Historical and Literary Characteristics of Elizabethan Literature
History (http://www.ccsn.nevada.edu/english/eliz.htm)

· 1500 Beginning of the Renaissance period of Literature in England 

· 1533 Separation of English Church from Rome: This is where Henry VIII decided to drop the Catholic Church because the Pope wouldn't grant him a divorce so he could marry again. 

· 1588 Defeat of the Spanish Armada: Much of the fleet was sunk and scattered in a storm but the English saw this as a sign that God was on their side and that Elizabeth was in good standing with the Divine. 

· 1558--1603 Death of Elizabeth, Ascension of James I 

· 1580-1620 considered the Elizabethan period in English Lit. (Includes what is also called the Jacobean era) 

· 1605 Gunpowder Plot: Some Catholics, led by Guy Fawkes, attempt to blow up Parliament. Some killed resisting arrest remainder jailed and many executed for treason. Nov. 5 is Guy Fawkes Day in England. Fawkes is burned in effigy. 

· 1607 Settlement at James Town, Virginia: First real settlement of North America. Nearly 90 percent of the settlers are dead within the year. 

· 1609 First Scot and English protestant settled in Ulster: England sought to conquer Ireland by settling English Protestants. This is where the Irish "Troubles" began and are still going on today. 

· 1611 King James translation of the Bible: Primary translation used by Protestants still today. 

· 1616 Shakespeare dies 

· 1618 Harvey discovers circulation of the blood (published 1628): Prior to this it was thought that the blood ebbed and flowed like the tide. 

· 1625-49 Reign of Charles I 

· 1639 First printing press in America: In order to control the distribution of printed materials, it was illegal to have a printing press in the colonies. The suppression of the means to distribute materials has been key to controlling many a society. Soviet Russia banned access to Xerox machines in the 1960's and 70's and many repressive governments today ban access to the Internet to limit access to information. 

· 1642 English Civil War: Theaters closed because most drama mocks rulers; "New Model Army" is the first professional army. Earlier armies were raised from those working a particular noble's lands. The New Model Army recruited and paid soldiers to fight for Parliament against the Monarchist forces. 

· 1649 Execution of Charles I: Many trace England's decline to this act. Since the Monarch was seen as God's chosen ruler on earth, to kill the king was to act directly against the will of God. 

· 1649-60 Interregnum-Rule of Cromwell & Son: Cromwell was an astute ruler but he made the mistake of passing rule to his incompetent son, rather an odd choice for someone who led the battle against the hereditary succession of power inherent in the throne. 

· 1660 Restoration of Throne to Charles II: After Cromwell's son botched things up, the people of England were eager to restore the Monarchy. 

Literary Characteristics (http://www.uni-mannheim.de/mateo/camenaref/cmh/cmh311.html)
THE literary temper of Elizabethan England was distinguished by a splendid vitality and vivacity, a rare catholicity of taste and width of outlook. Prose and poetry alike rang with a fervid enthusiasm for life in its most varied aspects. The nation's intellect was permeated by a wealth of ideas and aspirations which were new. The powerful individuality of Elizabethan literature is unmistakable, and in the work of Shakespeare it scaled heights unsurpassed in the literature of the world. But Elizabethan literature is misunderstood when it is studied in isolation. Very many of its ideas and aspirations were the common property of civilized Europe, however much they were colored by the national idiosyncrasy. The enthusiasm for the Greek and Latin classics, the passion for extending the limits of human knowledge, the resolve to make the best and not the worst of life upon earth, the ambition to cultivate the idea of beauty, the faith in man's physical, moral, and intellectual perfectibility, the conviction that man's reason was given him to use without restraint-all these sentiments, which went to the making of Elizabethan literature, were the foundation also of the Renaissance literature of Italy, France, and Spain. Elizabethan literature cannot be rightly appreciated unless it be viewed as one of the latest fruits of the great movement of the European Renaissance. The Elizabethan was gifted with an exceptional power of assimilation. He studied and imitated foreign authors with amazing energy. At times the freedom with which the Elizabethans adapted, often without acknowledgment, contemporary poetry of France and Italy seems inconsistent with the dictates of literary honesty. Yet in spite of the eager welcome which was extended to foreign literary forms and topics, in spite of the easy tolerance of plagiarism, the national spirit was strong enough in Elizabethan England to maintain the individuality of its literature in all the broad currents. The fervor of his temperament was peculiar to the Elizabethan, and in most of his utterances his passionate idiosyncrasy fused itself with the varied fruits of his study. Dependence on foreign example, so far from checking the fervid workings of native sentiment, invigorated, fertilized and chastened it. The matter and manner of Elizabethan literature owed an enormous debt to foreign influence, but Elizabethan individuality survived the foreign invasion. 

Shakespeare’s Brief Biography (http://www.bardweb.net/man.html)
For all his fame and celebration, William Shakespeare remains a mysterious figure with regards to personal history. There are just two primary sources for information on the Bard: his works, and various legal and church documents that have survived from Elizabethan times. Naturally, there are many gaps in this body of information, which tells us little about Shakespeare the man.

William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon, allegedly on April 23, 1564. Church records from Holy Trinity Church indicate that he was baptized there on April 26, 1564. Young William was born of John Shakespeare, a glover and leather merchant, and Mary Arden, a landed heiress. William, according to the church register, was the third of eight children the Shakespeare household—three of whom died in childhood. John Shakespeare had a remarkable run of success as a merchant, and later as an alderman and high bailiff of Stratford, during William's early childhood. His fortunes declined, however, in the 1570s.

There is great conjecture about Shakespeare's childhood years, especially regarding his education. It is surmised by scholars that Shakespeare attended the free grammar school in Stratford, which at the time had a reputation to rival Eton. While there are no records extant to prove this claim, Shakespeare's knowledge of Latin and Classical Greek would tend to support this theory. In addition, Shakespeare's first biographer, Nicholas Rowe, wrote that John Shakespeare had placed William "for some time in a free school." John Shakespeare, as a Stratford official, would have been granted a waiver of tuition for his son. As the records do not exist, we do not know how long William attended the school, but certainly the literary quality of his works suggest a solid education. What is certain is that William Shakespeare never proceeded to university schooling, which has stirred some of the debate concerning the authorship of his works.

The next documented event in Shakespeare's life is his marriage to Anne Hathaway on November 28, 1582. William was 18 at the time, and Anne was 26—and pregnant. Their first daughter, Susanna, was born on May 26, 1583. The couple later had twins, Hamnet and Judith, born February 2, 1585 and christened at Holy Trinity. Hamnet died in childhood at the age of 11, on August 11, 1596.

For seven years, William Shakespeare effectively disappears from all records, turning up in London circa 1592. This has sparked as much controversy about Shakepeare's life as any period. Rowe notes that young Shakespeare was quite fond of poaching, and may have had to flee Stratford after an incident with Sir Thomas Lucy, whose lands he allegedly hunted. There is also rumor of Shakespeare working as an assistant schoolmaster in Lancashire for a time, though this is circumstantial at best. It is estimated that Shakespeare arrived in London around 1588 and began to establish himself as an actor and playwright. Evidently, Shakespeare garnered envy early on for his talent, as related by the critical attack of Robert Greene, a London playwright, in 1592: "...an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his Tiger's heart wrapped in a player's hide, supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you: and being an absolute Johannes fac totum, is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country."

Greene's bombast notwithstanding, Shakespeare must have shown considerable promise. By 1594, he was not only acting and writing for the Lord Chamberlain's Men (called the King's Men after the ascension of James I in 1603), but was a managing partner in the operation as well. With Will Kempe, a master comedian, and Richard Burbage, a leading tragic actor of the day, the Lord Chamberlain's Men became a favorite London troupe, patronized by royalty and made popular by the theatre-going public. When the plague forced theatre closings in the mid-1590s, Shakespeare and his company made plans for the Globe Theatre in the Bankside district, which was across the river from London proper.

Shakespeare's success is apparent when studied against other playwrights of this age. His company was the most successful in London in his day. He had plays published and sold in octavo editions, or "penny-copies" to the more literate of his audiences. It is noted that never before had a playwright enjoyed sufficient acclaim to see his works published and sold as popular literature in the midst of his career. While Shakespeare could not be accounted wealthy, by London standards, his success allowed him to purchase New House and retire in comfort to Stratford in 1611.

William Shakespeare wrote his will in 1611, bequeathing his properties to his daughter Susanna (married in 1607 to Dr. John Hall). To his surviving daughter Judith, he left £300, and to his wife Anne left "my second best bed." William Shakespeare allegedly died on his birthday, April 23, 1616. This is probably more of a romantic myth than reality, but Shakespeare was interred at Holy Trinity in Stratford on April 25. In 1623, two working companions of Shakespeare from the Lord Chamberlain's Men, John Heminges and Henry Condell, printed the First Folio edition of the Collected Works, of which half the plays contained therein were previously unpublished. The First Folio also contained Shakespeare's sonnets.

William Shakespeare's legacy is a body of work that will never again be equaled in Western civilization. His words have endured for 400 years, and still reach across the centuries as powerfully as ever. Even in death, he leaves a final piece of verse as his epitaph:

Good friend, for Jesus' sake forbeare

To dig the dust enclosed here.

Blessed be the man that spares these stones,

And cursed be he that moves my bones.

 

The Shakespearean Sonnet (http://www.schoollink.org/csd/pages/engl/sonnet.html)
A sonnet is a lyric poem with a prescribed form. Lyric poetry -- which takes its name from songs accompanied by the lyre -- is distinguished from dramatic and narrative poetry. Although the boundaries are flexible, most lyric poems are fairly short, and are often personal. Examples include the sonnet, the elegy and the ode. A sonnet has 14 lines, and the lines are always iambic pentameter, that is, they consist normally of ten syllables with every second syllable accented. The rhyme scheme for an English sonnet is abab, cdcd, efef, and gg. An English sonnet has three quatrains (stanzas of four lines) followed by a couplet (two lines in iambic pentameter ended with the same sound). In each quatrain, normally a question will be raised, and the couplet usually draws a conclusion or presents a solution to the problems outlined earlier in the poem.
The Sonnet

A fixed verse form, usually of fourteen lines but occasionally twelve or sixteen, following a sophisticated rhyme scheme. The English form is usually written in of iambic pentameter. The Petrarchan, or Italian, sonnet is divided into an octave which rhymes a b b a, a b b a, and a sestet which usually rhymes c d e c d e, or c d c d c d. The sestet usually replies to the argument of the octet. The Miltonic sonnet follows the Petrarchan but without significant break in meaning between the octave and sestet. The Shakespearean sonnet has three quatrains and a final couplet which usually provides an epigrammatic statement of the theme. The rhyme scheme is a b a b, c d c d, e f e f, g g, or else a b b a, c d d c, e f f e, g g. The Spenserian sonnet rhymes a b a b, b c b c, c d c d, e e, and often has no break in meaning between the octave and sestet.

