Queen Elizabeth I provided a relatively stable political
climate that encouraged artistic expression.

The period also saw the influence of humanism, a philosophy that emphasized the value of human
potential and classical learning. This intellectual movement inspired writers to revisit ancient Greek
and Roman texts, infusing their works with classical themes and a newfound appreciation for
individual experience and emotion.

The Rise of Humanism and Its Influence on Literature

Humanism encouraged authors to focus on human nature, personal identity, and the complexities of
life — a stark shift from the medieval preoccupation with religious dogma. This philosophical wave
inspired poets and playwrights to depict characters with depth and explore universal themes such as
love, power, ambition, and mortality.

Key Figures of the English Renaissance Literature

One cannot discuss the English Renaissance literature without highlighting its towering figures
whose works still resonate worldwide.



William Shakespeare: The Bard of Avon

Arguably the most iconic figure from this era, William Shakespeare transformed English drama and
poetry. His mastery of language, deep psychological insight, and innovative use of dramatic
structure set new standards. Whether in tragedies like *Hamlet* and *Macbeth*, comedies like *A
Midsummer Night’s Dream*, or histories such as *Henry IV*, Shakespeare’s works showcase the
breadth and depth of human experience.

His sonnets also played a crucial role in shaping Renaissance poetry, blending intricate wordplay
with profound emotional expression.

Edmund Spenser and The Faerie Queene

Edmund Spenser’s epic poem, *The Faerie Queene*, stands as a monumental achievement in English
Renaissance literature. Written in an archaic style to echo medieval romance, it combines allegory,
mythology, and moral lessons. Spenser’s work not only celebrates Queen Elizabeth I but also
explores virtues such as holiness, temperance, and justice.

Christopher Marlowe and the Rise of Tragic Drama

Before Shakespeare’s dominance, Christopher Marlowe pioneered dramatic techniques that
influenced later playwrights. His plays, such as *Doctor Faustus* and *Tamburlaine*, introduced
complex protagonists wrestling with ambition and fate, often marked by poetic grandeur and intense
emotions.

Literary Forms and Innovations During the English
Renaissance

The English Renaissance literature was marked by a remarkable diversification of genres and
experimentation with form.

Poetry: Sonnets and Beyond

One of the most significant poetic innovations was the popularization of the sonnet form, particularly
the Shakespearean sonnet. Poets used this 14-line structure to explore themes of love, beauty, time,
and mortality. Figures like Sir Philip Sidney and Edmund Spenser contributed to the sonnet craze,
blending personal emotion with intellectual rigor.

Apart from sonnets, other poetic forms like pastoral poetry, which idealized rural life, and allegorical
epics became popular, reflecting the era’s fascination with nature and moral philosophy.



Drama: From Morality Plays to Complex Tragedies

The Renaissance witnessed the evolution of English drama from simple morality plays rooted in
religious instruction to sophisticated tragedies and comedies performed on public stages. The Globe
Theatre and other playhouses became cultural hubs where audiences experienced tales of kings,
lovers, and fools.

Playwrights began to blend classical influences with contemporary issues, crafting multi-dimensional
characters and intricate plots. This era also saw the rise of blank verse—a poetic form without
rhyme but with a consistent meter—particularly in drama, which allowed for more natural speech
rhythms.

Thematic Exploration in English Renaissance
Literature

English Renaissance literature is rich with recurring themes that reflect the tensions and aspirations
of its time.

Humanism and Individualism

A central theme is the celebration of the individual and human potential. Writers explored personal
identity, self-awareness, and the complexities of human motivation, often challenging traditional
authority and dogma.

Love and Beauty

Love, in all its varied forms—romantic, platonic, idealized, and tragic—is a dominant subject. Poets
and playwrights examined the joys and pains of love, often intertwining it with notions of beauty,
time, and immortality through art.

Power, Ambition, and Fate

The dynamics of power and ambition, as well as their consequences, feature prominently, especially
in tragedies. Characters grapple with destiny, moral choice, and the corrupting influence of
unchecked desire.

Tips for Appreciating English Renaissance Literature



Today

Engaging with English Renaissance literature can seem daunting due to archaic language and
historical distance, but with a few approaches, the experience becomes enriching.

Familiarize Yourself with the Historical Context: Understanding the social and political
backdrop enhances comprehension of themes and references.

Read Annotated Editions: Modern editions often include helpful footnotes and explanations
of obscure terms or allusions.

Watch Performances: Many Renaissance plays have been adapted or performed in
contemporary settings, making the language and drama more accessible.

Explore Secondary Literature: Essays, analyses, and lectures can offer valuable
perspectives and interpretations.

The Enduring Legacy of the English Renaissance
Literature

The English Renaissance literature laid the foundation for modern English literature, enriching the
language and expanding the possibilities of literary expression. Its influence pervades contemporary
poetry, drama, and prose, reminding us that the exploration of human nature and creativity is
timeless.

Whether it’s the thrilling complexity of Shakespeare’s characters or the lyrical beauty of Spenser’s
verse, the works from this period continue to inspire readers and writers alike, inviting us to explore
the depths of imagination and intellect forged during a remarkable cultural rebirth.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the English Renaissance literature period?
The English Renaissance literature period spans roughly from the late 15th century to the early 17th
century, marked by a revival of classical learning and an outpouring of literary works in England.

Who are some key figures in English Renaissance literature?
Key figures include William Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe, Edmund Spenser, Ben Jonson, and
John Donne.



What themes are commonly explored in English Renaissance
literature?
Common themes include humanism, the nature of love, politics, religion, the complexity of human
experience, and the exploration of identity.

How did the Renaissance influence English literature?
The Renaissance brought a renewed interest in classical texts, human potential, and individualism,
which influenced writers to explore new literary forms and themes.

What are some notable works of English Renaissance
literature?
Notable works include Shakespeare's plays like "Hamlet" and "Macbeth," Spenser's "The Faerie
Queene," and Marlowe's "Doctor Faustus."

How did the English Renaissance literature differ from the
medieval literature?
English Renaissance literature focused more on individualism, human experience, and classical
themes, whereas medieval literature was more centered on religious and chivalric ideals.

What role did poetry play in the English Renaissance?
Poetry was a major literary form during the Renaissance, used to explore themes of love, beauty,
politics, and human nature, with innovations in form such as the sonnet becoming popular.

How did the invention of the printing press affect English
Renaissance literature?
The printing press allowed for wider dissemination of literary works, making literature more
accessible and fostering greater literacy and intellectual exchange.

What is the significance of Shakespeare in English
Renaissance literature?
Shakespeare is considered the greatest playwright of the English Renaissance, known for his
complex characters, innovative use of language, and exploration of universal themes.

How did religious changes during the Renaissance impact
English literature?
Religious changes, such as the Reformation, influenced literature by introducing themes of faith,
doubt, and the questioning of established religious authority.



Additional Resources
The English Renaissance Literature: A Transformative Epoch in Literary History

the english renaissance literature marks a pivotal period in the evolution of English letters,
reflecting a profound cultural rebirth that shaped not only the literary landscape but also broader
intellectual and artistic currents. Spanning roughly from the late 15th century to the early 17th
century, this era witnessed an unprecedented flourishing of poetry, drama, prose, and critical
thought. In exploring the contours of the English Renaissance literature, one uncovers a dynamic
interplay of classical revival, humanist ideals, and innovative narrative forms that continue to
influence modern literary traditions.

The Historical and Cultural Context of the English
Renaissance Literature

The English Renaissance was part of a larger European Renaissance movement characterized by a
revival of classical antiquity’s art, philosophy, and sciences. Unlike the medieval period, which was
dominated by religious and feudal paradigms, this epoch embraced humanism, elevating the
importance of human experience, rationality, and individualism. The invention of the printing press
in the mid-15th century by Johannes Gutenberg played a critical role in disseminating new ideas and
making literature more accessible across England.

This period was also marked by significant political and religious transformations, including the
Tudor dynasty's consolidation of power and the English Reformation. These shifts created a fertile
ground for literary experimentation and expression, as writers sought to navigate and reflect upon a
changing society.

Key Features of English Renaissance Literature

English Renaissance literature is distinguished by several defining characteristics:

Revival of Classical Themes: Writers drew inspiration from Greek and Roman sources,
integrating mythology, philosophy, and forms such as the sonnet and epic poetry.

Humanism: A focus on human nature, individual potential, and secular concerns contrasted
with the medieval preoccupation on the divine.

Innovative Literary Forms: The period saw the development of new genres, including the
English sonnet, blank verse drama, and the essay.

Exploration of Identity and Morality: Works often delved into complex questions of
selfhood, ethics, and the human condition.



Prominent Figures and Their Contributions

The landscape of English Renaissance literature is populated by towering figures whose works
remain canonical in English studies.

William Shakespeare: The Quintessential Renaissance
Playwright

William Shakespeare stands as the most emblematic figure of this era. His vast oeuvre encompasses
tragedies, comedies, histories, and romances that intricately explore themes of power, love, jealousy,
and fate. Shakespeare’s mastery of language and deep psychological insight revolutionized English
drama.

His use of blank verse and innovative character development set new standards. Plays like "Hamlet,"
"Macbeth," and "A Midsummer Night’s Dream" exemplify the fusion of classical motifs with
contemporary concerns. Shakespeare’s influence permeates not only Renaissance literature but also
global literary traditions.

Christopher Marlowe and the Advent of Tragic Drama

Christopher Marlowe, a predecessor and contemporary of Shakespeare, contributed significantly to
the development of English drama. His play "Doctor Faustus" is notable for its exploration of
ambition and human limitation, themes deeply resonant with Renaissance humanism. Marlowe’s use
of blank verse and dramatic intensity paved the way for later playwrights.

Edmund Spenser and the Renaissance Epic

Edmund Spenser’s "The Faerie Queene" is a landmark in English Renaissance poetry. This
allegorical epic celebrates Elizabethan virtues through a richly symbolic narrative, blending
chivalric romance with moral and political commentary. Spenser’s inventive use of the Spenserian
stanza added a distinctive rhythmic quality to English poetry.

Literary Genres and Innovations During the
Renaissance

The English Renaissance was a period of significant experimentation and formal development across
various literary genres.



Poetry: The Rise of the Sonnet and Pastoral

The sonnet, imported from Italy and adapted by poets like Sir Thomas Wyatt and Henry Howard,
Earl of Surrey, became a dominant poetic form. Shakespeare’s own sonnets further refined this
structure, exploring themes of love, time, and mortality with unparalleled depth.

Pastoral poetry, idealizing rural life and nature, also gained popularity, offering a contrast to the
complexities of courtly existence and urbanization. Poets such as Philip Sidney infused pastoral
themes with philosophical reflection.

Drama: From Morality Plays to Complex Tragedies

Renaissance drama evolved from the didactic morality plays of the medieval period into complex
works that explored psychological and political themes. The establishment of permanent playhouses
in London facilitated the professionalization of theatre. Playwrights experimented with dramatic
structure, character development, and linguistic innovation.

Prose: Essays and Historical Narratives

The Renaissance saw the emergence of prose as a significant literary form. Sir Francis Bacon’s
essays introduced a new mode of reflective and analytical writing, blending philosophy with
practical wisdom. Meanwhile, historical narratives and travel literature expanded readers’ horizons,
reflecting the period’s spirit of exploration and inquiry.

The Influence and Legacy of English Renaissance
Literature

The impact of the English Renaissance literature extends far beyond its historical timeframe. It laid
the groundwork for the modern conception of literature as a vehicle for exploring human experience
and societal issues. Its emphasis on individualism and secular themes contributed to the rise of
Enlightenment thought.

Furthermore, the linguistic innovations and formal experiments of Renaissance writers enriched the
English language, expanding its expressive capacity. The themes and archetypes developed during
this period continue to resonate in contemporary literature, theatre, and popular culture.

In contemporary scholarship, the English Renaissance is often revisited not only for its artistic
achievements but also for its complex negotiation of power, gender, and identity. The period’s
literary output serves as a mirror reflecting the tensions and aspirations of a society in transition.

The English Renaissance literature remains a testament to the enduring power of cultural renewal
and intellectual curiosity, offering timeless insights into the human condition through its diverse and
vibrant body of work.



The English Renaissance Literature

  the english renaissance literature: Handbook of English Renaissance Literature Ingo
Berensmeyer, 2019-10-08 This handbook of English Renaissance literature serves as a reference for
both students and scholars, introducing recent debates and developments in early modern studies.
Using new theoretical perspectives and methodological tools, the volume offers exemplary close
readings of canonical and less well-known texts from all significant genres between c. 1480 and
1660. Its systematic chapters address questions about editing Renaissance texts, the role of
translation, theatre and drama, life-writing, science, travel and migration, and women as writers,
readers and patrons. The book will be of particular interest to those wishing to expand their
knowledge of the early modern period beyond Shakespeare.
  the english renaissance literature: A New Companion to English Renaissance Literature and
Culture Michael Hattaway, 2010-05-10 In this revised and greatly expanded edition of the
Companion, 80 scholars come together to offer an original and far-reaching assessment of English
Renaissance literature and culture. A new edition of the best-selling Companion to English
Renaissance Literature, revised and updated, with 22 new essays and 19 new illustrations
Contributions from some 80 scholars including Judith H. Anderson, Patrick Collinson, Alison Findlay,
Germaine Greer, Malcolm Jones, Arthur Kinney, James Knowles, Arthur Marotti, Robert Miola and
Greg Walker Unrivalled in scope and its exploration of unfamiliar literary and cultural territories the
Companion offers new readings of both ‘literary’ and ‘non-literary’ texts Features essays discussing
material culture, sectarian writing, the history of the body, theatre both in and outside the
playhouses, law, gardens, and ecology in early modern England Orientates the beginning student,
while providing advanced students and faculty with new directions for their research All of the
essays from the first edition, along with the recommendations for further reading, have been
reworked or updated
  the english renaissance literature: British Identities and English Renaissance Literature
David J. Baker, Willy Maley, 2002-05-16 Though British history and identity in the early modern
period are intensively researched areas, the role of literature in the construction of 'Britishness' is
under-examined. English history of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries often overlooks the
contribution of Ireland, Scotland and Wales to the formation of the British state. Historians describe
'Britain' as a multiple kingdom, with a long history of conflict. In this 2002 volume, a team of leading
Renaissance literary critics read a broad range of texts from the period, including plays of
Shakespeare, in light of British history. Prominent historians respond to the issues raised by the
volume. This collection opened up a different kind of literary history and has pressing relevance for
discussions of 'Britishness'.
  the english renaissance literature: Archaeologies of English Renaissance Literature Philip
Schwyzer, 2007-02-22 Early modern English literature abounds with archaeological images, from
open graves to ruined monasteries. Schwyzer demonstrates that archaeology can shed light on
literary texts including works by Spenser, Shakespeare, and Donne. The book also explores the
kinship between two disciplines distinguished by their intimacy with the traces of past life.
  the english renaissance literature: The Encyclopedia of English Renaissance Literature, 3
Volume Set Garrett A. Sullivan, Jr., Alan Stewart, Rebecca Lemon, Nicholas McDowell, Jennifer
Richards, 2012-01-30 Featuring entries composed by leading international scholars, The
Encyclopedia of English Renaissance Literature presents comprehensive coverage of all aspects of
English literature produced from the early 16th to the mid 17th centuries. Comprises over 400
entries ranging from 1000 to 5000 words written by leading international scholars Arranged in A-Z
format across three fully indexed and cross-referenced volumes Provides coverage of canonical
authors and their works, as well as a variety of previously under-considered areas, including women
writers, broadside ballads, commonplace books, and other popular literary forms Biographical
material on authors is presented in the context of cutting-edge critical discussion of literary works.

https://www.americancontractorsorganization.org/archive-th-176/the-english-renaissance-literature.pdf


Represents the most comprehensive resource available for those working in English Renaissance
literary studies Also available online as part of the Wiley-Blackwell Encyclopedia of Literature,
providing 24/7 access and powerful searching, browsing and cross-referencing capabilities
  the english renaissance literature: The Song of Songs in English Renaissance
Literature Noam Flinker, 2000 Treatment of and reference to the Song of Songs by a variety of
authors including Spenser and Milton.
  the english renaissance literature: The English Renaissance Alistair Fox, 1997-11-06 This
book reassesses Renaissance English literature and its place in Elizabethan society. It examines, in
particular, the role of Italianate literary imitation in addressing the ethical and political issues of the
sixteenth century.
  the english renaissance literature: Literature, Travel, and Colonial Writing in the English
Renaissance, 1545-1625 Andrew Hadfield, 1998-12-17 What was the purpose of representing foreign
lands for writers in the English Renaissance? This innovative and wide-ranging study argues that
writers often used their works as vehicles to reflect on the state of contemporary English politics,
particularly their own lack of representation in public institutions. Sometimes such analyses took the
form of displaced allegories, whereby writers contrasted the advantages enjoyed, or disadvantages
suffered, by foreign subjects with the political conditions of Tudor and Stuart England. Elsewhere,
more often in explicitly colonial writings, authors meditated on the problems of government when
faced with the possibly violent creation of a new society. If Venice was commonly held up as a
beacon of republican liberty which England would do well to imitate, the fear of tyrannical Catholic
Spain was ever present - inspiring and haunting much of the colonial literature from 1580 onwards.
This stimulating book examines fictional and non-fictional writings, illustrating both the close
connections between the two made by early modern readers and the problems involved in the usual
assumption that we can make sense of the past with the categories available to us. Hadfield explores
in his work representations of Europe, the Americas, Africa, and the Far East, selecting pertinent
examples rather than attempting to embrace a total coverage. He also offers fresh readings of
Shakespeare, Marlowe, More, Lyly, Hakluyt, Harriot, Nashe, and others.
  the english renaissance literature: Literature and Degree in Renaissance England Peter
Holbrook, 1994 He argues that despite recent influential historicizations of English Renaissance
literature, we still need a nuanced understanding of the ways in which degree, the structure of social
distinctions in Renaissance England, was symbolized in the period's literature.
  the english renaissance literature: The Literature of the English Renaissance,
1485-1660 Hardin Craig, 1962 The Literature of the English Renaissance: 1485-1660 by Hardin
Craig, Volume II of A History of English Literature, is a comprehensive survey of the period of
English literature that began with Sir Thomas More's Utopia, reached its apogee in the masterpieces
of Spenser, Marlowe, Shakespeare, and Jonson, and concluded with the work of the two great
Puritan poets, Milton and Marvell. In this volume, which may be read independently of others in the
series, Dr. Craig surveys the life and work of each ofhte major and minor literary figures of the
English Renaissance, reviews the important religious and secular events set in motion by the revival
in learning, and critically examines the major innovations in English prose, poetry, and drama
stimulated by the joyous renewal of intellectual curiosity and artistic experimentation that
dominated this dynamic period in English literary history -- Cover page 4.
  the english renaissance literature: The English Renaissance Kate Aughterson, 2001-08-23
This anthology collects together primary texts and documents written by Elizabeth Tudor,
Machievelli, Edmund Spencer, Francis Bacon, Ben Jonson, Galileo Galilei, James I, Walter Raleigh
and Michel Montaigne relevant to the literature, culture and intellectual life in England between
1550 and 1660. Divided into sections, this collection of primary sources covers such topics as
religion, politics, society and social life, education, literary and cultural theories, science and magic,
gender and sexuality and exploration and trade. --From publisher's description.
  the english renaissance literature: Images and Ideas in Literature of the English Renaissance
Patrick Grant, 2015-12-22



  the english renaissance literature: Recent Literature of the English Renaissance Hardin
Craig, 2011-06-01
  the english renaissance literature: Ovid and Masculinity in English Renaissance
Literature John S. Garrison, Goran Stanivukovic, 2021-01-16 Ovid transformed English Renaissance
literary ideas about love, erotic desire, embodiment, and gender more than any other classical poet.
Ovidian concepts of femininity have been well served by modern criticism, but Ovid's impact on
masculinity in Renaissance literature remains underexamined. This volume explores how English
Renaissance writers shifted away from Virgilian heroic figures to embrace romantic ideals of
courtship, civility, and friendship. Ovid's writing about masculinity, love, and desire shaped
discourses of masculinity across a wide range of literary texts of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, including poetry, prose fiction, and drama. The book covers all major works by Ovid, in
addition to Italian humanists Angelo Poliziano and Natale Conti, canonical writers such as William
Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe, Ben Jonson, Edmund Spenser, Philip Sidney, and John Milton,
and lesser-known writers such as Wynkyn de Worde, Michael Drayton, Thomas Lodge, Richard
Johnson, Robert Greene, John Marston, Thomas Heywood, and Francis Beaumont. Individual essays
examine emasculation, abjection, pacifism, female masculinity, boys' masculinity, parody, hospitality,
and protean Jewish masculinity. Ovid and Masculinity in English Renaissance Literature
demonstrates how Ovid's poetry gave vigour and vitality to male voices in English literature - how
his works inspired English writers to reimagine the male authorial voice, the male body, desire, and
love in fresh terms.
  the english renaissance literature: The Renaissance Marion Wynne-Davies, 1992 A guide to
English literature from 1500 to 1660. It combines a series of critical essays on understanding
Renaissance literature, Elizabethan and Jacobean drama, Renaissance poetry and the contemporary
historical background, with a complimentary A to Z section of detailed entries. This up-to-date
alpabetical section includes references to, and bibliographies for major authors, plot summaries and
critical discussions of principal works, glossaries of important literary terms, and supplementary
theoretical background material. A full chronology is also provided, and comprehensive
cross-referencing occurs throughout the book.
  the english renaissance literature: The English Renaissance, 1500-1620 Andrew
Hadfield, 2001 This lively and stimulating book guides students through the historical contexts, key
figures, texts, themes and issues in sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century English literature. The
English Renaissance, 1500-1620 sets out the historical and cultural contexts of Renaissance
England, highlighting the background voices and events which influenced literary production,
including the Reformation, the British problem, perceptions of other cultures and the voyages to the
Americas. A series of short biographical essays on the key writers of the period explain their
significance, and explore a variety of perspectives with which to approach them. In-depth analyses of
a number of well-studied texts are also provided, indicating why each text is important and
suggesting ways in which each might usefully be read. Texts featured include Astrophil and Stella,
Othello, Utopia, Dr Faustus, The Tragedy of Miriam, The Unfortunate Traveller and the Faerie
Queene. The volume charts the intricacies of English Renaissance literature, taking in a variety of
themes including women, gender and the question of homosexuality; the stage; printing and
censorship; humanism and education and rhetoric. Attention is also drawn to current debates in
Renaissance criticism such as New Historicism and Cultural Materialism, thus the book provides
students with an unparalleled foundation for further study.
  the english renaissance literature: Allegory and Epic in English Renaissance Literature
Kenneth Borris, 2000-10-26 Challenging conventional notions that literary allegorism declined
precipitously around 1600, Kenneth Borris reassesses the Renaissance relations between allegory
and heroic poetry, particularly in the major texts of Sidney, Spenser and Milton. Through
wide-ranging consideration of Homeric and Virgilian reception and its influence on both continental
and English literary theory, he shows that allegorical epic tended to double for and displace epic
throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Borris offers a fresh approach to the interaction



of allegory with literary genres; focusing on epic, he further analyses the distinctive codes and
conventions that constituted the generic repertoire of Renaissance allegorical epic poetry. Whereas
standard literary history assumes Sidney opposes allegory, and that Milton minimises or rejects it in
following Spenser, Borris's detailed readings demonstrate that Sidney and Milton are also major
allegorists, and that Spenser remained so even in the latter books of The Faerie Queene. This book
was first published in 2000.
  the english renaissance literature: Representing the English Renaissance Stephen
Greenblatt, 2023-11-15
  the english renaissance literature: The Renaissance Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 1994-12-01
  the english renaissance literature: English Renaissance Poetry John Williams, 2016-02-23 AN
ANTHOLOGY FROM THE AUTHOR OF STONER Poetry in English as we know it was largely
invented in England between the early 1500s and 1630, and yet for many years the poetry of the era
was considered little more than a run-up to Shakespeare. The twentieth century brought a
reevaluation, and the English Renaissance has since come to be recognized as the period of
extraordinary poetic experimentation that it was. Never since have the possibilities of poetic form
and, especially, poetic voice—from the sublime to the scandalous and slangy—been so various and
inviting. This is poetry that speaks directly across the centuries to the renaissance of poetic
exploration in our own time. John Williams’s celebrated anthology includes not only some of the most
famous poems by some of the most famous poets of the English language (Sir Thomas Wyatt, John
Donne, and of course Shakespeare) but also-—-and this is what makes Williams’s book such a rare
and rich resource—the strikingly original work of little-known masters like George Gascoigne and
Fulke Greville.
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