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CHAPTER V 

THE REVIV AL OF LEARNING 

I. HISTORY OF THE PERIOD 

Political Changes. The century and a half following the death of 
Chaucer ( 1400-1 s 5 o) is the most volcanic period of English history. 
The land is swept by vast changes, inseparable from the rapid 
accumulation of national power; but since power is the most dan
gerous of gifts until men have learned to control it, these changes 
seem at first to have no specific aim or direction. Henry V -whose 
erratic yet vigorous life, as depicted by Shakespeare, was typical of the 
life of his times - first let Europe feel the might of the new national 
spirit. To divert that growing and unruly spirit from rebellion at 
home, Henry led his army abroad, in the apparently impossible 
attempt to gain for himself three things : a French wife, a French 
revenue, and the French crown itself. The battle of Agincourt was 
fought in 1415, and fü·e years later, by the Treaty of Troyes, France 
acknowleclged his right to ali his outrageous demands. 

The uselessness of the terrific struggle on French soil is shown by 
the rapidity with which ali its results were swept away. When Henry 
died in 1422, leaving his son heir to the crowns of France and 
England, a magnificent recumbent statue with head of pure silver 
was placed in \Vestminster Abbey to commemorate his victories. 
The silver head was presently stolen, and the loss is typical of ali 
that he had struggled for. Bis son, Henry VI, was but the shadow of 
a king, a puppet in the hands of powerful nobles, who seized the 
power of England and turned it to self-destruction. Meanwhile ali 
bis foreign possessions were won back by the French under the magic 
leadership of Joan of Are. Cade's Rebellion (1450) and the bloody 
Wars of the Roses (r455-1485) are names to show how the energy 
of England was violently destroying itself, like a great engine that has 
lost its balance wheel. The frightful reign of Richard III followed, 
which had, however, this redeeming quality, that it marked the end of 
civil wars and the self-destruction of feudalism, and made possible a 
new growth of English national sentiment under the popular Tudors. 
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The Reviva! of Learning. The Revival of Learning denotes, in its 
broadest sense, that gradual enlightenment of the human mind after 
the darkness of the Middle Ages. The names Renaissance and 
Humanism, which are often applied to the same movement, have 
properly a narrower significance. The term Renaissance, though 
used by many writers "to denote the whole transition from the 
Middle Ages to the modero world," 1 is more correctly applied to 
the reviva! of art resulting from the discovery and imitation of 
classic models in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Humanism 
applies to the reviva! of classic literature, and was so called by its 
leaders, following the example of Petrarch, because they held that 
the study of the classics, litera lzumaniores,- i.e. the "more human 
writings," rather than the old theology, -was the best mean.; of 
promoting the largest human interests. We use the term Reviva) of 
Leaming to cover the whole movement, whose essence was, accord
ing to Lamartine, that "man discovered himself and the universe,11 

and, according to Taine, that man, so long blinded, "had suddenly 
opened his eyes and seen." 

We shall understand this better if we remember that in the Middle 
Ages man's whole world consisted of the narrow Mediterranean and 

the nations that clustered about it ; and that this little Tbe World 
world seemed bounded by impassable barriers, as if God 

had said to their sailors, "Hitherto shalt thou come, but no farther." 
Man's mind also was bounded by the same narrow lines. His culture 
as measured by the great deducti\'e system of Scholasticism con
sisted not in discovery, but rather in accepting certain principies and 
traditions established by divine and ecclesiastical authority as the 
basis of all truth. These were his Pillars of Hercules, his mental and 
spiritual bounds that he must not pass, and within these, like a child 
playing with lettered blocks, he proceeded to build his intellectual 
system. Only as we remember their limitations can we appreciate 
the heroism of these toilers of the Middle Ages, giants in intellect, 
yet playing with children's toys ; ignorant of the laws and forces 
of the universe, while debating the essence and locomotion of angels; 
eager to learn, yet forbidden to enter fresh fields in the right of 
free exploration and the joy of individual discovery. 

The Reviva) stirred these men as the voyages of Da Gama and 
Columbus stirred the mariners of the Mediterranean. First carne 
the sciences and inventions of the Arabs, making their way slowly 

1 Symonds, Re..'iva/ o/ Learning. 
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these great writcrs were, like Chaucer, far in advance of their 
age, an<l that the medireval mind was too narrow, too scantily 
fumished with ideas to produce a varied literature. The fif
teenth century was an age of preparation, of learning the be
ginnings of science, and of getting acquainted with thc great 
ideals,-the stern law, the profound philosophy, the suggestive 
mythology, and the noble poetry of the Greeks and Romans. 
So the mind was furnished with ideas for a new literature. 

With the exception of Malory's llforte d'Artlwr (which is 
still medireval in spirit) the student will find little of interest 
in the literature of this period. We give here a brief summary 
of the men and the books most "worthy of remembrancc "; 
but for the real literaturc of the Renaissance one must go 
forward a century and a half to the agc of Elizabeth. 

The two greatest books which appeared in England during 
this period are undoubtedly Erasmus's 1 Praise of Folly (Enco
Praiaeof mi'um Jl,fori(l!) and More's Utopia, the famous "King
Polly dom of Nowhere." Both were written in Latin, but 
were speedily translated into ali European languages. The 
Praisc of Folly is like a song of victory for the New Leaming, 
which had driven away vice, ignorance, and superstition, the 
three foes of humanity. It was published in 15 I I after the 
accession of Henry VIII. Folly is represented as donning cap 
and bells and mounting a pulpit, where the vice and cruelty of 
kings, the selfishness and ignorance of the clergy, and the 
foolish standards of education are satirized without merey. 

More's Utopia, published in 15 16, is a powerful and origi
nal study of social conditions, unlike anything which had ever 
appeared in any literature.2 In our own day we have seen its 
influence in Bellamy's Looking Backward, an enormously 

1 
Erasmus, the greatest scholar of the Renaissance, was not an Englishman, but 

1eems to belong to every nation. lle was born at Rotterdam (c. 1466), but lived the 
lftller part of his life in France, Switzerland, England, and Jtaly. Ilis E,uomium 
11,ric was sketched on a journey from Italy (1509) and written while he was the guest 
ol Sir Thomas More in London. 

1 
Unless, perchance, the reader findssome points of resemblance in Plato's" Republic." 
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successful book, which recently set people to thinking of the 
unnecessary cruelty of modern social conditions. More learns 

from a sailor, one of Amerigo Vespucci's compan
ions, of a wonderful Kingdom of Nowhere, in which 

all questions of labor, government, society, and religion have 
been easily settled by simple justice and common sense. In 
this Utopía we find for the first time, as the foundations of 
civilized society, the three great words, Liberty, Fraternity, 
Equality, which retained their inspiration through all the vio
lence of the F rench Revolution and which are still the unreal
ized ideal of every free government. As _he hears of this 
wonderful country More wonders why, after fifteen ccnturies 
of Christianity, his own land is so little civilized; and as we 
read the book to-day we ask ourselves the same question. 
The splendid dream is still far from being realized ; yet it 
seems as if any nation could become Utopía in a single gen

eration, so simple and just are the requirements. 

Utopia 

Great er than either of these books, in its influence upon 
the common people, is Tyndale's t ranslation of the New 
Testament ( 15 2 5 ), which fixed a standard of good English, and 
Tyndale's at the same t ime brought that standard not only 
New Testa· to scholars but to the homes of tl.\e common people. 
ment T yndale made his translation from the original 

Greek, and later translated parts of the Old Testament from 
the Hebrew. Much of Tyndale's work was included in Cran
mer's Bible, known also as the Great Bible, in 1539, and was 
read in every parish church in England. It was the founda
tion for the Authorized Version, which appeared nearly a 
century later and became the standard for the whole Englisb-

speaking race. 
Wyatt and Surrey. In 15 5 7 appeared probably the fint 

printed collection of miscellaneous English poems, known as 
Tottcl's },fiscellany. It contained the work of the so-call 
courtly makers, or poets, which had hitherto circulated · 
mannscript form for the benefit of the court. About half 
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was to Malory rather than to Layamon or to the early Frencb 
writers that Shakespeare and his contemporaries turned for 
their material; and in our own age he has supplied Tennyson 
and Matthew Arnold and Swinburne and Monis with the 
inspiration for the " l dylls of the King" and the "Death of 
Tristram" and the other exquisite poems which center about 

Arthur and the knights of his Round Table. 
In subject-matter the book belongs to the mediceval age; 

but Malory himself, with his desire to preserve the literary 
monuments of the past, belongs to the Renaissance ; and he 
deserves our lasting gratitude for attempt_ing to preserve thc 
legends and poetry of Britain at a time when scholars werc 
chiefly busy with the classics of Grecce and Rome. As tbc 
Arthurian legends are one of the great recurring motives ~ 
English literature, Malory's work should be better known. 
His stories may be and should be told to every child as part 
of his literary inheritance. Then Malory may be read for bi 
style and his English prose and his expression of the med· 
val spirit. And then the stories may be read again, in Tenn 
son's "ldylls," to show how those exquisite old fancies ap 

to the minds of our modern poets. 
Summary of the Revival of Learning Period. This transition period Is 

first one of decline from the Age of Chaucer, and then of intel\ectual pre 
tion for the Age of Elizabeth. For a century and a half after Chaucer not 
single great English work appeared, and the general standard of literature 
very Jow. There are three chief causes to account for this: (t) the long 
with France and the civil Wars of the Roses distracted attention from 
and poetry, and destroyed or ruined many noble English families who 
been friends and patrons of literature; (2) the Reformation in the latter 
of the period filled men's minds with religious questions; (3) the Re,Í\°31 
Learning set scholars and literary men toan eager study of the classic~. 
than to the creation of nati,•e literature. Historically the age is noticeable 
its intellectual progress, for the introduction of printing, for the discovery 
America, for the beginning of the Reformation, and for the growth of poli· 

power among the common people. 
In our study we have noted: ( 1) the Reviva! of Learning, what it 

and the significance of the terms IIumanism and Renaissance; (2) thrd 
ftuential literary works, - Erasmus's Pra,se of Folly, More's [Jtopia, and 
dale's translation of the New Testament; (3) Wyatl and Surrey, and 
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5. What work of this period had the greatest effect on the English laa-
guage? Explain why. ., 

6. What was the chieí Jiterary influence exerted by Wyatt and Surreyl 
Do you know any Jater poets who made use of the verse forros which they 
introduced? 

7. Whicb of Malory's stories do you like best? Where did these stories 
originate? Have they any historical foundation? What two _great elements 
did Malory combine in bis work ? What is the importance of h1s book to latet 
English literature? Compare Tennys?n's "I~ylls of the King" and Malory's 
stories with regard to material, express1on, and mterest. Note the_marked resem
blances and differences between the Aforte d 'Arthur and the Níbel1mgen Lttd. 
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1415. Battle of Agincourt 
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Caxton · 
1499. Colet, Erasmus, and More 

bring the New Leaming to 
Oxford 

1 509. Erasmus's Praise of Folly 
1516. More's Utopía 
1525. Tyndale's New Testament 
153o(c.). Introduction of the sonnet 

and blank verse by Wyatt 
and Surrey 

1539. ~he Great Bible 

1557. Tottel's Miscellany 

CHAPTER VI 

THE AGE OF ELIZABETH 

l. HISTORY OF THE PERIOD 

Political Summary. In the Age of Elizabeth all doubt seems to 
vanish from English history. After the reigns of Edward and Mary, 
with defeat and humiliation abroad and persecutions and rebellion 
at home, the accession of a popular sovereign was like the sunrise 
after a long night, and, in Milton's words, we suddenly see England, 
"a noble and puissant nation, rousing herself, like a strong man after 
sleep, and shaking her invincible locks." With the queen's character, 
a sfrange mingling of frivolity and strength which reminds one of 
tbat iron image with feet of clay, we have nothing whatever to do. 
lt is the national life that concerns the literary student, since even a 
beginner must notice that any great development of the national 
life is invariably associated with a development of the national litera
ture. It is enough for our purpose, therefore, to point out two facts : 
tbat Elizabeth, with all her vanity and inconsistency, steadily loved 
England and England's greatness; and that she inspired all her 
people with the unbounded patriotism which exults in Shakespeare, 
and with the personal devotion which finds a voice in the Faery 
Queen. Under her administration the English national life pro
gressed by gigantic leaps rather than by slow historical process, and 
English literature reached the very highest point of its development. 
It is possible to indicate only a few general characteristics of this 
great age which had a direct bearing upon its literature. 

Characteristics of the Elizabethan Age. The most characteristic 
feature of the age was the comparative religious tolerance, which 

was due largely to the queen's influence. The fright
Teleration ful excesses of the religious war known as the Thirty 
Years' War on the Continent found no parallel in England. Upon 
her accession Elizabeth found the whole kingdom divided against 
itself; the North was largely Catholic, while the southern counties 
were as strongly Protestant. Scotland had followed the Reforma
tion in its own intense way, while Ireland remained true to its old 
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