To read Renaissance poetry in relation to its historical context is not to reduce texts to a dead past but to heighten our awareness of the complex transactions, differences, and similarities, between past and present that occur whenever we read a text. To what extent do you agree with this statement? Answer with reference to poetry studied on the course.
Reading Renaissance poetry in relation to its historical context can allow a modern reader to understand the complex transactions, differences, and similarities, between past and present that occur whenever we read a text. This perspective can be used to highlight the view that analysing Renaissance poetry within its historical context acts as a bridge rather than a barrier between the Renaissance period and the present. It could also be suggested that this statement displays some views of modern historicist literary criticism.[footnoteRef:1] This is a school of literary analysis developed by critics such as Stephen Greenblatt that suggests literary work may not always be understood in isolation.[footnoteRef:2] This may be due to the fact that understanding the context of a poem could allow a modern reader to relate the poem to events in modern history. During the Renaissance era, poetry was key to the renaissance re-birth as it was inspired by Ancient Greece and Rome, and it was within these periods that the importance of poetry was recognised and appreciated. Poetry can allow education as it teaches in a ‘pleasurable manner’.[footnoteRef:3] This is because it uses metaphors, imagery and similes. Poetry is a key art as not only can it teach about the time it was written but it also can relate to modern ideas, this is because poetry discusses topics such as love and beauty that have remained constant throughout history. Therefore, this is a key similarity between past and present, even if the context or the phrases and words used are different. Sonnets are a key art of expressing feelings and emotions that are used in the past and also in the present. [1:  Armstrong, G., Daniels, R., & Keen, C. (2026). Positioning Poetry. In G. Armstrong, R. Daniels, & C. Keen (Eds.), A History of Poetry in Italy: 1200–1600 (pp. 1–74). chapter, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. ]  [2:  Veenstra, J. R. (1995). The New Historicism of Stephen Greenblatt: On Poetics of Culture and the Interpretation of Shakespeare. History and Theory, 34(3), 174–198. https://doi.org/10.2307/2505620]  [3:  Sidney, P. (2002). An apology for poetry (or the defence of poesy) (R. W. Maslen, Ed.; 3rd ed.). Manchester University Press. (Original work published 1595)] 

Renaissance poetry can heighten our awareness of the complex transactions, differences, and similarities, between past and present when it is read in relation to its historical context this can be seen through the fact poetry can be used to educate a modern audience. Poetry can be seen as a reflection of the time it is written. This may also be more engaging for a modern reader. The context of poetry can heighten our awareness as poetry can provide a view of history that is affected by personal opinion, this may give us a different perspective to that of a plain statement of an event or time. This may also allow a modern reader to further understand how historical events may have affected individuals.
Poetry can also act as a bridge as it may cover topics that are not focused on in other historical texts. These may be topics that the poet views as important. These topics can include feelings of others and personal relationships. Poetry can also provide information about poets that texts about them may not, as poetry is often used as a method to convey private thoughts, feelings and opinions through complex metaphors. Poems can be used as ‘complex human statements’.[footnoteRef:4] The information that poetry can provide in relation to its historical context can provide a modern reader more information about the similarities and differences between the Renaissance period and the modern period. [4:  Goldberg, J. (1982). The Politics of Renaissance Literature: A Review Essay. ELH, 49(2), 514–542. https://doi.org/10.2307/2872994 ] 

This can also be seen through the fact that studying the cultural, political, and social upheavals of the English Renaissance, including the rapid shift in humanistic ideas and religious reformations, may enable a reader to see and understand similarities to contemporary challenges regarding identity, power, and authority. For example, poets may still be affected by those in charge of publishing works (for example, they made be told by their editors or publishers that they cannot share views that do not align with the publishing companies or they may be told to not include specific topics) , in a similar way to how they may have been in the Renaissance period.  Understanding these contextual ideas allows a modern reader to further understand the differences and the similarities between the past and present that can be seen within poetry.
To look at poetry it is also key to understand how factors like patronage, the printing press, and courtly politics influenced the creation of poetic works. Patronage was important to poetry at the time, as this was how poets would make money. Poetry had contextual importance during the Renaissance as poetry was read at court, this meant that it could be used as a form of sycophancy and may not have been honest or entirely truthful. At court, there would be patrons who would pay a poet to write poems and in some cases they would have certain requirements for this poetry such as it may have had to be complimentary to one person or contain negativity about another person. The invention of the printing press is key to poetry at this time as this was a main way written works could be distributed, as before this the only way was for them to be individually copied and written out, therefore the printing press marks a key improvement in the ease of distribution of poetry. Courtly politics influenced the creation of poetic works in a similar way to patronage as poems could be written in support of or against political figures in court. These poems may have affected the way people saw these courtly figures. Therefore, by understanding how these key contextual factors effect poetry it allows a modern reader to heighten their awareness of the complex transactions, differences, and similarities, between past and present.
There are also other important contextual factors that may have affected poetry. By understanding the political, economic, and religious upheavals of the period readers see that the texts are active, living negotiations of the writers’ own times but also have similarities to the readers’ own time. During the Renaissance period, there was a lot of political upheaval due to the changes in monarchs and their religious beliefs, this can also be seen in the modern period through governmental changes. It could be suggested that ‘literature reflects, engages and mediates these changes’.[footnoteRef:5] Although religious upheavals are not as common in the modern day as in most cases religion has less control over government, a modern reader may still be able to relate to this issue. Economic upheavals due to taxation were common during this period and this issue can also be seen within the modern world. The historical context of a poem may be used as a lens by which to understand the poetry. [5:  Goldberg, J. (1982). The Politics of Renaissance Literature: A Review Essay. ELH, 49(2), 514–542. https://doi.org/10.2307/2872994 ] 

Poetry can heighten our awareness of complex transactions, differences, and similarities, between past and present that occur whenever we read a text as it uses common phrases and references that can often be understood by modern as well as contemporary audiences. These common phrases are used throughout both types of poetry, which provides a key similarity. These phrases refer to common themes and ideas. This may include phrases such as ‘shall I compare thee’ which is seen in Shakespeare’s sonnets but also in modern poetry.[footnoteRef:6] Another example of this is referring to the sun as ‘heaven’s eye’.[footnoteRef:7] There are also many common metaphors, such as comparing red lips to roses or cherries and comparing pale skin to lilies, snow or porcelain.  [6:  Shakespeare, W. (1609). Sonnet 18: Shall I Compare Thee to a Summer’s day? Poetry Foundation. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45087/sonnet-18-shall-i-compare-thee-to-a-summers-day ]  [7:  Shakespeare, W. (1609). Sonnet 18: Shall I Compare Thee to a Summer’s day? Poetry Foundation. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45087/sonnet-18-shall-i-compare-thee-to-a-summers-day ] 

The idea that to read Renaissance poetry is not to reduce texts to a dead past but rather allow them to provide a bridge between the contemporary era and modern day can be studied through looking at the work of Renaissance poets such as William Shakespeare, Edmund Spencer, Michael Drayton, Thomas Campion, Samuel Daniel and Ben Jonson. By studying the works of these poets, a modern reader can heighten their awareness and begin to understand the ideals and practices that were common at the time the works were written. A modern reader may also be able to draw similarities between the work of these poets and the work of modern poets such as Carol Ann Duffy and Tom Paulin who use similar themes or ideas. These themes and ideas include love, the passing of time, the loss of youth and the inevitability of death, although in some cases modern poetry approaches these themes in a different manner, the key ideas remain the same. 
 In Shakespeare’s sonnets, he discusses many themes and ideas and some of these are similar to those that can be seen in modern poetry. His sonnets were first published in 1609.[footnoteRef:8] When studied in relation to their context, these ideas can further the understanding of the transactions that happen when a text is read. In Sonnet 29, Shakespeare appears to discuss desire for what someone else possesses and the emotional wealth that love can provide through the phrase ‘thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings’.[footnoteRef:9] These are themes that are still relevant in the modern era. In Sonnet 30 he discusses the grief, loss and sorrow that can come from remembering past events.[footnoteRef:10] The phrase ‘I drown an eye’ is used to describe the effect of these emotions, although this phrase is not used in the modern era, a modern reader would be able to understand what it is suggesting.[footnoteRef:11] In Sonnet 36, unrequited love is discussed.[footnoteRef:12]  Sonnets 44 and 45 are a pair. In Sonnet 44, it appears to suggest that the writer is willing to travel great distances for love or for the person they love.[footnoteRef:13] Sonnet 45 discusses the elements air and fire and health as well as joy compared to sadness.[footnoteRef:14] The sonnet states ‘slight air and purging fire’.[footnoteRef:15] [8:  Garrigues, G. (1887). Shakespeare’s “Sonnets.” The Journal of Speculative Philosophy, 21(3), 241–258. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25668140 ]  [9:  Shakespeare, W. (2020, February 22). Sonnet 29: When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes by William Shakespeare. Poetry Foundation. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45090/sonnet-29-when-in-disgrace-with-fortune-and-mens-eyes ]  [10: Shakespeare, W. (2020, February 22). Sonnet 30: When to the sessions of sweet silent thought by William Shakespeare. Poetry Foundation. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45091/sonnet-30-when-to-the-sessions-of-sweet-silent-thought ]  [11:  Shakespeare, W. (2020, February 22). Sonnet 30: When to the sessions of sweet silent thought by William Shakespeare. Poetry Foundation. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45091/sonnet-30-when-to-the-sessions-of-sweet-silent-thought ]  [12:  Shakespeare, W. (1997). Sonnet 36. In G. B. Evans (Ed.), The sonnets (p. 25). Cambridge University Press. (Original work published 1609)]  [13:  Shakespeare, W. (2006). Sonnet 44. In B. A. Mowat & P. Werstine (Eds.), Shakespeare's sonnets & poems (p. 67). Washington Square Press. (Original work published 1609) ]  [14:  Shakespeare, W. (2006). Sonnet 45. In B. A. Mowat & P. Werstine (Eds.), Shakespeare's sonnets & poems (p. 67). Washington Square Press. (Original work published 1609)]  [15:  Shakespeare, W. (2006). Sonnet 45. In B. A. Mowat & P. Werstine (Eds.), Shakespeare's sonnets & poems (p. 67). Washington Square Press. (Original work published 1609)] 

 Although the ideas of the elements are not as commonly used within modern poetry, the emotions are still the same. Sonnet 130 uses colour imagery and metaphors to discuss beauty, love and delight. The metaphors include ‘Coral is far more red, than her lips red’ which would be a recognisable comparison for a modern reader.[footnoteRef:16] Sonnets 146 and 147 are a pair.  Sonnet 146 describes suffering and death through the use of biblical allusions and references, although these may not be as commonly understood as they would have been at the time, but they still may be understood by some modern readers. Sonnet 147 implies that love is a fever and discusses madness and death as a result of loss of love as well as deprivation and pining. These feelings are still described within poetry due to how strongly they are felt. The themes used within these sonnets can also be seen within modern poetry as both eras of poetry discuss similar situations. For example, love poetry can be seen in both eras. Despite the fact that different terms or phrases may be used, similar feelings, emotions and intentions can be conveyed. This can be seen through Maybe I Need you by Andrea Gibson where the poet states ‘Love isn’t always magic. Sometimes it’s just melting, where its black and blue, where it hurts the most’.[footnoteRef:17]This therefore suggests that the universal themes of poetry could be the same in the present day as they were in the Renaissance period.  [16:  Shakespeare, W. (1609). Sonnet 130. Poetry Foundation. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45108/sonnet-130-my-mistress-eyes-are-nothing-like-the-sun ]  [17:  Gibson, A. (2011). Maybe I Need You. In The madness vase. Write Bloody Publishing.] 

Edmund Spencer in The Fairie Queene, provides what appears to be an analogy used to describe Elizabeth I’s reign, this can bridge the gap between the past and the present as it allows modern readers an understanding of events that happened in the past. An example of this is through his descriptions of ‘Gloriana’ as being a ‘maiden queen’ and ‘heavenly bright’, these imply that Spencer is praising Elizabeth I.[footnoteRef:18] Praise of the monarch can be seen in modern works as well, for example Floral Tribute by Simon Armitage in which the poet laureate praises Elizabeth II’s dedication and grace.[footnoteRef:19] This is a key example of how poetry has a political significance. [18:  Spenser, E. (2006). The Faerie Queene (A. C. Hamilton, Ed.). Pearson Longman. (Original work published 1590–1596). ]  [19:  Armitage, S. (2022, September 13). Floral tribute. Faber & Faber. https://www.faber.co.uk/journal/floral-tribute-by-simon-armitage/ ] 

In Idea 61, Michael Drayton appears to present themes of separation, freedom, passion, love, faith and innocence through describing former love. Michael Drayton wanted to be a poet from a young age and begged his tutor ‘make me a poet’ and once old enough he published in every major genre of poetry.[footnoteRef:20] His sonnets were first published in 1594.[footnoteRef:21] Idea 61 is regarded as the ‘culminating cry of his unrequited passion’.[footnoteRef:22] The themes discussed in this poem can also be seen within modern poetry as well as similar metaphors and in some cases similar muses are used. This poem can relate to a modern reader as it references the idea of love fading through the phrase ‘the last gasp of Love’s latest breath’.[footnoteRef:23] [20:  Saunders, J.W A Biographical Dictionary of Renaissance Poets and Dramatists, 1520 – 1650 (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1983)]  [21:  Whitaker, L. (1904). The Sonnets of Michael Drayton. Modern Philology, 1(4), 563–567. http://www.jstor.org/stable/432533 ]  [22:  Whitaker, L. (1904). The Sonnets of Michael Drayton. Modern Philology, 1(4), 563–567. http://www.jstor.org/stable/432533 ]  [23:  Drayton, M. (2020, July 26). Idea 61: Since there’s no help, come let us kiss and part by Michael Drayton. Poetry Foundation. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44153/idea-61-since-theres-no-help-come-let-us-kiss-and-part ] 

In There Is a Garden in Her Face, Thomas Campion uses metaphors of plants to describe beauty and innocence and also refers angels to further show this innocence.[footnoteRef:24] Campion was a Roman Catholic poet, musician and composer. The metaphors used within this sonnet include those of comparisons to flowers and cherries in order to describe the beauty of the writer’s beloved. The themes discussed in this poem can also be seen within modern poetry as well as similar metaphors and in some cases similar muses such as loved ones are used. For example, in both eras poets have written about their beloved using nature metaphors.  [24:  Campion, T. (2021, April 27). There Is A Garden In Her Face by Thomas Campion. Poetry Foundation. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43871/there-is-a-garden-in-her-face ] 

In Delia XXXIII, Samuel Daniel discusses the art of cherishing and also appears to look at gifts from God. Daniel was very well educated but struggled as a poet in Elizabeth I’s reign due to his connections with rebellious figures such as the Earl of Essex, who was a Catholic which was an issue at the time.[footnoteRef:25] Delia has a classical form of writing and has a hint of the blazon and describes beauty and nature.[footnoteRef:26] This sonnet uses the ‘practices held in common by the English emblem books of the late sixteenth century’.[footnoteRef:27] Although the words, phrases and references in this poem may be foreign concepts to modern readers, the message conveyed is still key and able to be understood. [25:  Delia 33: When men shall find thy flower, thy glory, pass. (2025). The Poetry Foundation. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44073/delia-33-when-men-shall-find-thy-flower-thy-glory-pass]  [26:  Delia 33: When men shall find thy flower, thy glory, pass. (2025). The Poetry Foundation. https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44073/delia-33-when-men-shall-find-thy-flower-thy-glory-pass]  [27:  Goldman, L. (1968). Samuel Daniel’s “Delia” and the Emblem Tradition. The Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 67(1), 49–63. http://www.jstor.org/stable/27705464 ] 

In Ben Jonson’s Celia, which is within The Forest, the theme of love is discussed. Jonson was a poet and dramatist who had a humanist education.[footnoteRef:28] He was also Catholic.[footnoteRef:29] He was also known for wanting to be viewed as ‘honest’.[footnoteRef:30] In Celia, the speaker addresses his lover and tells her that her love is sweet and powerful. Although the muse of this poem may not be recognised in the modern era, the things that are written about her may allow a modern reader to further understand as these descriptions are also used within modern poetry. Metaphors comparing beauty to nature are key to poetry as they appear within poetry throughout history. [28:  Crowley, J. P. (1996). The “Honest Style” of Ben Jonson’s “Epigrams” and “The Forest.” Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme, 20(2), 33–56. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43445079 ]  [29:  Miola, R. S. (2001). Ben Jonson, Catholic Poet. Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme, 25(4), 101–115. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43445389]  [30:  Crowley, J. P. (1996). The “Honest Style” of Ben Jonson’s “Epigrams” and “The Forest.” Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme, 20(2), 33–56. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43445079 ] 

The work of poet John Donne can also show the importance of reading poetry within its context as, like Ben Jonson, he rebels against the pictorial fluidity of Spenserian Poetry.[footnoteRef:31] In his Holy Sonnets he discusses theme of religious despair, religious themes were common at this time and although they are no longer as common, there are still many religious allusions within modern poetry. Religion is a key contextual theme in Renaissance poetry as at the time there was a lot of religious turmoil and debates around religion as it was a key part of people’s lives and therefore affected politics. [31:  Douglas Bush, English Literature in the Earlier Seventeenth Century 1600-1660 (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1945)] 

Another reason why poetry can be used to bridge the gap between past and present is because some modern poetry is inspired by Renaissance poetry such as Susan Browne’s ‘Chance Meeting’, so it is key for readers to see where this inspiration comes from.[footnoteRef:32] Although some elements of poetry have remained the same throughout history, some elements have changed depending on the type of poetry. For example, sonnets can be seen throughout the Renaissance period but also in the modern period. Modern poems also often reinterpret Renaissance themes in order to share new ideas. [32:  Browne, S. (n.d.). Chance meeting. Poetry Foundation. Retrieved May 12, 2026, from https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/49270/chance-meeting ] 

Although the past was very different to the present, an understanding of history and the changes that have occurred can help to bridge this gap, poetry can perform this bridge as it can provide context and information about the period the text was written in and the ideals of the poet. This context includes but is not limited to the influence of humanism, the patronage system, religious reformation, and political instability. Understanding these key contextual ideas may allow a modern reader to interpret this poetry in a more accurate manner. It could be suggested that ‘interpreting texts is interpreting the market that informs them’.[footnoteRef:33] Therefore, understanding the context of poetry enables the reader to further understand the work. [33:  Veenstra, J. R. (1995). The New Historicism of Stephen Greenblatt: On Poetics of Culture and the Interpretation of Shakespeare. History and Theory, 34(3), 174–198. https://doi.org/10.2307/2505620 ] 

The idea that reading Renaissance poetry in relation to its historical context reduces texts to a dead past implies that Renaissance poetry is no longer still read and understood or that the themes are no longer relevant or recognisable, and this is not the case.
On the other hand, poetry may not be able to provide this bridge as it may be difficult to interpret or can be easily misunderstood due to its complex nature and complicated metaphors and allusions or its references to information that is not common knowledge for a modern reader. For example, poetry from the Renaissance era may reference the humours which were a part of a concept that was widely understood at the time but may not be understood by a modern reader due to its lack of use in modern understanding. Texts from the Renaissance era may also include references to classical mythology that may have been understood at the time but not by a modern reader, such as references to Venus or Mars. Poetry may also be incomplete or may have missing parts (for example The Fairie Queene by Edmund Spencer) which may make it difficult to interpret.
Poetry may also provide misinformation as it may contain fictional events or information. This is because poetry may not always be fact and it may be affected by the writer’s own opinions and bias. This may mean that what someone may interpret from poetry may not reflect facts. Poetry may also be biased, it is key to understand that poetry may be influenced by the writer’s situation, for example they may be writing in a way that may be complimentary to a patron of their work. It could even be suggested that ‘literature of the Renaissance is the literature of patronage’.[footnoteRef:34] Renaissance poetry may also be biased due to its entanglement with politics (especially at court) and religious turmoil. These biases may not be obvious to a modern reader without an understanding of the context. An example of this is the way women are often presented in Renaissance poetry as they are presented in an idealised view that does not focus on their true characteristics in order to fit the poet’s narrative, this can be seen in some of Petrarch’s sonnets.[footnoteRef:35] Other biases seen in Renaissance poetry include class and religion. [34:  Goldberg, J. (1982). The Politics of Renaissance Literature: A Review Essay. ELH, 49(2), 514–542. https://doi.org/10.2307/2872994 ]  [35:  Kline, A. S. (2019). Petrarch (1304–1374) - The Complete Canzoniere. Poetryintranslation.com. https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/Petrarchhome.php ] 

Poetry can also be misinterpreted as the author may use complex metaphors which could be understood in a multitude of ways and the meaning that the reader understands may not be the meaning that the author intended. Although this can cause misinterpretation, this does add to the beauty of poetry. Sonnets also may be misinterpreted as they may ‘take on new meanings in a context designed to allow them to’.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Neely, C. T. (1978). The Structure of English Renaissance Sonnet Sequences. ELH, 45(3), 359–389. https://doi.org/10.2307/2872643 ] 

Overall, the idea that ‘To read Renaissance poetry in relation to its historical context is not to reduce texts to a dead past but to heighten our awareness of the complex transactions, differences, and similarities, between past and present that occur whenever we read a text’ is supported by the work of many authors and poets both in the Renaissance era as well as the present and the research around this topic. Both Renaissance poetry and modern poetry contain similar themes, these include love, time, beauty, desire and passion, however these themes may be conveyed in slightly different ways between the periods. By understanding the context behind these works, a modern reader can develop a deeper understanding of the themes, they can also do this by relating the context to modern events. 
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